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Scott DelanceY

What an Innatist Argument Should Look Like

1. The Issue oflnnateness

The so-called "innateness" issue has been a focus ofcontroversy in

linguistics for over a generation, although the precise issues at stake

are not clearly delineated in much of the argument. The basic

innatist claim is that expressed by Chomsky:

... that certain aspects ofour knowledge and understanding are innate,

part of our biological endowment, genetically determined, on a par with

the elements of our common nature that cause us to grow arms and legs

rather than wings. This version of the classical doctrine is, I think,

essentially correct. (Chomsky 1 988:4)

In specifically linguistic terms, the claim is advanced in connection

with the rather ill-defined notion of a "human linguistic

endowment"; the assumption underlying much argumentation and

rhetoric in generative linguistics is that a grea.. deal of linguistic

structure is to be accounted for in terms of an innate "Universal
Grammar".

Given the simple facts that language is unique to the human

species, and universal across it, the inference ofa species-specific

linguistic endowment is inescapable. However, as it is generally

used, the concept of "innateness" in linguistics is quite closely

parallel to the concept of "vital essencet' in biology. Both are in

effect simply face-saving admissions of defeat. The Vitalist argues

(or argued; this doctrine has few adherents nowadays) thus:

organisms are made up ofthe same elements as the rest of the world,
but they clearly share something that makes them different. We can

SKY 1997: The 1997 Yearbookofthe Linguistic
Association of Finland, 7 -24
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replicate the chemical compounds involved, but we cannot make
them live; again,living things clearly share something besides their
chemistry, something which we cannot replicate. We cannot isolate
that something in the chemical laboratory, so it is not chemical.
Thus it is some sort of thing that we know nothing about, but the
irrefutable phenomenon of life assures us that it is real. Therefore
we must posit a mysterious new sort of entity, "vital essence", to
explain what is otherwise inexplicable.

In an exactly parallel way, the innatist argues: language seems
to be in some sense the same stuff as the rest of cognition, but our
understanding of cognition does not give us what we need to explain
its acquisition and systematicity. Thus there must be some
mysterious force underlying language, something which we cannot
model in terms of what we know about cognition. Thus it is some
sort of thing that we know nothing about, but the inefutable
phenomenon of language assures us that it is real. Therefore we
must posit some mysterious "black box" structure in the brain, the
"language faculty", to explain what is otherwise inexplicable:

innateness lends itself quite naturally to being some sort of deus ex
machina: when you do not know what to say about something, say that
it is innate. (Itkonen 1996:494)

Our understanding of language has suffered greatly from the
structuralist pretense, bom with Saussure and nurtured into virulent
growth in the age of Logical Positivism, that language has nothing
in particular to do with human beings. This pretense is far from
dead; we see it manifested, for example, in the bizane concept of
objectivist semantics, and in the related conception prevalent in
much of "cognitive science" of human cognition as an information-
processing module mathematically equivalent to a Turing machine.
Many of our erors in thinking about language stem from the
fundamental error of conceiving it as essentially a mathematical
problem - of imagining language as a disembodied system,
something that could in principle be implemented in any computing
machine.
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As with the rest of the overall structuralist program of which

this view is the foundation, generative linguistics claims - and

probably truly believes itself-to have abandoned this pretense, but

in fact has simply internalized it, building it into the foundations of
the discipline, out of sight where it can escape direct challenge. The

contradiction is most clearly seen in the status of the "irlnateness"

argument in contemporary linguistics, where the leading advocates

ofan innatist conception ofsyntax are arguing for innate structures

which have no apparent connection to the biological organisms in
which they are supposed to be lodged.

Our conventional thinking about language entirely neglects the

human dimension. The fundamental fact is that language is a

behavior, clearly with some biological basis, characteristic of the

human species. Any explanatory framework for language must

come to terms with this fact. It is stunningly ironic that the

contemporary linguistic ideology which proclaims the biological
roots of language the loudest is the most oblivious to this dimension'

For, although the various constructs of generative grammar are

taken to be somehow innate, or perhaps mathematically inherent in
structures which are innate, they are also "autonomous", i.e.

independent of anything else in the human organism, and no effort
is ever made to connect them with any other knowledge about

human beings. Indeed, many generativists are as adamantly opposed

to any human-based line of explanation as the most obsessively

positivist neo-Bloomfieldian could ever be.

Now, it is abundantly clear that there are some aspects of
language which reflect some innate structure. As the most obvious
example, it has always been clear (and lately, with the advent of
Optimality Theory, is at last again widely acknowledged) that much
that is fundamental to phonology reflects facts of phonetics, which
is ultimately a science of the physical endowment of the human
species. The resistance to this obvious truth which was characteristic

of much mainstream phonology during the 1970's is a reflection of
the fundamental emptiness of the notion of innateness used in the

Chomskyan tradition.
To take a simple example of what I mean by human-based
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explanation, consider the recent work in phonology on "coronal
exceptionality". It turns out that for a number of otherwise
impressively robust generalizations about syllable structure, etc., to
hold at a theoretical level, we need to attach a proviso along the lines
of "except for coronals, at least sometimes" (see Paradis and Prunet
1991). Now, it hardly seems that it can be coincidental, mysterious
though it may seem, that [+cor] seems to be the maximally
unmarked POA feature. And the briefest of reflection on this
phenomenon as an aspect of human language makes it about as
mysterious as the fact that languages have more words for colors
and other aspects of visual experience than for smells. Quite
obviously to anyone who has ever spoken - or played various
childish or adult ga.mes, or even chewed and swallowed food - the
front end of the tongue is far more agile than anything else in the
oral tract, definitely including the lips. This is, in fact, an
evolutionary feature of the primates, probably dating back to some
pre-lemurian ancestor that used its tongue to dig insects out of tree
bark or some such. This being the case, it is virtually inconceivable
that human vocal language would not show a tendency to take
special advantage of this agility.

2. Modes of Explanation

I have no intention of making the argument (a parody of
functionalist argumentation which is not common even among
avowed functionalists) that we should abandon the research program
of structural analysis which leads us to notions like coronal
exceptionality. (See Givón 1995 for a recent discussion of this
issue). I do, however, want to suggest that it is a dangerously bad
idea to assume a priori that any universal or widely-attested set of
facts about linguistic structure must automatically be attributed to
some irurate, specifically linguistic neural structure. (For specific
criticisms of particular arguments for innateness in generative
grammar, see e.g. Givón 1979, Itkonen 1994, 1996). There are
obviously motivations for universal pattems for which we do not
need to seek innatist explanations, autonomously linguistic or
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otherwise. That every language has some way of expressing

concepts like 'water' or'sleep' clearly does not need to be written

into linguistic, or to more general cognitive, theory. The salience of
these notions is a matter of human biology, the universality of their

linguistic expression a matter of simple pragmatics - all humans

will devise ways to talk about things that all humans need to talk

about. It's worth thinking about notions like Agent and Recipient

here. Bickerton (1990) suggests on the basis of its universality that

the Agent case role is innately defined (though he is wisely
equivocal as to whether it should be ascribed to the human linguistic
capacity or to pre-linguistic cognitive structure). But it is hardly

necessary to appeal to innateness here - agency, on the part ofboth
the self and others, is a phenomenon of human behavior that a
growing child can hardly miss noticing and wanting to talk about.

Likewise, as anyone who has had dealings with a child in its first
two years will understand viscerally, the concept of "Recipient" is
built into the pattern of human parenting. And a child with siblings
will very quickly find a need for rather complex disquisitions on the

subject.
Certainly few universal or widespread patterns of

morphosyntactic structure are going to be amenable to the sort of
simple-minded explanation that applies to a phenomenon like the

universality of words for water. But it does not automatically follow
that they must necessarily be explained in terms of an innate

linguistic endowment. Some, such as well-known universals of
constituent order, turn out to have their explanation in general
principles of linguistic diachrony which do not need to be located

within the human nervous system (Givón 1979, Aristar 1991,
Delancey 1994). Others may be explicable in terms of more
general, not specifically linguistic, principles of cognition (Deane

I99I,1992). The assumption ofthe autonomy of syntax comrpts the
innateness argument by making the chimerical "Universal
Grammar" the default explanation for linguistic phenomena, rather
than an alternative which must be weighed against others and
assessed in terms of its intrinsic plausibility. If we are prohibited at
the outset from seeking general cognitive explanations, we won't
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find them; we are then left with no choice but to claim that because
a phenomenon like "subjacency", "agentivity", or
"complementation" is universal, it must in some way be "innate".
Then, of course, there is no need to argue for the innatist hypothesis;
it is simply asserted:

Turning to still more general principles, it is reasonable to speculate that
the possibility of forming complex constructions with an embedded
clausal complement involves no learning at all. Rather, this possibility is
simply available as a principle of the language faculty. (Chomsky
I 988: I 7)

I have already suggested problems with this in the case of
agentivity, and here is part of the reason why generative grammar
over its history has been more interested in purely structural
phenomena ("formal", as opposed to "substantive", universals) -because for these the path to a non-autonomous explanation is much
less obvious, making it easier to assume without argument that there
is and can be none.

But, whether or not there is a competing explanation
immediately available, any innateness claim must be subject to
scrutiny with regard to its biological plausibility. To claim that a
structure is innate is to claim that it evolved, which is in tum to
claim that it developed by adaptation from some previously existing
structure. This entails that there must be a plausible
evolutionary/biological interpretation of any innateness claim in
terms of other plausible or demonstrated cognitive structures. In the
present state of our knowledge of human cognition and the evolution
of behavior, we certainly cannot say that no innatist claim can be
entertained unless it comes fully-equipped with an evolutionary
scenario. We can, however, evaluate such claims with regard to the
plausibility of such a scenario being reconstructible.

We have already mentioned a good example, that of coronal
exceptionality. The cross-linguistic evidence for this is adequately
robust to justifu positing some innate basis for it, and we have a
straightforward, biologically and evolutionarily impeccable
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explanation for what that basis is and why it is innate. However, it
seems improbable, to say the least, that a similarly limpid case could

be made for many of the constructs which mainstream syntactic

theory currently holds to be part of the "innate linguistic

endowment" of the species - leaving the question of cross-

linguistic attestation as moot, what plausible biological story is

anyone going to be able to tell about the evolution of subjacency, or

"bar level", or [+N]? (There appears to be a dim awareness of this

point - though not necessarily recognized as a problem - within
the generative camp; Itkonen (1996:a9$ cites Matthews (1989:69)

as acknowledging that the kinds of universals often adduced in the

generative literature, such as the subjacency condition, "are certainly

unexpected and nonintuitive").
Perhaps the best way to pursue this argument is to discuss an

example of an innatist claim which doeshavethis kind of biological
plausibility. As an example of how an innatist argument properly
must proceed, I will in the remainder of this paper outline an

argument for a localist hypothesis of case roles and clause structure

as part of the genetic endowment of the human species.

3. Localist Case Theory

It has long been noted (see e.g. Marty 1910, Hjelmslev 1935) that
there is much in the formal and semantic behavior of case systems

to suggest that they are organized in terms of the conceptual and

grammatical categories used to express spatial relations. I will not
take the space here to present the full evidence and argument for
localist case (see e.g. Anderson 1971, 1976, Gruber 1976, Diehl
1975, Jackendoff 1990), or for the particular, highly restricted
version of it which I will assert here (see Diehl 1975, Delancey
l99l), but the sorts of evidence which can be adduced should be

evident from the examples which I will discuss.
The most direct argument is based on the use of forms which

primarily encode local cases for certain more "grammatical"
functions. Roughly speaking, we can say that languages will mark
the arguments of a particular construction either in terms of their
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underlying case roles or in terms of syntactic grammatical relations.
When marking is in terms of underlying case roles, it is extremely
common that the marking used will be that associated with a local
case. We can consider here several cross-linguistically robust
patterns.

Probably the clearest, and most widely attested, pattern is the
marking of the "Patient" and "Recipient" of a trivalent predicate as

THEME and LOCATION (these notions will be defined below).
Note that this is literally true for many ditransitive clauses:

(l) She handed me the book.

For this sentence to be true the book must literally change its
location, coming to rest at a location defined by the recipient. When
recipients have surface marking which reflects case role, they are
typically marked locative, as in modern Romance and Indic
languages, or Tibetan:

Tibetan
(2) blo:bzang-la deb de

Lobsang-loc book that
'give that book to Lobsang'

Tibetan
(3) khyed:rang-la sbrul rmi:lam

you-LOC snake dream
'You will dream about snakes.'

sprad
give

(If the language distinguishes locative from allative, this is likely to
be allative, as in English; note however that this distinction is very
far from being universal). Otherwise, if they are marked in terms of
grammatical relations, they are treated as objects.

"Dative subjects", i.e. the subjects of verbs or emotion,
cognition, or perception (the case role sometimes referred to as

"Experiencer"), when they receive semantic case marking, are
typically marked the same as datives, that is, as locative:

btang-yong
EMIT-PRED.FUT
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In many languages, the lexical encoding of situations of this type

may be even more explicitly localist, as in Newari (a Tibeto-Burman

language of Nepal):

Newari
(4) jä swã-ya-gu bas

I.enc flower-GEN-cLS smell(N)

'I smelled the flower.' (Agentive)

(5) ji-ta swã-ya-gu bas

I-oer flower-GEN-cLS smell(N)

'I smelled the flower.' (non-agentive)
(/ir. 'The smell of the flower came to me.')

khaya
took

wala
came

And parallel evidence can sometimes be found even in languages

with no distinct "dative subject" construction; cf. English sentences

like:

(6) A while ago a uazy dream came to me.

When they are marked for their semantic role, possessors in the

possessive clause construction are also treated as locatives:

Russian
(7) u menja kniga

at me(oar) book
'I have a book.'

Tibetan
(8) khyed:rang-la ngul-tsam yod-pas

you-LOC money-some COP-INTERROGATIVE

'Do you have any money?'
(/ir. 'ls there money at you?')

Again, peripheral evidence for this equation can be found even in
languages which treat the possessor in a possessive construction as

an ordinary subject; cf. English:

(9) You got any money onyou?
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Otherwise, if they are marked in terms of grammatical relations,
they are treated as subjects.

4. The Correct Theory

Several lines of argument point to a maximally constrained localist
theory of case, in which core clausal arguments, at least
("Instrument" and such like are something different; see Delancey
1991), are accounted for with an inventory of only three underlying
cases: Agent, Theme, and Loc(ation). I have dealt with problems of
Agentivity elsewhere (Delancey 1984, 1985a,b, 1990a, b); my
concern here is with the Themelloc system (see also Delancey
1991). These categories are mutually defining - essentially, a
clause represents a proposition, and a proposition must express a
Theme-Loc relation, i.e. a Theme located at or coming to be located
at a Location. (Located vs. coming to be located is, of course, the
basis of the stative/eventive distinction). Clearly this works only if
"location" can be taken in several rather abstract senses. For
example, possessors and "experiencers" must be considered abstract
Locations, with possessed and thoughts, sensations, etc., Themes.
This makes a certain intuitive sense, but the primary arguments in
its favor are empirical, in particular the pattems of case "syncretism"
that I have discussed above. The analysis of ordinary transitive
clauses in terms of this scheme will require the interpretation of
states as abstract locations (see below). Arguments for this have
been made for years (e.g. Anderson 1971, Diehl 1975, Jackendoff
1990); for the present I will point out only that, as we will see
directly, it makes for a neat as well as intuitively plausible system.

This approach requires a rather more drastic innovation from
standard approaches to case theory, though one which is anticipated
in the work of Gruber (1976). The definition of Theme and Loc in
terms of one another entails the claim that every proposition, and
thus every clause, contains both a Theme and a Loc argument. But,
of course, there are clause types in every language which have only
one NP argument. The theory can be reconciled with the data only
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if we can allow one of the two to be lexicalized in the verb, rather

than represented as a NP. E.g:

(10) a) The door is oPen.

THEME LOC

b)

c) She opened the door

AG LOC THEME

But there is abundant evidence for this move. Consider Fillmore's

(1970) analysis of hit and break verbs. Fillmore shows that the

object of a change-oÊstate verb like break has some sort of patient

or undergoer type role (Fillmore provisionally uses "object"; Ill call

this role Theme, following Gruber), but the object of what he calls

"surface contact" verbs - generally, verbs ofaffectionate or hostile

physical contact hke hit, hug, kick, kiss - is some sort of locative'

Fillmore notes, for example, a peculiar use in English of a locative

prepositional phrase which is unique to this class of verbs. With any

other kind of clause an oblique locative can only denote the place

where the overall event occurred:

( I 1 ) I broke the glass in the sink.

(The reading in which the PP belongs to the object NP is irrelevant
here). With hit-class vetbs, however, an oblique locative can be

added which specifies more precisely the part of the object toward

which the action is directed:

(12) I kissed her on the lips.

Another piece of evidence which Fillmore does not mention is that

this class of verbs in English is uniquely eligible for a productive

light verb construction with the verb stem used as a noun and give

used as the verb:

The door
THEME

opened.
LOC
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(13) Igaveherakiss.
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As we have already seen, the recipient argument of a trivalent verb
is underlyingly a Locative. Thus her in (13) is transparently a
Locative argument, lending fuither credence to Fillmore's
suggestion that it is likewise in (12).

Again, of course, we have the problem ofthe missing argument

-if the glass in (11) is a Theme argument, where is the Loc? And
if her in (12) is Loc, where is the Theme? Break, of course, is the
same kind of verb as open, and like open it names the change of
state which the Theme undergoes, and can thus be interpreted as

providing the Loc argument. For "surface-contact" verbs like frzss,

the give construction furnishes direct evidence that the verb
incorporates a Theme argument, with the object as its Loc.

Additional evidence for this interpretation is found in Tibetan.
Tibetan overtly reflects the change-of-state vs. surface contact
distinction which is covert in English: both classes of verbs take an
Agent argument marked with ergative case; the other argument of
a change-oÊstate verb is zero-marked, like other Themes, while the
second argument of a surface-contact verb is marked as locative:

Tibetan
(14) shing-la sta:re gzhus-pa

tree-Loc axe hit
hit the tree with an axe

(15) sta:re-s shing 'chad-pa
axe-INSTR tree cut
cut down the tree with an axe

In modern Tibetan, the vast majority of surface-contact verbs are
light verb constructions:

Tibetan
(16) thub:bstan-gyis blo=bzang-la kha bsþal-song

Thubten-¡nc Lobsang-loc mouth delivered-psRF
'Thubten kissed Lobsang.'
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17) thub:bstan-gyis blo:bzangJa mur:rdzog
Thubten-BRc Lobsang-l-oc fist
'Thubten punched Lobsang.'

19

gzhus-song
hit-psn¡

These thus transparently treat the Theme which is part of the

meaning of the English verb stem as a distinct argument (zeto-

marked, as befits a Theme).

5. How to Argue for Innateness

I have not, ofcourse, provided sufficient syntactic and typological
evidence here to establish the superiority of this account of case

marking in core argument positions over other possibilities. But,
assuming for the sake of argument that this superiority can be

established (note, among other things, that many of the most useful

insights and analyses of Relational Grammar fall out fairly directly
from the scheme presented here), how should we explain the

universality of this model of clause structure? If it is true that every

clause, in every language, can be analyzed as representing a Theme-

Loc configuration, why should this be? If it is truly universal, there

is good warrant to consider the possibility that it reflects innate

structure, but, given the warnings expressed at the beginning of this
paper, how should such a hypothesis be pursued?

It turns out that this theory looks very much like the

fundamental structural construct of perception - Figure and

Grornd:

One of the simplest and most basic of the perceptual processes involves
what the Gestalt psychologists call figure-ground segregation. Every
meaningful perceptual experience seems to require in its description the

property of "figuredness." That is, phenomenally, perception is more than

a collection of unrelated, unintegrated, sensory elements. The units of
perception are, rather, figures, or things, segregated from their
backgrounds. (Dember 1963 :l 45 -6)
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In their concrete spatial use, Theme and Loc correspond directly to
Figure and Ground. Nothing is intrinsically Theme or Loc; these are
relational notions. A speaker presents one referent in relation to
another; the first we call Theme, and the second Loc. Thus, despite
some argument to the contrary in early literature on Case Grammar
(see Huddleston 1970), (18) and (19) are by no means synonymous:

(18) The bank is next to the Post Office.

(19) The Post Office is next to the bank.

(18) describes the location of the bank, using the Post Office as a
reference point; (19) describes the location of the Post Office, using
the bank as a reference point. Thus the subject of each sentence
denotes the referent to which the speaker wishes to draw the
addressee's attention, and the oblique NP denotes a referent used as

a background against which the subject can be identified.
Now, figure-ground organization is, selÊevidently, not a

feature of the physical universe; rather, it is a pattern imposed on a
stimulus by the process of perception. Much work in perception has
been concerned with what we might think of as prewired
determinants of figure-ground identification. All other things being
equal (e.g. in a properly designed experimental context), humans
will make a moving stimulus a figure, and the stable environment
against which it moves the ground. Other factors which increase the
eligibility of some part ofthe visual percept for figure status include
defined boundaries, brightness, color, centrality in the visual field,
and, of course, lack of competition from other areas of the
perceptual field sharing these characteristics.

But in ordinary life other things are not often equal; any
perceiver in any real-life circumstance is predisposed by her existing
cognitive structures, and long-term and transient "interests", to focus
on certain types of structure as opposed to others. A universal
pattern, which is probably innate, is that a percept interpretable as

a human figure has a higher eligibility for figurehood than anything
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else, and a human face the highest of all. There is abundant evidence

for what is sometimes called a motivation effect in perception, i.e.

the fact that a perceiver, being more interested in some types of
information than others, will tend to organize the perceptual field so

that relevant information counts as figure.
As any introduction to perceptual psychology will point out,

beyond the simple neurophysiology of edge detection, color

perception, etc., perception is a cognitive process. [n fact, it is

common in perceptual psychology to distinguish between

sENSATIoN and ppRcBprloN 
- the former applying to the simple

physiological response of the perceptual organs, and the latter to the

cognitively-constructed interpretation of those data.

Thus perception cannot be considered in isolation from

cognition. But the reverse is also true; cognition at the most basic

level involves mental manipulation of representations of objects (or,

at the next higher level, categories of objects), and the

discrimination of objects is the basic task of perception. Indeed, the

figure-ground opposition is fundamental to - we could even say,

ts - object discrimination. The process of discerning an object is

the process of perceiving it as figure.
It thus makes eminent sense that the evolution of cognition

should work from preadapted perceptual structure, and that the

opposition of figure and ground should be carried over from its
origins in the perceptual system to higher-order cognitive structures

which evolved to process, store, and manipulate information
obtained from the perceptual system. If these higher-order structures

then were the preadaptative ground on which grew the language

faculty, there would be no surprise in seeing the same basic

structural principle retained.
Indeed, if we think of language functionally, in the most basic

sense, it is almost inevitable that fundamental aspects of its structure

should mirror the structure of perception. The same philosophical
tradition which gives us the peculiar conception of intelligence as

information-processing, inclines us to imagine that what is passed

from one mind to another in the course of communication is some

sort of pure information. It is, of course, no such thing' In its
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communicative function, language is a set of tools with which we
attempt to guide another mind to create within itself a mental
representation which approximates one which we have. In the
simplest case, where we are attempting to communicate some
perceived reality, the goal is to help the addressee to construct a

representation of the same sort that s/tre would have if s/he had
directly perceived what we are trying to describe (cf. Delancey
1987). Clearly all of the necessary circuits and connections will be

much simpler if that input, which is thus in a very real sense an

artificial percept, is organized in the same way as an actual percept.
This involves many other aspects which are also conspicuous in
linguistic structure - deixis, to take one striking example - but
must, fundamentally, involve figure-ground organization, since that
is fundamental to perception.

Thus the hypothesis that Figure-Ground structure might inform
the basic structure of syntax has exactly the sort of biological
plausibility that any innatist hypothesis must have. We can identifr
the preexisting structure from which it might have evolved, and
construct a scenario by which it might have evolved from that
preexisting structure. The availability of such a story does not, of
course, by itself establish the correctness of either the evolutionary
scenario or the linguistic hypothesis itself. This or any other account
of case roles and clause structure must established on the basis of
valid induction from linguistic facts. But the fact that there is a
readily-available, biologically plausible account of how such an
innate linguistic structure might come to be gives this hypothesis a
kind of legitimacy lacking in many contemporary proposals about
the nature of "Universal Grammar".
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Geoffrey K. Pullum and Barbara C. Scholz

Theoretical Linguistics and the
Ontology of Linguistic Structure'

The call for papers for the Linguistic Association of Finland's 1996

symposium on Tacit Assumptions in Linguistics quoted some

remarks from Ferdinand de Saussure's famous Cours de linguistique

générale: "Other sciences work with objects that are given in
advance and that can then be considered from different viewpoints,"
Saussure said; "but not linguistics." And after giving an example, he

added: "Far from it being the object that creates the viewpoint, it
would seem that it is the viewpoint that creates the object." A
common reading of this passage attributes to Saussure the view that

linguists not only construct linguistic theories but, by so doing,

construct the objects those theories are about. We do not think this

is correct. Let us quote the passage in full, because between the

quoted phrases lie some remarks that we think are crucial to
understanding Saussure's view of the nature of linguistic objects:

Other sciences work with objects that are given in advance and that can

then be considered from different viewpoints; but not linguistics.

Someone pronounces the French word nu 'bare'l. a superficial observer

would be tempted to call the word a concrete linguistic object; but a more

' This paper is based on collaborative research. An early version was

presented by Pullum at the Symposium on Tacit Assumptions in Linguistics
held by the Linguistic Association of Finland at the University of Helsinki,
September 2-4, 1996. We thank those who helped us through conversation or

correspondençe - inter alia: Robert Adams, Jerry A. Fodor, Esa ltkonen,

Jerrold J. Katz, Richa¡d Otte, Paul M. Postal, Scott Soames, Kari Swingle, and

Holly Thomas. They may disagree with our views, and we may have made

errors that are not their fault.

SKY 1997: The 1997 Yearbookofthe Linguistic
Association of Finland, 25-47
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ca¡eful examination would reveal successively three or four different
things, depending on whether the word is considered as a sound, as the
expression ofan idea, as the equivalent oflatin nudum, etc. Far from it
being the object that creates the viewpoint, it would seem that it is the
viewpoint that creates the object; besides, nothing tells us in advance that
one way of considering the fact in question takes precedence over the
others or is in any way superior to them. (Saussure 1916 [tr. Baskin,
1959: p. 8l)

We can distinguish two views that Saussure might be waming his
"superficial observer" against. The first is linguistic homogenism,
which says that there is only one type of object in the domain of
discourse for a given linguistic theory. The negation of this can be

called linguistic heterogenism. The second reading, subtly different,
is linguistic monism, which says that there is only one domain of
discourse for a given linguistic theory.2 We will refer to the
negation of linguistic monism as linguistic pluralism.

American structuralist linguists of the 1930s and 1940s seem

to have assumed both homogenism and monism, ignoring the
warning that (if we read him correctly) Saussure had offered.
Indeed, even their sharpest critics maintained both assumptions: the
defense of platonist realism launched by Katz (1981) never
questions either homogenism or monism. Katz insists that previous
linguists wrongly identified the type to which linguistic objects
belong, failing to recognize that they are abstract; but he never calls
it into question that the truth of linguistic theories must be supported
by a single ontology (monism) within which the objects are all of
one type (homogenism).

Our aim in this paper is modest. We aim simply to open up a
little conceptual space within which heterogenism and pluralism

2 In this paper we set aside a third plausible reading of the passage, on which
Saussure fronts the idea that distinct linguistic theories - sây, a phonological
theory, a semantic theory and a historical theory - may contain homophonous
singular terms that refer to objects ofdifferent ontological kinds.
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may atleast be entertained. Our strategy is to use the arguments of
Katz andothers (particularly the recent restatement of the Katziart

view in Katz and Postal 1991, henceforth KP91) as a foil for this

project. We will demonstrate in section I the failure of KP91's

arguments for the idea that all linguistic objects are abstract, and in

section 2 that KP91 also fails to establish that no linguistic obiects

can be concrete. This begins to clear the field for heterogenism and

pluralism. In section 3 we summarize,and say some more about the

antecedent plausibility of those views'

1. Platonist Realism and its Many Rivals

The central aim of Katz and Postal (1991, henceforth KP91) is to

establish "the linguistic analog of logical and mathematical realism

which takes propositions and numbers to be abstract objects" (KP91 ,

515) as the most adequate view concerning the ontology of
generative linguistic theories. The kind of "mathematical realism"
that is a model for the position KP91 advocates incorporates four

elements. First, it states a criterion of existence for linguistic

objects. Second, given such a criterion, it claims uniqueness and

exclusiveness for that type of object. Finally, the view makes a

claim about what those objects are like. In section 1'1 we explain

this more fully.

1.1. Characterizing Platonist Realism

We can make explicit the platonist realist ontological view that

KP91 advocate (and refer to as 'realism') in the following way:

(l) Linguistic pløtonist reqlism
a. Linguistic objects are referred to by the singular terms and bound

variables of a generative linguistic theory; and

b. every such object is
i. abstract and

ii. mind-independent.
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We call (la) the referential thesis. In (1b) we combine theses of
uniqueness and exclusivity, which are implicit in the quantifier
every, with the abstractness thesis in (lb.i) and the
mind-independence thesis in (1b.ii). We will discuss each of these
briefly.

(la) The referential thesis expresses a criterion of ontic
commitment, and does not differentiate KP91's stance from
other realist positions. It is motivated simply by the desire for
the standard semantics (basically Tarski's) to apply to the
statements of linguistic theories. On this view, 'There are
languages' is true just in case at least one entity has the
property ofbeing a language.

(lb) The uniqueness thesis says that all the linguistic objects to
which the referential terms and bound variables of a linguistic
theory refer are of the same metaphysical sort. The exclusivity
thesis is also intended to be implicit in the use of 'every'; it
claims that no linguistic theory is made true by more than one
ontological type of object.

(lb)i: The abstractness thesis is glossed in KP91 by statements
that such objects "are not located in space-time" (p. 5l S) and
that they have "no spatial, temporal, or causal properties" (p.
523). Thus if sentences are taken to be paradigm cases of
linguistic objects, the abstractness thesis holds that sentences
do not eúst in space or time and cannot enter into causal
relations. This is definite enough for now.

(lb)ii: The mind-independence thesis is expressed in (at least)
two distinct ways in KP91. First, it is claimed that sentences
"are not dependent for their existence on the human
mind/brain" (p. 518). Second, linguistic platonist realism is
held to involve a "distinction between knowledge [of an object]
and the [object] which is known" (p. 522). We take this to
mean that our best opinions about linguistic objects answer to
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states of affairs that ate independent those opinions. The

second of these will be more relevant for our purposes than the

first.

With this characterization of platonist realism in place, we can

proceed to consider the content of the views with which it competes.

1.2. Classifying Platonist Realism's Rivals

There are six distinct ways in which platonist realism can be false.

It fails to hold if any of the following claims is true:

(2) a.

b.

c.

d.

e.

f.

Linguistic objects exist, and all are mind-independent, and none

are abstract. (Nominalism)

Linguistic objects exist, and none are abstract or

mind-independenl. ('Conceptualism')
Linguistic objects exist, and all are abstract, and none are

mind-indepen dent. (C onstructiv ísm)

There are no (or very few) linguistic objects. (Fictionalism)

The domains of discourse for linguistic theories are ontologically

heterogeneou s. (He t er o ge ni s m)

Linguistic theories are made true by distinct (but individually

homogeneous) domains of discourse. (Plurølísm)

KP91's main argument for linguistic platonist realism ts

founded on the rejection of (2a), which they call 'nominalism', and

(2b), which they call 'conceptualism'' An extended examination of
the content of these positions would be appropriate, but will not be

undertaken here. We will discuss them only briefly.
Nominalism as set out in (2a) entails both homogenism and

monism, and identifies the unique ontological type of linguistic

object: all are mind-independent concrete particulars, like

inscriptions on chalkboards or movements of tongues or

disturbances in air columns. Nominalism has its own motivations.

One traditional motivation is an epistemological worry concerning

how we could possibly achieve knowledge of abstract objects, given

that they have no causal effects on us.
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What KP91 calls 'conceptualism', the position sketched in
(2b), rejects both abstractness and mind-independence. Noam
Chomsky is held by KP91 to be the paradigm conceptualist. We
doubt very much that this is correct. No single metaphysical view
about linguistic objects persists through Chomsky's wide-ranging
writings over the past forty years, and his current views conflict with
views he formerly held. This was never clearer than in the case of
the sharp discontinuity in his views interjected by his introduction
of the neologism 'I-language' for brain-inscribed grammars, and his
rejection of 'E-languages' (formerly called 'languages') as having
no importance in the study of language (Chomsky 1986).
Nonetheless, it does seem that by some time in the 1980s Chomsky
had adopted the position that, at least in the case of 'I-languages',
linguistic theories dealt with concrete objects that exist only in
virtue of cognitive activity; his own term for them is 'mental organs'
(Chomsky 1980).

Next we consider (2c): the claim that linguistic objects exist
and are abstract, but are mind-dependent. It is not controversial to
assume that an abstract object can be mind-dependent. Some
medieval philosophers held that (as Quine 1948 puts it) "there are
universals but they are mind-made," and that view has traditionally
been called "conceptualism". They were not proposing that
universals are physical objects located in brains, but did propose that
they are constructed by cognitive activity. George (1996, 301)
explicitly attributes (2c) to Chomsky, claiming that Chomsky's
'I-languages' (grammars, in earlier terminology) are abstract, but
also that they are mind-dependent in the sense that claims about
them are claims about minds. What to call (2c), given Katz's
appropriation of the term 'conceptualism' for (2b), is something of
a problem, but with some misgivings, we propose to call it
constructivism.

Michael Dummett (1978) has attempted to give new life to
constructivist thinking by shifting discussion of realism versus
antirealism about mathematics to a focus on identifuing the proper
semantics for mathematical statements. Dummett has argued that
the semantic platonist realist must accept a distinction between the
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truth conditions of sentences and our abilities to recognize the truth
(or falsity) of sentences. Thus, for example, a semantic realist

accepts that there may be statements of linguistics that are not
decidable and are forever beyond our ken. This makes it clear why

there is such a strong connection between the platonist realism of
KPgl and the arguments for the existence of sentences of infinite
length given by Langendoen and Postal (1984), and why the latter

work is endorsed enthusiastically by Katz (1984, 1996)' A
completed infinite-length sentence cannot even in principle be

mentally constructed, so under constructivism they cannot be objects

of study for linguistics.
But Katz is surely wrong to think that infinitely long sentences

show that platonist realism is the only correct ontology for
linguistics. The presence of infinite-length strings in natural

languages is not an independently assessable fact that we can use to
identify platonist realism as the correct ontology. Some independent

argument that such sentences exist must be given' Only one

argument of this sort has been offered: the argument of Langendoen

and Postal (1934) from the principle of closure under coordinate

compounding. But the argument simply will not do the job.3 In
brief, the idea is this. The principle of closure under coordinate

compounding is claimed to be a universal of language. Assume for
the sake of argument that it is, and that it can be stated (informally)
as follows:

(3) For every collection C : {S,, ,Sr, ...} of sentences in a natural language

L therc is a coordinate sentence of the form 'S' and S, and . . . ' in Z, i.e.

a sentence in which each member of C occurs as a conjunct'

Langendoen and Postal claim it follows that sentences can be of
inf,rnite length (and there are transfinitely many sentences, and

grammars cannot be equivalent to Turing machines), because of a
single fact C could be an infinite collection. To stipulate that C

' George (1996, appendix) agrees that the argument is bad, but our reasoning

here is somewhat different from his.



32 G¡or¡nev K. PULLUM & BnnseRA C. ScHoI-z

must be finite, by adding the word 'finite' before the word
'collection' in (3), would be empirically unmotivated; no data could
possibly provide evidence for it.

The trouble with this argument is simple enough to see: a

constructivist could adopt strict finitism (some do, though many do
not), and under that position there are only finite collections. In that
case the stipulation vanishes. Collections can only be finite and thus
sentences can only be finite. Whether or not strict finitism is
untenable (see Wright 1993 for an extended reflection on the
question) is not the point here. The point is merely that what turns
out to be the simplest statement of the principle of closure under
coordinate compounding depends on what is assumed about the
existence of the completed infinite sets of classical mathematics.
Langendoen and Postal's argument only holds, question-beggingly,
for those who have already rejected the strict finitist version of
constructivism. Langendoen and Postal are not entitled to shortcut
the debate by stipulating that only supporters of classical Cantorian
set theory can play.

Turning now to (3d), we consider the view that linguistic
objects do not exist (or hardly any of them do). This is known as

fictionalism. Linguistic fictionalism takes a skeptical view of
linguistic objects, on the grounds that they do not satisfy some
criteria that any genuinely existing object must have. The view
argued for by W. Freeman Twaddell (1935) regarding the fictional
status of the phoneme is a classic example in linguistics. Such
views have parallels in recent philosophy of science (van Fraassen
1980 argues for fictionalism about all unobservables in science).
And in linguistics, notice that the position now adopted by Chomsky
(1986) conceming languages (is 'E-languages') is a fictionalist one.

The remaining two views are (2e), heterogenism, and (2f),
pluralism. Heterogenism results from denying the uniqueness claim
of platonist realism, and pluralism results from denying the
exclusivity claim. Pluralism conflicts with heterogenism as well as

all the other monistic views about linguistic objects; the pluralist
accepts that the principles of a single generative grammar are
typically satisfied (if satisfied at all) by a plurality of ontologically
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distinct universes of discourse. Thus, if pluralism is true, a
generative linguistic theory is, in a sense, ontologically neutral. But
this is not the neutrality that the logical positivists attributed to
analytic truths, which they took to be about nothing at all. Rather, if
pluralism is true, the principles of generative grammar are true of
both abstract objects and concrete particulars, of both mind-
independent obj ects and mental constructions, simultaneously. We

return to this topic in section 3.

1.3. The Main Argument of KP91

With the foregoing review of the alternatives as background, we are

now ready to examine the main argument of KP91. As we construe

it, it takes the form of a disjunctive syllogism:

(4) The main argument of KP91
(I) There is only one correct ontological view concerning linguistic

objects;
(D the correct view is either nominalism or conceptualism or platonist

realism;
(III) nominalism is not the correct view;
(IV) conceptualism is not the correct view; therefore,
(V) platonist realism is the correct view.

In order for this argument to be sound, the disjunctive premise (II)
would have to exhaust the range of possibilities. But instead it
misses three of the distinct views listed above in(2), which means

it is unsound.
The only attempt to forestall such a demonstration of

unsoundness in KP91 is the following explicit statement (p. 515, n.

l) that there are no positions but the three they consider:

We are aware that some philosophers and linguists think there are

foundational positions distinct from nominalism, conceptualism, and

realism. Although we cannot deal with this issue here, every such
putative altemative with which we are familiar reduces to one of the
three standard ontological positions.
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But clearly, neither fictionalism, nor constructivism, nor
heterogenism, nor pluralism can be reduced to the three views that
KP9l considers.

Thus the lack of attention KP91 has received in the linguistics
literature has a rational basis (though not one that has been made
explicit before): KP9l's argument in favor of linguistic platonist
realism fails (and so does the fuller statement of it in Katz 1981,
which follows the same logic).

KP9l argues not only for the truth of platonist realism but also
for the falsity nominalism (2a), and of what they call
'conceptualism' (2b). We now want to address the negative
arguments offered by KP91 against these rivals to platonist realism.
We will show that these arguments of KP91 fail too. This is
significant, because it enhances the plausibility of pluralism.

2. On the Coherence of Conceptualism

KP9l presents three a priori arguments against conceptualism: the
Veil of Ignorance Argument, the Type Argument, and the Necessity
Argument. In the next three subsections we show that all of these
fail.

2.1. Behind the Veil of Ignorance

The Veil of Ignorance argument (KP9l, pp.524-525) attempts to
establish the conclusion that conceptualism would be incompatible
with current generative linguistic practice if certain possible future
discoveries were to be made in neuroscience. According to KP91,
conceptualism claims that the sentences of a speaker's language, Z,
are all and only those strings characterized by "the human
competence system" (p. 524), i.e., the sentences of I are those
strings that are accepted by the concretely realized, organization of
the speaker's brain as described by a generative grammar. But,
KP9l claims, it is both logically and physically possible that a future
discovery might reveal a finite bound on the length of sentences
characterized by that system. Such a future discovery, according to
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KP9l, would require a revision in the current practice in generative

linguistics of assuming that there is no size bound on the sentences

of L.
This does not follow. The discovery of a fixed size limit on

human representational capacities would not prevent a conceptualist

from claiming that the limit in question is írrelevanl to her

theoretical interests - sây, the formal modeling of those capacities'

The conceptualist could argue for a theory that explains some

phenomenon by idealizing away from any particular bound on

linguistic competence. The possibility that future science might
discover a specific size bound on sentences tells us nothing about

admissible idealizations of linguistic performance, let alone

competence.

2.2. Types and Tokens

A second argument KP91 levels at conceptualism is the one they
call the Type Argument. It amounts to two distinct objections to the

view that sentences, in the context of generative grammar, are

inscriptions or tokens only, and not types. The first objection is
simple: linguistics must be about sentence types, not tokens, because

generative grammar aims to explain (for example) ambiguþ, which
according to KP91 is a feature of sentence types. The second is

more obscure. KP91 alleges that if ambiguity were a property of
sentence tokens then discussions between linguists "would lack a
common subject matteÍ," (p. 523): linguists in New York and

linguists in San Francisco writing about the ambiguity of Flying
planes can be dangerous would be writing about properties of
different things, namely distinct, spatiotemporally located utterance

tokens, if concretely realized tokens (brain inscriptions) were what
they studied.

But suppose the conceptualist does indeed claim that sentences

are concrete particulars. She could straightforwardly insist that
there is no common subject matter to be lost. To say that would be

to adopt a fictionalist stance regarding sentence types - not the
blanket fictionalism of (3h), but a selective fictionalism about a
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certain theoretical linguistic notion. Sentence types could be
claimed to be fictional either in the sense of being nothing but
pragmatically useful posits (the instrumentalist version) or in the
sense that our ontology should be purged ofthem altogether (the
eliminativisl version). That is, the conceptualist might claim either
that sentence types are useful fictions - shorthand ways of making
reference to equivalence classes ofneural inscription tokens - or
that they can be eliminated altogether. We do not want to be taken
as advocating either instrumentalist or eliminativist fictionalism
about languages or sentence types. We merely want to point out that
the Type Argument is not going to be decisive against
conceptualism if these fictionalist routes are left open for the
conceptualist to take.

2.3. Concreteness and Contingency

The final argument that KP91 fronts against conceptualism, their
Necessity Argument, seems to have struck previous commentators
as the strongest or most philosophically interesting of the three; all
three of the commentaries that accompanied the original publication
of KP9l discuss it, and both Soames (1991) and Israel (1991)
concentrate on it exclusively. It purports to show that no linguistic
theory that takes sentences to be concrete, mind-dependent objects
is compatible with the claim that some sentences express necessary
truths. We want to expose the failure of the argument here in a way
somewhat different from the previous contributions, and also to
show that what looks like a defense available for KP91 turns out not
to be. To begin, consider the schema in (5):

(5) 'P' entails 'Q'in ¿.

As an example instantiating this schema,let L be English, let P be
the sentence 'John killed Bill', and Q is 'Bill is dead'. It is
uncontroversial that (6) is necessarily true:

(6) 'John killed Bill'entails 'Bill is dead' in English.
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KP91 points out that if an instance of (5), such as (6), is a concrete

object like a brain inscription, then it is, against what we just agreed,

contingently rather than necessarily true. If there were no brains,

then there would be no brain inscriptions. KP91 reasons'

the relation between ['P' and 'Q'], arising from an aspect of the

mind-brain, is contingent. In that case the relation could be otherwise.

So, on a model-theorãtic evaluation of the inference from ['P'] to ['Q'],
there is a model on which t'P'l is true but ['Q'] false' ' Hence,

conceptualism cannot explain the validity of inferences like that from

['P'] to fQ'l (KP91, P.524).

But why must we accept that all sentences that express

necessary truths, e.g. (6), mtst exist necessarily? No doubt anyone

who antecedently sympathizes with platonist realism will find it
tempting to think that necessary truths exist necessarily; but we must

be careful not to beg the question. The conceptualist actually thinks

that the possessors of meaning and the bearers of truth values are

concrete, contingently existing objects. The conceptualist accepts

that it is merely a contingent fact that sentences with the form of (5)

express necessary truths. And clearly, it is only a contingent fact

that there are any brains or brain inscriptions at all. It does not

follow, however, that there is no conceptualist account of necessary

truth, unless we beg the question by insisting on the platonist

realist's position that necessarily true sentences exist necessarily.

We need to consider, then, what kind of account a conceptualist

might give of necessity - what a conceptualist would meøn by

saying of some sentence that it was necessarily true. On a
conceptualist account, a brain inscription whose content we can

write down as (6) has only a contingent existence in the sense that

it could have failed to exist in some world - namely those worlds

where there are no brains. But it is nonetheless a necessary truth in
this sense: it cannot both exist and fail to be true. This could be the

conceptualist's explication of necessary truth.

The recent literature contains what could be read as a potential

response to this suggestion, and thus a potential rejoinder on behalf

of KP91. Plantinga (1993) has argued that it is no improvement for
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the advocate of the view that sentences are brain inscriptions to take
'P is necessary' to mean 'P cannot both exist and fail to be true'. If
the "concretist" (Plantinga's term for the sort of position KP9l's
conceptualist and nominalist maintain) adopts this view, Plantinga
argues that there will tum out to be far too many 'necessary truths':

the concretist thinls that propositions are brain inscriptions: then the
proposition There are braín iræcriptions obviously enough will be such
that it could not have been false. It is therefore necessary that there
are brain irncriptiors, and hence necessary that there are brairs; what
we have here is a sort of ontological argument for the existence of
brair¡s and brain irncrþtions. (p. 119)

The idea is that if propositions (or sentence types) are brain
inscriptions, then (the conceptualist's counterpart oÐ the proposition
expressed by (7) camot both exist and fail to be true:

(7) There are brain inscrþtions.

But then, given the notion of necessity that we are suggesting for the
conceptualist's use, (7) is a necessary truth. So ifthe conceptualist
attempts to avoid KP9l's necessity argument by claiming that
sentences and propositions are necessary just in case they cannot
both exist and fail to be true, he avoids the unwelcome consequence
that all sentences are contingent only to be forced to accept the
equally objectionable consequence that (7) is a necessary truth. And
that is surely wrong: (7) is true, but only contingently so.

However, this is not the way KP91's critique of conceptualism
is going to be upheld, because there is a problem with Plantinga's
initially supportive-looking argument.a Plantinga is illegitimately
interpreting the right-hand side of the biconditional 'P is necessary
iff P cannot both exist and fail to be true' to mean 'P cannot both
exist in a given world and fail to be true in that world'. So the
argument presupposes that a necessary truth is one that must both

t This response to Plantinga emerged from discussions with Holly Thomas and
Robert Adams.
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exist in a world and not fail to be true in that very same world. But
clearly, (7), is false of some worlds, namely those in which there are

no brain inscriptions. So (7) is not a necessary truth on anybody's
account.

To see that it is illegitimate to suppose that all sentences or
propositions must exist in the very worlds at which they are

evaluated, consider the proposition that (8) expresses.

(8) I do not exist.

Suppose in some world there is a brain inscription with that content

- having the meaning and truth value that (8) does. Clearly, (8) is
contingently true of just those worlds where the utterers - the
owners of the brains in question - do not exist, and false of the

actual world (where, ex hypothesi, an inscription of (8) does exist).
But there is no reason to suppose that (8) must exist in arry of those
worlds where it is true. Indeed, it cannot. Rather, if (8) exists in the
actual world, then it makes a true claim only about those worlds
containing neither the brain in which it is inscribed nor the
inscription itself.

But if this is right, then, mutatis mutandis, (7) is after all only
contingently true, because (7) can both exist (in the actual world)
and fail to be true (of certain non-actual worlds where there a¡e no
brains). And that is the right result regarding (7): it does not meet
the defining condition for necessity (that it cannot both exist and fail
to be true), so it is not a necessary truth.

This argument leads us to the conclusion that KP91's Necessity
Argument does not show conceptualism to be incompatible with an

adequate semantic theory, and Plantinga's argument does not offer
an escape because it fails to show that the conceptualist is forced to
admit too many necessary truths.

We should stress that we are not to be taken as advocating the
view that the bearers of truth values are concrete, contingently
existing electrochemical inscriptions in brains. But it is important
for our more general purpose to get straight about whether
conceptualism has been eliminated a priori as a potentially tenable
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view about linguistic objects. We have concluded that the answer
is negative.

It is important that KP9l's arguments against 'conceptualism'
would, if successful, have served (also) to refute nominalism. This
follows because they are all arguments against the abstractness

claim rather than the mind-independence claim. KP91 does not
explicitly argue against nominalism. There are ways in which one

might do this (for one attempt, see Friedman 1975), but KP91 does

not attempt it. Instead, the reader is referred to a list of linguistic
references ("Cfhomskyl, 1962, 1964a, 1964b, 1966; Lees, 1957;
Postal, 1966a,1966b,1968" (p.517)) which are alleged to show that
nominalism with respect to linguistic objects has been refuted. We
do not think this is a correct view of what is accomplished in those
works (as we argued in Pullum and Scholz 1993). If we are right,
and convincing arguments against nominalism are just as much
lacking as arguments aganst 'conceptualism', then far from having
knocked platonism's only rival out of the ring, KP9l has left
standing an array of competing ontological views about what a
linguistic object is. Included, along with platonist realism, are

nominalism, what KP91 calls'conceptualism', constructivism,
heterogenism, pluralism, and various forms of fictionalism.

3. Concluding Remarks on Heterogenism and Pluralism

We have shown that the main argument of KP91 fails, that the three
central arguments against conceptualism fail, and that even
nominalism remains unrefuted by KP91's exposition. In short, we
have carved out a cerfain amount of conceptual space for
heterogenism and pluralism, about which we will now make a few
concluding remarks.

Heterogenism asserts that the referents of the theoretical terms
of a single generative linguistic theory are ontologically diverse.
We believe that this view has some initial plausibility. Languages
are structured connections between sound and meaning. At the
phonetic end, no linguistic theory can adequately describe human
languages without a predicate 'nasal' being involved. And
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statements containing the predicate 'nasal' are satisfied by concrete

(and mind-independent) objects; specifically, the relevant objects

here are velums (a segment is nasal if and only if the velum is
lowered during its production so that the velic port to the nasal

cavity is opened). And at the semantic end, it would be widely
agreed that all linguistic theories must make reference to truth
values, which are plausibly good candidates for being abstract (as

well as mind-independent). So some terms refer to concrete mind-
independent objects and some to abstract ones.

Generative grammars refer to mind-independent objects as

well. Every adequate theory of English syntax must refer to what

are generally called 'heavy NPs': noun phrases eligible to participate

in the Heavy NP Shift construction in English. This is illustrated in
(9). The normal order of direct object and indirect object is shown
in (9a). Reversing the two in this case yields the ungrammatical
(9b). We would expect from this that (9c) would be grammatical
and (9d) would not; but this is not the case. If anything, (9d), which
illustrates the Heavy NP Shift construction, is more acceptable than

(ec).

They gave those to each student.

fThey gave to each student those.
'They gave a large scroll on which were written some words in
Latin to each student.
They gave to each student a large scroll on which were written
some words in Latin.

(9) a.

b.
c.

d.

The property that makes a noun phrase heavy is not a structural
property like having a subordinate clause contained in the NP, as

shown by (10a), where there is no such subordinate clause but
Heavy NP Shift is permitted; nor is it concrete, like phonetic length
(milliseconds of time taken to utter it), as (10b) shows.

(10) a. They gave to each student a large parchment scroll.
b. They gave to each student . . . one of these!
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Yet as we saw in (9b), not every NP can count as heavy. So what

makes an NP heavy? The answer is that it is heavy if it is judged

heavy. Certain qualities - length, syntactic complexity, prosodic
prominence, pragmatic surprisingness, 'newness' of the information
conveyed - may influence a speaker to treat an NP is heavy enough

to be shifted to the end of the verb phrase (assisting the hearer in
processing it); but no properties independent of the speaker's
judgment detemine heaviness. There is no difference between

seeming heavy and being heavy. The representation and the object
are the same thing. Thus a heavy NP is a mind-dependent object in
the second sense we discussed under (1b.ii).

Thus the heterogenist view has someprimafacie plausibility.
Some singular terms and/or bound variables in linguistic theories
refer to concrete objects while others refer to abstract objects; some

refer to mind-independent objects while others refer to mind-
dependent objects. Debate about heterogenism should not be closed

off in advance.
Pluralism too has some initial plausibility. Pluralism asserts

that any adequate linguistic theory is ontologically neutral, not in
virtue of being about nothing, but in the sense that it must be about

many ontologically distinct domains simultaneously. For example,

any adequate theory of vowel quality must, on the pluralist view,
refer to both mind-independent and mind-dependent objects. It is a
commonplace that the vowel [e] is between the vowels [i] and [e],
equidistant from each. One ontology that satisfies statements of this
sort involves a domain of vowel percepts, which are mind-
dependent objects - auditory/perceptual mental templates for
vowel quality that were once taught to linguists through a
gramophone record of Daniel Jones uttering the Cardinal Vowels.
But there are also mind-independent objects that the theory is also

about. Vowels differ acoustically in their formant structure.

Formants, briefly, are overtones: components of the overall sound

of a vowel that result from peaks of intensity in air vibrations at

ceÍain frequencies. The first and second such peaks are known as

Fl and F2. The vowel [e] has a higher Fl value than [i], and a lower
difference between Fl and F2, to the same extent that [e] has a
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higher Fl value and lower F1/F2 difference than [e]. Any theory

that made reference to only one of these two domains would be

inadequate. What is needed is a theory that is simultaneously

satisfied by both percepts and formants.
According to pluralism, an adequate linguistic theory must also

be about both abstract and concrete objects. We can illustrate this

from syntax. Adequate principles defining syntactic structure must

be satisfied by both abstract and concrete objects. For example,

consider the generalization expressed within generalized phrase

structure grammar as 'P < NP'. This linear precedence rule says,

intuitively, that a member of the category P (a preposition) must not

follow any NP sister that it may have. The generalization it
expresses is satisfied by abstract sentence structures, as platonist

realists propose; for example, consider a class of binary phrase

structure trees representing prepositional phrases that no one has

ever uttered or been disposed to utter, nor ever will. Such a class is

plausibly made up of abstract objects. Such a class satisfies

'P < NP' if and only if no tree in the class has a constituent with a
left bra¡rch labelled NP and a right branch labelled P. (It matters not

at all, incidentally, if some of the objects in the class are of infinite
size by virrue of having infinite depth of embedding down some

path.)
But the same statement, 'P . NP', is also true of all corpora of

concrete English inscription tokens. This is why this statement -
basically, the statement that English is prepositional - inclines

linguists to think that inscription token sequences like (1la) are to
be expected in tomorrow's newspaper, while sequences like (1lb)
are not.

-at-the-White-House.
-the-White-House-at.

The expectation is waranted; for example, not a single sequence of
marks like (1lb) appeared inthe Wall Street Journalbetween 1987

(11) a.

b.
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and 1989, while sequences like (lla) showed up many times.s

When we assert that the statement 'P < NP' is about concrete
inscription tokens as well as abstract grammatical structures, we
mean that it is a condition of adequacy on theories of English
grammar that they must say something about English inscription
tokens, and they must say something about abstract constituent
structure, grammatical relations, etc.

The attractiveness of the sort of pluralism we are sketching
should be perceptible to authors such as KatzandPostal, for it offers
a fairly robust link between the ontologies of generative linguistics
and mathematics. At least, it does if the ontological neutrality of
linguistic pluralism can be identified with the ontological neutrality
that Islam (1996) suggests is the hallmark of mathematics.
Mathematics, Islam suggests, is defined by the fact that it is
simultaneously about many different things. It embodies those
statements of science that are general enough that their subject
matter is entirely open.

According to Islam, mathematical statements are not solely
about relations between abstract objects, but directly about coins and

tomatoes and fence posts. But on the other hand, they are not solely
about coins or about tomatoes or about fence posts; they are about
all these things (and others) simultaneously. Pythagoras' Theorem
is about ideal, abstract right-angled triangles with infinitely thin
perfectly straight lines, and it is also about the relative areas of two
square fields on sides of a triangular plot and a third one on the
hypoteneuse, and it is also about what pieces of wood can be cut out
of a piece of plywood, and so on.

Islam himself cites the example of the theory of weak partial
orders, which says things about organisms and their descent
relationships and also says things about partlwhole relationships
between chunks of stuff. Indeed, he might have added, it says

5 We verified this by a computer search of the CD ROM (no. LDCg3Tl) made

available by the Linguistic Data Consortium of the University of Pennsylvania,

made from the original magnetic tapes that were used to produce the

newspapers.
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things about trees (botanical ones), about the course of
computations, about administrative hierarchies, and so on. Under

Islam's view we can grant to Katz, Postal, and others that the

ontology of linguistic theories is very much like the ontology of
mathematical theories. Under a pluralistic view of linguistic
ontology, the statements in linguistic theories are about many kinds

of object all at once. To that extent, Katz's thesis that the ontology

of generative linguistics is very much like that of mathematics can

be accepted (though his monistic assumption that it is purely about

abstract objects is wrong).
In conclusion, we retum to the passage from Saussure that we

quoted at the outset. We are not certain we know what Saussure

meant by saying that "the viewpoint creates the object." We assume

no one thinks that viewing syntactic generalizations as statements

about concrete inscriptions creates newspapers. But if, as seems

plausible, Saussure meant that there are many sorts of object in the

world, and the proper ontological view of linguistic theories is a
pluralist one that says linguistic theories are made true by the facts

of a number of different domains of discourse simultaneously, we

can agree that it is reasonable to attempt to develop such a view.
As we have shown, one of the most recent discussions of

ontology in linguistic theory, KP91, neither presents a cogent

argument for its thesis that all linguistic objects are abstract nor

offers a reason for doubting that they might be concrete. We are not
mandated by KPg l 's arguments either to accept platonist realism, or
to entirely reject the idea that linguistic theories sometimes refer to
abstract objects. The monism and homogenism that Katz and Postal

share with the structuralist linguists they criticize should not be

unthinkingly accepted by philosophers of linguistics.
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Esa Itkonen

The Social Ontology of Linguistic Meaning

1. Preliminary Remark

In my earlier writings, especially in Itkonen (1978) and (1983), I
have tried to show that the methodological self-understanding of
generative linguistics suffers from serious defects, and I have
presented an overall conception of linguistics which is meant to be

free from those defects. In this paper my primary purpose will be to
clarifu the notion of (linguistic) meaning as it is used in today's
cognitive linguistics. It will tum out that whatever is problematic in
this notion has been inherited from generative linguistics. Thus,
what I will have to say is, to a large extent, a reformulation of my
earlier position.

2. Some Historical Bacþround

Theoretically minded linguists as well as philosophers of language

have always struggled with the question'What is language?' The
f,rrst impulse is to say that language consists of form and meaning
in such away that form is physical while meaning is mental. This
common-sense view cannot be right, however. First, form too must
be in some sense mental. Second, if meaning is mental (in the sense

of individual-psychological'), the practice of writing dictionaries of
particular languages (which is not a practice of describing the

minds of individual persons) becomes incomprehensible; therefore
meaning cannot (at least primarily) be mental, but must rather be

social. Third, and as a refinement of the first point, because form
and meaning are the t\ryo components of language, and because

meaning is social, form too has to be (primarily) social, rather than

SKY I997: The I997 Yearbookofthe Linguistic
Association of Finland, 49-80



50 Es¡ IrroNeN

mental. - It is the second point that will be the focus of attention in
what follows.

Frege's (1949 [892]) definition of meaning serves as a
convenient starting point, not because it is particularly clear, but
rather because it has been much discussed in the philosophy of
language:

"Both the referent and the meaning of a sign must be distinguished from
the associated image. If the referent of the sign is an object of sense

perception, my image of the latter is an inner picture arisen from
memories of sense impressions and activities of mine, internal or
extemal. ... The image is subjective; the image of one person is not that
of another. ... The image thereby diflers essentially from the meaning of
a sign, which latter may well be common property of many and is
therefore not a part or mode of the single person's mind;..." þ. 87-88;
the terminology has been brought up to date).

It is not too difficult to see that Frege is trying to outline here
a social conception of meaning; this is indicated by his
characterization of meaning as non-subjective and as "common
property of many".In light of recent developments within cognitive
linguistics, it is moreover interesting to note that, for Frege, mental
images result not just from sense impressions, but also from one's

"extemal activities". - It is true that Frege's philosophy of logic has

Platonist overtones (cf. Itkonen l99l:284); but in the paper cited
here he is dealing with (meanings of) natural-language expressions.

It is quite informative to see how difficult it has been for
present-day (psycho)linguists, of whatever persuasion, to
understand Frege's position. After presenting the same passage by
Frege as above, Johnson-Laird (1983: 183-184) qua psychologist
comments on it as follows:

"The doctrine that there is a real sense [i.e. meaning] of a sign, distinct
from any individual's idea of it, which somehow society is able to
possess as public property and to pass down to the next generation, is
likely to perplex any psychologist. How can the sense ofa sign be the
property of many and passed from generation to generation without
entering the mind? And yet, if it does enter the mind - and Frege and his
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successors certainly assumed that meanings did enter the mind - then in
what way is it different from an idea?"

The questions that Johnson-Laird asks will be answered in the
next section. To anticipate: social (: 'objective') and mental (:
'subjective') do not exist side by side, as it were; rather, the former
is constructed out of (an indefinite number of instances of; the
latter. This is how meanings both enter the minds and are different
from (subjective) ideas.

Johnson (1987: xxx-xxxi) presents the same passage by Frege,
and comments on it from the viewpoint of cognitive linguistics as

follows:

"Now, in order to capture this public and universal notion of meaning,
Frege thought it necessary to identif, three ontologically distinct realms:
(i) the physical, consisting of physical objects ...; (ii) the mental,
containing what he called 'ideas', 'images', and other mental
representations; and (iii) a realm of thought, consisting of objective
senses ... Frege thought he needed this strange third realm to insure the
objectivity of meaning and the universal character of mathematics and
logic. He rejected as 'subjectivist' any suggestion that all of these
'objective' entities might exist merely at the mental level, which he

regarded as peculiar to individual minds ... Human cognition and
understanding are bypassed as irrelevant to objective meaning relations"
(emphasis added).

Several things need to be corrected here. First, Johnson
criticizes Frege for rejecting the view that objective entities might
exist merely at the mental level; but Frege is here obviously right:
social (: objective) and mental (: subjective) are distinct levels.
Second, if social is seen as being constructed out of mental
(including'human cognition and understanding'), it is not correct to
say that the latter is 'bypassed as irrelevant' to the former. The two
are just situated at different levels. Third, it is not clear that in
Frege's thinking public meanings (characteristic of natural
languages) and universal meanings (characteristic of logic and
mathematics) are simply identical (cf. again Itkonen l99l:284).
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Fourth, let us assume, for the sake of argument, that Frege does

identifu 'objective' or 'public' with 'universal' (in the sense of
'Platonist'). Such a view is, admittedly, rather obscure. It does not

follow, however, that we have to abandon any notion of a public
linguistic level and to accept only two levels, i.e. physical and

mental, as Johnson assumes. Rather, we have to amend Frege's

notion of a public linguistic level, namely by redefining it as a

social level. This is, incidentally, something that Johnson (1987)

too would apparently like to do, as when he claims (p. 190) to be

ultimately dealing with'public, shared meanings'. However, he has

no conceptual apparatus that would enable him to do so.

Jackendoff(1992:26-27) considers the passage by Frege from
the viewpoint of generative linguistics. He is right to claim that
Frege's view of meanings as objective, publicly available entities is
in stark conflict with the generative view of meanings as mental
representations. He is quite mistaken, however, in fuither claiming
that accepting the notion of public meanings commits one to
regarding language as being'independent of language users'. This
eccentric view is entailed by construing Chomsky's E-language as

an'abstract artifact extrinsic to speakers'. Now, assuming that any

meariingful interpretation can be attached to the distinction between

E-language and I-language, it is clear that the former stands for the

social and public language whereas the latter stands for its
(individual and mental) intemalization. How naffow the generative

ontology really is, becomes evident from the fact that there is no
room left for social phenomena: if an entity is neither physical nor
mental (i.e. internal to the individual mind), then it has to be

something artificial and separated from (i.e. 'extrinsic to') human
beings (cf. Itkonen 1995). It is noteworthy that, in the passage cited
above, Johnson (1987) agrees with Jackendoffon accepting only
the two ontological levels of physical and of mental.

To round off the picture, let us mention the standpoint of
Head-Driven Phrase Structure Grammar, as represented by Pollard
& Sag (1994). As they see it (p. 14), the grammar of a particular
language has to describe the knowledge shared by the members of
a given linguistic community. This view agrees with the one to be
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developed in the following section. Pollard and Sag add, however,
that the knowledge in question is about'linguistic types', and they
leave open the question whether these types are of mental nature (as

allegedly claimed by Saussure and Chomsky) or of extramental
nature (as allegedly claimed by such'realists' as Bloomfield and
Katz). They doubt that the question about the ontology of language
is empirical in character.

Again, several things need to be corrected. Equating
Saussure's position with Chomsky's is mistaken but comprehensible
(cf. below). By contrast, equating Bloomfield's position with Katz's
is not just mistaken but downright incomprehensible. In his
methodological statements Bloomfield flirted with physicalism and
behaviorism, but in his descriptive practice he was content to
describe his own linguistic intuition (cf. Itkonen 1978: 68-7I; l99l:
304). Katz's standpoint shares the weakness of all varieties of
Platonism, already pointed out by Aristotle: it is a mystery how
people living in space and time can ever come to know Platonist
entities transcending space and time (cf. Itkonen 1983a). Because
the ontological question is a philosophical one, it is trivially true
that it is not an empirical one. But it is a mistake to think that only
empirical questions can be rationally discussed and eventually
solved.

It may be fitting to conclude this brief overview with a remark
on Saussure. His overall conception of language is inconsistent. On
the one hand, he considers language (langue) as a social entitity
(instítutíon sociale). On the other, he considers linguistic signs
(signes linguistiques), i.e. the basic units of language, as mental
entities (entités psychiques). This is a contradiction which carurot be
explained away, but just has to be accepted as part of the
Saussurean heritage (cf. Itkonen 1978: 55-59; l99l: 297 -298). The
lack of clarity on this issue has vitiated the methodological selÊ
understanding of mainstream linguistics up to the present day.
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3.

Ese IxoNeN

A Definition of Social Ontology

It is the basic tenet ofltkonen (1978) and (1983) that language rs

primarily a normative entity. The grammarian does not describe

what is said or how it is understood, but what ought to be said or
how it ought to be understood. And because the norms (or rules) of
language that determine these'ought'-aspects carinot be individual
(as shown by Wittgenstein's private-language argument), they must

be social. Thus, language is a social entity (in addition to being a

normative entity). Social norms do not exist in a vacuum, but are

rather 'supported by' individual persons and, thus, by individual
minds. Lariguage as a social and normative entity is investigated by

'autonomous linguistics'. Language as a social and non-normative

entity is investigated by'sociolinguistics'. Language as a non-social
(: individual-psychological) and non-normative entity is

investigated by 'psycholinguistics'. Yet, even if both

sociolinguistics and psycholinguistics investigate what happens,

rather than what ought to happen, they have to view their data

through the 'spectacles' provided by autonomous linguistics.
Briefly summarized, this conception of linguistics is of course

open to several objections. It should not be forgotten, however, that
it takes some 700 pages to develop the argument for this conception

in full. In developing this argument, I have anticipated and

answered every objection that I am aware of (which is not to say

that new objections could not be invented). It is another matter that
few of those who have been keen on making objections have had

the patience to read all ofthe 700 pages.

What, exactly, does it mean to say that language is a social
entity? I take it to mean that language exists as an object of
common lcnowledge. (Weaker definitions of 'social' are entirely
possible; cf. Pettit 1996: 119). One way to define common
knowledge is to say that x is an object of common knowledge if
(and only if¡ the following three conditions are true of x and of
(practically) any two members A and B of a community (cf.
Itkonen 1978:123):



Socml ONroLocv op Lr¡.¡curstlc MEANING 55

(D A knows x
A knows that B knows x
A knows that B knows that A knows x

Three-level knowledge of this kind necessarily occurs in all
institutional encounters. For instance, the only reason why, when
approaching a bank teller, I do not start shouting "I know what to
do, you don't have to tell me!", is that I possess the relevant three-
level knowledge: I know that the clerk knows that I know what to
do. From the theoretical point of view, there is no way to stop the
infinite regress of different knowledge-levels (: 'I know that he

knows that I know that he knows..."). From the practical point of
view, however, this is not a problem. People do not generally go

beyond three- or four-level knowledge. Some people are able to do
this; but nobody masters e.g. ten-level knowledge. Nevertheless, in
order to avoid the infinite regress, Clark (1996: 93-95) replaces
hierarchical definitions like (I) bV self-reflexive definitions of
common knowledge (or 'common ground', as he calls it); for
instance:

(IÐ The members of a community know x and (II)

Here the second occuffence of (II) is equivalent to a selÊ
reflexively used 'this'. In this way one can express, in a single
formulation, both'everybody knows x' and'everybody knows that
everybody knows x'. However, the required thírd level of
knowledge still remains unexpressed. This can be achieved, if one
actually replaces the second occuffence of (II) by the sentence
which it stands for; but then one has started the infinite regress.
Clark admits as much when he says (p. 95) that if we "start drawing
the inferences that follow from [the sentence (II)]", then there is no
way to avoid the infinite regress. But the point is that we must start
drawing the inferences, because the third level is always
psychologically real (while even higher levels are often
psychologically real). Therefore I do not think that (II) is preferable
to (I).
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It is noteworthy that, according to Clark (1996: 75-77), the

language that is commonly known is a set of conventions. This

agrees perfectly with my view (even if I prefer the term 'norm').

The conventions include those for 'lexical entries' and those for
'grammatical rules', i.e. norms for pairing (morphemic and lexical)
forms with meanings and those for combining meaningful forms, as

I would say.

It might seem self-evident that linguistic common knowledge

is about the correctness of sentences. However, since there is an

infinite number of sentences whereas knowledge is necessarily

finite, linguistic common knowledge is primarily about the above-

mentioned norms (or conventions), and only derivatively about

particular sentences (cf. Itkonen 1978: 131). This insight was

already expressed by Patanjali (cf. Itkonen l99I:77-78). In formal
logic, the method of indefinitely expanding the limited number of
valid formulae is deduction. In linguistics, the method of
indefinitely expanding the limited number of correct sentences is

analogy (which, when fully formalized, contains a deductive

component; cf. Itkonen & Haukioja 1997).

With these qualifications, we can now concretely show what
it means to say that the correctness of a sentence is a social fact:

(III) The sentence John is eqsy to please is correct iffthe sentence John is
easy to please is commonly known to be correct

Thus, because the correctness ofsentences is a social fact, and

because social facts exist at the level of common knowledge, it
follows that there is a certain correct sentence if, and only if, this
fact is commonly known. In other words, the existence of x and

knowledge of the existence of x coincide at the level of common
knowledge.

Because (III) is a material equivalence, and thus hypothetical
in character, it needs to be added explicitly that both of its
constituent sentences are true: John is easy to please is indeed

(known to be) a correct sentence. This sentence was made famous
in the 60's by Chomsky. He used it, because he knew that
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everybody knew that (everybody knew that) it was a correct
sentence. He was right. Even afterwards, no-one has ever contested
the correctness ofthis sentence.

Common knowledge (like knowledge in general) must have a
basis. In the simplest case, the common knowledge of a fact is
based on the observable existence ofthis very fact. For instance, the
common knowledge that it is raining now is based on the fact that
(as everybody can see) it zs raining now. (But notice that a physical
fact, unlike a social fact, can exist, and typically does exist, even if
it is not commonly known to exist.) What is the basis for linguistic
common knowledge, e.g. for (IID? It cannot be pinpointed as easily
as it can in the case of commonly known physical facts. It is not a
particular happening, like someone uttering John is easy to please
and no-one protesting its incorrectness. (To be sure, linguistic
common knowledge must not conflict with such particular
happenings.) The basis for common knowledge about the
(in)correctness of sentences is 'diffuse', in the sense that it is just
general facts about coming to master a language or any other
institution (and the concomitant common knowledge about those
facts). The most important difference vis-à-vis common knowledge
about physical facts resides in that the basis for linguistic common
knowledge, though undeniably existent, cannot be used to
strengthen or justi$r that which it is a basis for:

"And here the strange thing is that when I am quite certain of how the
words are used, have no doubt about it, I can still give no grounds for
my way of going on. If I tried, I could give a thousand, but none as

certain as the very thing they were supposed to be grounds for"
(Wittgenstein 1969: $$306-307; quoted in ltkonen 1978: 142).

Concretely: It would be impossible to give a really satisfactory
answer to the following question: Why is John is easy to please a
correct sentence?

Let us continue with the main argument. It is quite interesting
to note that the formulation (III) is equivalent with the following
formulation:
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(IV) The sentence 'John is easy to please is a correct sentence' is true iff the

sentence 'John is easy lo please is a correct sentence' is (commonly)

known to be true

The sentence (IV) instantiates the Tarskian'T-sentence', which
is ofthis general form (cf. Itkonen 1983: 112):

(V) X is true iff p

Here 'p' represents the truth condition of X. The

correspondence theory of truth is based on the idea that the truth
value and the truth condition are two different things: we always
know the truth condition of X, i.e. 'p', and we analyze it in a step-

wise fashion, but this happens independently of whether we know
'X'to be true or false. As a general case, in fact, while we do know
the truth condition of X, we do not know the truth value of X. Now,
the example (IV) refutes the correspondence theory of truth as

applied to social facts, because it shows that, in this domain, it is
impossible to know the truth condition of X without knowing the
truth value ofX (for discussion, cf. Itkonen 1983: 129-135). Thus,

at the level of social facts, the T-sentence has the following form:

(VD X is true iff X is (commonly) known to be true

Norms are general entities. To claim that norms are lmownto
exist entails claiming that the corresponding (general) sentences are

known to be true. If they are known to be true, they must be

unfalsifiable, which means that they are non-empirical and thus in
some sense a priori.I have in fact made all these claims and have

defended them extensively. It is of some interest to note that since

the end of the 80's very similar claims have been made in the
borderline area between philosophy of mind and social philosophy.
The central notion here is variously called 'response-dependence'
(cf. Johnston 1992) or'response-authorization' (cf. Pettit 1996). The
relevance of this doctrine to linguistics is discussed in Haukioja
(þrthcoming).
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The underlying idea is that our use of concepts, and of the
corresponding linguistic expressions, is based on rules (or norms),
and more particularly on rules with public criteria (cf. Pettit 1996:

195-196). To use Johnston's and Pettit's favorite example,
something is red it and only if, people identify it as red (under
favorable circumstances). The notion of 'response' is needed to
emphasize the public aspect of the process of identification. The
notion of 'response-dependence'may be explicated by the following
equivalence:

(VII) Something x is an instance of the concept C iff people identifu x as an

instance ofC (under favorable circumstances)

The basic identity between (VII) and (VI) is obvious at once.
Just as importantly, the proponents of response-dependence (or
response-authorization) take instances of (VII) to be known a
priori.

The same view of concepts was presented in Itkonen (1978:
42-43):

"Analysis of knowledge is what philosophy and sociology of knowledge
are about. Analysis of knowledge means, in turn, analysis of those
concepts into which knowledge is structured or, equivalently, analysis of
those expressions which are used to express the concepts. Concepts are

tied to norms for their correct understanding and use. It might even be
said that there is an institution comected with every coherent set of
concepts. Such an institution can be experimentally investigatedjust as

little as any other institution or game. Rather, the 'institution'of the use
of concepts is the a priori condition for the possibility of
experimentation.

...Thus, if a test person claims that things which we know to be red
are not red ..., this outcome has no effect upon our concept of redness ...;
and therefore what we have here is not a test about this concept. Rather,
it is a test about the perceptual or cognitive state ofthe test person. Ifwe
were'testing'the concept'redness', we would accept only such outcomes
where things that are really red are claimed to be red. But this only
me€u:rs, again, that we are not dealing with genuine tests."
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The claim that we know our concepts a priori can be thought
to entail the absurd claim that our knowledge in general, including
our knowledge of the physical reality, is a priori. The mistake in
this line of reasoning may be exposed as follows:

"All concepts without exception are made and used by man. ..' Physical

reality, however it is conceptualized, is not made by man; here even if
the concepts are man-made, the instances [i.e. referents] of concepts are

not" (Itkonen 1978:43; similarly Pettit 1996: 201-203).

Even after this qualification has been made, Pettit concedes (p.

204) that the doctrine of response-authorization produces "a
striking and surprising thesis". Why? - Because "it offends against

a deeply ingrained tradition of thought, a tradition that has been

described as endorsing an absolute conception of what there is"
(and, we may add, a tradition based on the correspondence theory

of truth). - Reading this passage made it easier for me to understand

why my philosophy of linguistics continues to be rejected by
people who are not able to formulate coherent arguments against it.

Pettit (1996) defends'holism' (which he opposes to 'atomism'),
or the view that, in agreement with the private-language argument,

thought is of social character. At the same time, he also argues for
'individualism' (which he opposes to 'collectivism'), or the view that
human behavior is explained by reference to 'intentional
regularities' (also called'rational regularities'), and not by reference

to any sui generis social-structural regularities. He submits (p. 173

and elsewhere) that this combination of holism and individualism is
somehow unique. It cannot be quite unique, however, because

Itkonen (1983) represents the same combination: on the one hand,

the neo-Cartesianism evinced by generative linguistics is criticized
along fully holistic (i.e. Wittgesteinian) lines (cf. Sect. 5.1); on the

other, human behavior in general, and linguistic behavior in
particular, is claimed to be amenable only to 'rational explanation',
rationality being defined as a matter of the right type of goal-belief
complexes entertained by individual persons (cf. Sect. 3.7). Pettit's
dual characterization of 'rules of behavior' as both rationalizing and



Socnl ONToLocY or Lnqculsrlc MsRNrNc 6l

causing actions, or as having both an objective side and a subjective

side, is paralleled by what I call the 'Janus-like character of
rationality' (pp. 177-l 8 1).

There remains one very important clarification to be made.

(The fact that I have been making it for some 25 years in no way

diminishes the need for making it today.) The standard reaction to

what has been said so far is to claim: "If our knowledge of our

concepts and ofour language is a priori and unfalsifiable (although

in principle fallible, in particular cases), then nothing remains to be

done; and this is impossible!" This is where my distinction between

atheoretical knowledge and theoretícal knowledge comes in (cf.

Itkonen 1978: 144; more generally: Sect. 8.2-3). Our unfalsif,rable

knowledge comprises a huge set of very simple and apparently

unrelated facts; it is knowledge of the atheoretical (or
pretheoretical) type. One may have this knowledge without having

any kind of theory about the facts which the knowledge pertains to.

Once there is such a theory, it is falsifiable by def,rnition. To give a

concrete example, every speaker of Sanskrit who was Panini's

contemporary knew the same basic facts about Sanskrit as Panini

did. Yet only he was able to construct the (theoretical) grammar

that bears his name. Thus, it is false to say that if our knowledge of
the (normative, atheoretical) data is unfalsifiable, then nothing
remains to be done. As Panini's example shows, once the data are

ín, everything still remains to be done. Or, to give a more'modem'
example, consider the task of writing a parser for English

sentences. In the so-called clear cases, every moderately intelligent
speaker of English, linguist or not, knows with certainty whether

something is or is not a correct sentence of English. At this level,
there are (practically) no interpersonal differences. But after this
fact has been duly acknowledged, the parser still remains to be

done. And this is something that not everyone can do. Thus, at this
level, there are interpersonal differences. Writing a parser is a

theoretical undertaking. And even those who can do it go

sometimes wrong, which means that, on those occasions, their
parser has been falsified.
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The atheoretical vs. theoretical distinction, as characterized

above, gives a clue as to how one should understand Wittgenstein's
dictum "Everything lies open to view, nothing is hidden". In
conceptual analysis (as exemplified by philosophy, formal logic, or
autonomous linguistics), the facts are not in doubt. What is in doubt
is the kind of system or theory (if any) which is able to
accommodate the facts.

The definition of social ontology that was given above
dissolves rather than solves the long-standing controversy within
the philosophy of the social sciences. One side has argued that there
is an ontological level of social phenomena distinct from the level
of mental phenomena. The other side has argued that there are

nothing but mental phenomena. Now we can see that they are both
right. Indeed, there ate nothing but mental phenomena

characteristic of individual persons; but these are not just any
mental phenomena distributed in a random order; rather, they are

quite specific mental phenomena (namely many-level states of
knowledge) placed in a quite definite structure or pattem (namely
that characteristic of common knowledge). It is this structure which
constitutes the ontological level of social phenomena.

4. Autonomous Linguistics vs. Psycholinguistics: Examples
of the Basic Division

Early formulations of the distinction between autonomous
linguistics and psycholinguistics were provided by Kac (1974),
Itkonen (1974) and Ringen (1975). The existence of this distinction
is denied by representatives of both generative and cognitive
linguistics. To show that they cannot be right, I shall now give
examples of this distinction. What I am doing thus amounts to a so-
called proof of existence: Claims to the effect that the phenomenon
A is impossible are refuted by showing, not that A is possible but,
rather, that A exists.

I shall be concerned with the meaning of linguistic
expressions. Showing that meanings exist at the level of
autonomous linguistics means showing that they exist as social or
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public entities, i.e. entities defined as objects of common

knowledge. The public meaning of a form x equals the public use

of x; and the use of x cannot be public unless x itself is public.
Social meanings are open to conscious inspection (or intuition).
Corresponding to the ontological distinction between social and

mental, they necessarily have their individual-psychological
counterparts, which may or may not be conscious.

It is justifiable to speak of social meanings and of
psychological meanings. Only the former qualifu as 'linguistic'.
This is in keeping both with ordinary usage and with the usage

sanctioned by the history of linguistics (cf. Itkonen l99l: 43,77-
7 8, | 52- I 5 5, 202-203\. Linguistic meanings are'obj ective' ; j ust like
logical truths, they are known by subjective intuition (whereas

objective physical facts are known by subjective observation);their
'objectivity' consists in the fact that subjective intuitions about them

exhibit the pattern characteristic of common knowledge.

Psychological meanings are either conscious or unconscious; when

conscious, they are known by subjective introspection.It follows
that each of Popper's 'three worlds' (: physical, psychological, and

social-normative) is characterized by a specific type of act of
knowledge, namely observation, introspection, and intuition (cf.
Itkonen 1981; 1983: 7-9).

A) The meaningof All F's are Gb in logic and in the psychology

of logic

It is my purpose to clarifu the methodological status of (the distinct
subdomains of) linguistics. To do so, however, it may be good to
start outside of linguistics. It seems meaningful to establish the

following analogy (cf. Itkonen 1978: chap. l0):

autonomous linguistics (formal) logic

psycholinguistics psychology oflogic
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In other words, it may be argued that the distinction between
(formal) logic and psychology of logic is both similar to and more
clear-cut than the distinction between autonomous linguistics and
psycholinguistics; thus, the former is apt to clarifu the latter.

Let us see how the meaning of the sentence schema I ll F's are
G's may be formulated at the public, non-psychological level.
Because this sentence schema plays a crucial role in logic, the
different ways to formulate its meaning undeniably fall under the
notion of 'logic' (even if not necessarily of 'formal logic'). At least
the following five formulations have to be mentioned:

(i) The formulation by means of predicate logic, or the
universally quantified material implication:

(x)(Fx--+ Gx)

(ii) The formulation by means of Euler circles, where two
figures are needed for the two readings 'All, but not only, F's are

G's'and'All, and only, F's are G's':

(iii) The set-theoretic formulation, where there are again two
expressions for the two above-mentioned readings; the first says
that F is properly included in G while the second says that F is
included in G and G is included in F:

F¡G

(iv) The formulation by means of mental models à la Johnson-
Laird (1983):

F
G

G
F

l
l
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f:g
f:g

(v) The formulation by means of the dialogical logic à la
Lorenzen:

Opponent
? (x)(Fx--+ Gx)
!Fa

Proponent

!Ga
! (x)(Fx + Gx)

A few words of clarification may be added concerning (i) -
(v). It might seem natural to accept (i) as the right way to express

the meaning of All F's are G's. One drawback is that then one also

has to accept the so-called paradoxes of implication. In particular,
(i) is true if the antecedent is always false, which conflicts with
normal intuition. (ii) may seem an intuitively attractive way to
express the meaning in question. However, the use of Euler
diagrams produces complications elsewhere. To express the
meanings of Some F is G and Some F is not G, four and three
distinct figures are needed, respectively. (Venn diagrams, which
use the expedient of shading parts of circles, are in this respect
more economical.) (iii) is comparable to (i) in its expressive power.
To be sure, one has to accept the fact that there is no way to
distinguish between e.g. angels and square circles, because both
types of entities are represented by the same set, tratnely zero. (iv)
manages to represent the same information as (ii) in a single figure.
(v) represents a game connected with (x)(Fx - Gx) when this
sentence happens to be true: The (ideal) opponent attacks it, or tries
to show that it is false. To find a falsiffing instance, he has to show
first that its antecedent is true (because an implication is false only
if the antecedent is true and the consequent is false). This is 'Fa'.

The proponent proceeds to show that the corresponding consequent,

(e)
(e)
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i.e. 'Ga' is true too. Thus, the entire sentence is true (for details, see

e.g.Lorenz 1989).
We are staying at the public, non-psychological level. Let us

now ask: Which of (i) - (v) is the óesr description of the meaning of
All F's are G's? It is important to understand how this question

ought to be answered.It cannot be answered in any straightforward
way, i.e. by looking at each of (i) - (v) in turn. It can only be

answered by reference to the simplicity of the larger system in
which each of (i) - (v) is embedded. That is, the choice is not
between (i) - (v), but between the five corresponding systems, and

the decisive criterion is simplicity (viz. economy) or some more
encompassing consideration. For instance, predicate logic,
exemplified by (i), is more economical than the method of Euler
diagrams, exemplified by (ii). Dialogical logic, exemplified by (v),
is equivalent to predicate logic, but from the philosophical point of
view it is clearly superior (cf. Itkonen 1978: 2.6). Considered in
itself, however, each of (i) - (v) might qualify as the best

description; or rather, the question of their mutual superiority
remains open.

Next, let us move to the psychology of logic; and at this level,
let us ask the same question. Significantly, the answer is now quite

different from what it previously was. (i) is immediately
disqualified because experimental studies have established beyond
doubt that the truth-functional interpretation of implication is not
psychologically real (cf. Wason & Johnson-Laftd 1972: 87-93;
Johnson-Laird 1983: 29-34,51-54). The same is true of (v) as well.
Relying on the principle that 'concepts are containers', Lakoff
(1987: 353-354; 1990: 52-53) takes it for granted that (ii) is the
psychologically (or 'cognitively') real alternative. However, he

considers only the two sentences All F's are G's and No F is G, and,

ignores the sentences Some F is G and Some F is not G, whose
meanings are more difficult to express by means of Euler diagrams
(cf. above). It is precisely for reasons like this that Johnson-Laird
(1983) has proposed his 'mental models'; and in light of his
discussion it seems clear that if (i) - (v) are meant to describe
psychological entities, then (iv) is the preferable alternative. - Let
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us add that (ii) and (iii) express the same information in pictorial
and in digital terms, respectively. Thus, if forced to choose between
the two, those who side with Kosslyn in the mental imagery debate
would choose (ii), and those who side with Pylyshyn would choose
(iii).

We see that the same question is answered differently,
depending on whether it is asked at the level of logic or at the level
of psychology of logic. Therefore the two levels must be different.
The same point may be funher elaborated as follows. Assuming
(contrafactually) (i) - (v) to be parts of equally simple systems, they
could all be accepted as equally good descriptions at the level of
logic. At the level of psychology of logic, however, this could not
be the case. We have to assume that there is only one way in which
the meanings of All F's are G's (or of any such sentence structure)
is mentally represented. It cannot be both (i) and (ii), for instance.
There may be interpersonal variations in this respect, but at least
not intrapersonal variations. (More precisely, even one and the
same person may have different mental representations for different
instantiations of one and the same sentence structure, depending on
the content of those instantiations, but not for one and the same
instantiation.) If (i) - (v) are interpreted psychologically, they are
meant to refer directly to something in the world (: mental states
and processes). By contrast, if (i) - (v) are interpreted non-
psychologically, they are not meant to refer directly to anything at
all. They are just different ways to systematize bits and pieces of
common knowledge (for discussion, see Itkonen 1978:8.4;1983:
6.2).

In the preceding discussion the distinction between formal
logic and psychology of logic was taken for granted. It may be
added that the current cognitivist approach, as represented e.g. by
Lakoff, wishes actually to reduce the former to the latter. This is of
course the well-known psychologistic fallacy, exposed already by
Husserl (1913). It should be obvious (although it is not) thar neither
in logic nor in linguistics is it possible to reduce what ought to be
done ('value') to what is done ('fact') (cf. Itkonen 1978:7.0). To this
Lakoff has replied in a public lecture that he intends to carry out the
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reduction with the aid of ideal', rather than actual, psychological

entities. It is not too difficult to see that this recourse to what is
'ideal' is just an attempt to smuggle the notion of normativity into
the description.

B) Situations vs. mental images of situations

Cognitive linguistics is in the habit of using schematic images to
describe word and sentence meanings. Because meanings are

assumed to be psychological or mental entities, it follows that these

images are meant to represent mental images (or 'schemas'). This
position obscures the fact that in reality there are always two
distinct interpretations cormected with such images, corresponding
to the distinction between autonomous linguistics and

psycholinguistics.
Let us consider the following example from Langacker (1991:

25-28). As part of describing the meaning of the sentence The lamp
is above the table, the meaning of the construction above the table
has to be described, and this happens with the aid of the following
image:

Fig. I

Now there are two interpretations open to us: a) Fig. I
represents part of a situation in which something is above the table.
b) Fig. I represents part of the mental image of a situation in which
something is above the table. The a-interpretation is
uncontroversial. By contrast, the b-interpretation is controversial,
inter alia because there are schools of cognitive (meta)psychology
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that flatly deny the existence of mental images (cf. Tye 1991: chap.

4).
Because one interpretation is uncontroversial while the other

is controversial, they cannot be equivalent but must rather be

distinguished from each other. Yet this is something cognitive
linguistics has never been able to do.

C) The 'dimensions of imagery' as linguistically coded are not
(primarily) psychological

Langacker (1991: 5-12) defines five dimensions of his
('conventional') imagery, i.e. profile vs. base, specificity, scope,
salience, and perspective. He also announces (p. 60) that he is
dealing with "cognitive operations to which we have no direct or
intuitive access".

The notion of salience, for instance, is illustrated by means of
the images connected with the sentences A is above B (= A is
salient) and B is under A (:B is salient):

Fig. 2: A is above B Fig. 3: B is under A

Salience is expressed by the choice of the word order and of
the correlative preposition. ('If you start with A, you have to use
above; if you start with B, you have to use under.') It is self-evident
that what is thus expressed is an intersubjectively or socially valid
meaning of these constructions, i.e. a meaning which is quite
'transparent' to our linguistic intuition. It is not some individual-
psychological or cognitive entity which lies under the level of
consciousness and to which we thus have no intuitive access.

The notion of perspective, in turn, subsumes such more
specific notions as orientation, assumed vantage point, and

A

B
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directionality (Langacker 1991: 12). For instance, the semantic

difference between come andgo must be a matter of 'perspective',

because it depends on the assumed vantage point, here represented

by a circle:

A-x -) -x 
-+B

X is coming from A to B X is going from A to B
Fig. 4 Fig. 5

It is quite clear, however, that this 'perspectival' difference is

not a matter of hidden, unconscious structures which we can only
hypothesize about. Rather, it is a matter of social meaning to which
all speakers of English have direct intuitive access.

What is true of salience and perspective, is true of the other

'dimensions of imagery' as well. They aÍe not, primarily,
unconscious or hypothetical phenomena, i.e. phenomena of the

individual-psychological or cognitive sort. Rather, they are

semantic phenomena at a social or public level. It is at this level

that "nothing is hidden, but everything lies open to view" (cf.

above). - The preceding remarks are not meant as a criticism of
Langacker-type descriptions per se.

What I have been doing here, is just to insist on the distinction
between autonomous linguistics and psycholinguistics once again.

Remember that accepting the methodological primacy of the former

does nothing to undermine the integrity and the relevance of the

latter.

D) Images and schemas: conscious or unconscious?

Such central terms as 'image' and 'schemd arc used in an

ambiguous way by representatives of cognitive linguistics. Both
Lakoff (1987: 446) and Langacker (1991: 60) profess to be

interested in those aspects of cognition that are unconscious and
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automatic. However, when Lakoff goes on (pp.446-453) to discuss
his 'conventional images', it tums out that these are not
unconscious at all. Everybody is able to become conscious of them
and answer any questions about them. They are not'conventional'
in any normative sense, but merely in the sense that people tend to
have similar images. (And'image schemas' are claimed on p. 453 to
be rather like 'conventional images'.) Apparently Langacker (e.g.
pp. 12-13,23,6I) uses the term'conventional image' in the same

sense. But then it is clear that the imagery in which cognitive
linguistics is interested in represents a rather'shallow' level of the
cognitive organization.

E) An image, mental or not, is in itself never enough

Ever since Plato and Aristotle it had been thought that the existence
of mental images (or more abstract schemas) intervening between
words and things explains how the former become attached to the
latter. Wittgenstein pointed out, however, that this, as such,
explains nothing because every image, mental or not, may be

interpreted in a literally infinite number of ways. Therefore images
must be supplemented with rules of interpretations, or rules telling
how the images are meant to be used. And this interpetation or use

is ultimately grounded in our'form of life'.
Wittgenstein's (1953: 54) original example may be rendered as

follows:

Fig. 6



72 EseItroNBN

What does this figure represent? We are inclined to answer

that it represents a man climbing up a mountain. But on closer

reflection we realize that the man could be interpreted as doing

anything at all. Most of such interpretations are quite outlandish
(for instance, he might be trying to send signals to extraterrestrials).

But this is precisely the point: how do we distinguish outlandish

interpretations of an image from the normal ones? The image in
itself does not tell us how. Only our (public) use of the image will
tell this (for discussion, see Blackbum 1984: 45-50;Heil1992:25-
30).

In the same vein, Putnam ( I 98 1 : 1 8) argues, first, that if there

is something in the mind that refers to things, it cannot possibly be

an image, and, second, that the whole notion of something mental

intrinsically referring to things is wrongheaded. What refers is a
concept: "Concepts are signs used in a certain way; ... the sign itself
apart from its use is not a concept" (p. l8). ... concepts cannot be

identical with mental objects of any kind (p.20-21; emphasis in the

original). Because concepts are signs used, and because use is
always of public nature (as the private-language argument has

established), Putnam - equating concepts with meanings

concludes that"meanings just aren't in the head' (p. 19; emphasis

in the original).
It may be added that Jackendoff (1996: I l0) levels a similar

criticism against Langacker. The latter seems to think that the

images he employs are self-explanatory, but they are not. To be

sure, Jackendoff has his own methodological worries (cf. Itkonen
1995, and Section F below).

To sum up: because images are never enough, they must
always be provided with rules of interpretation (and these must be

understood as being grounded in public use). The position of
cognitive linguistics on this issue may not be literally wrong, but at

least it is inexplicit.
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F) A geometric image is (largely) irrelevant to (psycho)-
linguistics

Generativism seeks support in D. Marr's work on vision (cf.
Jackendoff 1987: chap. 9, 1992: chap. l), just like cognitive
linguistics seeks support in Kosslyn's experimental work on mental
imagery (cf. Gibbs & Colston 1995). One important point has been
overlooked by both sides in this debate. Marr and Kosslyn
concentrate on the perception (and mental representation) of
geometricfigures, but from the linguistic point of view such figures
are (largely) irrelevant. They are nothing but raw material that has
to be interpreted in one way or another. For instarice, a running man
is a unitary geometric figure, but prelinguistic thought interprets it
by dividing it into two, namely a thing (: a man) and an action (--
running), and language universally reflects this interpretation.
(Because, from the logical point of view, this interpretation is in no
way necessary, the Stoics, for instance, claimed that the verb refers
to nothing in the world.) If Marr's and Kosslyn's work is to become
relevant to linguistics, more attention has to be concentrated on
rules of interpretation. - This point is just a corollary of the point
made in Section E.

G) Meanings: embodied concepts rather than merely-
representational concepts?

In semantic metatheory, the principal dividing line has been
between psychologistic and non-psychologistic conceptions of
meaning; and 'non-psychologistic' has generally been identified
with 'social' (given that Platonism is just too implausible as an
option). Now cognitive semantics à la Lakoff & Johnson seems
willing to redefine this opposition to some extent. Meanings are
still identified with concepts (or, more generally, with'cognitive
models'), but because these are embodied, they should not be
mistaken for concepts of the'traditional'type. (To be sure, Lakoff
& Johnson's position is not new or'anti-traditional' at all, because
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the bodily basis of concepts is the central thesis of Piagetian
psychology.)

Does this redefinition (such as it is) immunizethe cognitivist
meaning-conception against the antipsychological criticism? Of
course not. Embodied concepts are still psychological entities; they
still inhabit the individual mind, even if they are grounded in bodily
behavior, that is, even if the mind has ('now') been enlarged so as to
encompass the body too (cf. the'body-in-the-mind' slogan). Or at
the very least, embodied concepts are still 'tied to' individual
persons. The real opposite of 'social' is not 'psychological' but
'individual'. The bounds of individualism can be transcended only
by an explicit espousal of such notions as 'common knowledge' and
'social norm'.

5. Two Additional Remarl¡s concerning Cognitive Linguistics

The methodological self-understanding of cognitive linguistics has
been criticized in what precedes. Therefore it does not seem out of
place to add two similar remarks although they are not directly
related to the problem of (social vs. psychological) meaning.

A) Analogy is more important than metaphor

It is well known that cognitive linguistics has rcvitalized the old
notions of metaphor and metonymy. At the same time, it seems to
have been largely forgotten that metaphor is just a special case of
analog,t. Traditionally, analogy has been employed in the
explanation of morphological and syntactic change (cf. Anttila
1989 lI972l: chap. 5). It has turned out, however, that at the level
ofsynchronic syntax, analogy is not only operative, but can also be
precisely formalized (cf. Itkonen & Haukioja 1997). Moreover, in
the domain of diachronic linguistics, the notion of
grammaticalizationcan be shown to be based on analogy in both of
its stages, namely reanalysis and extension (cf. Itkonen
forthcoming).
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Analogy is defined as structural similarity between two

'systems'. Metaphor is defined as structural similarity between two

'systems'belonging to two distinct conceptual domains. In whatever

way 'conceptual domain' is defined, it follows that metaphor is a
subtype of analogy, or an analogy with additional constraints. If
one does not explicitly account for this fact, one is missing a

generalization.

B) The 'objectivism vs. experientialism' opposition revisited

Lakoff (1937) andJohnson (1937) wish to inaugurate a new type of
linguistics. Not content with this, however, they also wish to see

themselves as being engaged in a larger undertaking, namely

rectifuing the mistakes of more than two thousand years of Westem

thought. As they see it, the history of Westem philosophy has been

(nearly) exclusively govemed by an 'objectivist' tradition, i.e. a

tradition claiming that reality is reflected as such in the human

mind. They wish to replace this erroneous tradition by a new one,

i.e. an 'experientalist' tradition claiming that reality is largely

determined by the human mind.
This is a wildly inaccurate construal of the history of Western

philosophy. Documenting this claim in detail must be left for an

another occasion. Nevertheless, the following corrective remarks

have to be offered already in the present context.

By Lakoffs (1987:174-175,270) and Johnson's (1987: xxi)
own admission, 'objectivism' is characteristic of common-sense

thinking. This is perfectly correct. Howevet, it is rather

preposterous to claim that Westem philosophy has been nothing but

an exposition of common-sense thinking. Such a claim amounts to

ignoring the schools of idealism and scepticism that have - rightly
or wrongly - actually dominated the history of Western philosophy.

Johnson (1987:197) tries to bolster his position by referring to

Rorty (19S0). However, Rorty's (1930) view of the history of Greek

philosophy, for instance, is factually false (see Itkonen 199 I : I 89-

le1).
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The 'experientalist' position might be defined more

informatively as'interactionism': "How we carve up our world will
depend both on what is 'out there' independent of us, and equally

[?] on the referential scheme we bring to bear" (Johnson 1987:

202). "O:ur structured experience is an organism-environment
interaction in which both poles are altered and transformed through
an on-going historical process" (ibidem, p.207).Interactionism is

represented also by Marxism and different versions of
constructivism.

As far as the reality - mind relation is concerned, the principal
philosophical schools may be characterized as follows. Realism
claims that reality determines the mind. Idealism claims that the

mind determines reality (and in extreme versions reality is

bracketed entirely). Interactionism claims that there is an inter-
determination between reality and the mind. Analogism
(represented by Thomas of Aquinas and Peirce) claims that the

structure of reality and the structure of the mind are the same. For
the sake of clarity, these different options may be presented as

follows:

realism
idealism
interactionism
analogism

Fis.7

In spite of its intuitive appeal, this figure is - interestingly
enough - based on a fundamental error. It ignores the fact that all
the different R-M relations are themselves conceived by the mind.
Thus it is meaningless, or selÊcontradictory, to oppose R to M,
because R is always inside M. Reality is always 'internal', i.e.
internal to the mind. Thus, the correct figure is as follows:

R-'M
ReM
R++M
R: M



realism
idealism
interactionism
analogism

R+M
R+-M
R ++\{
RM
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Fig.8

This is the meaning of Putnam's (1981) 'internal realism'.
Contrary to what Lakoff (1987:260-268) and Johnson (1987:200-
209) assume, it is not the case that internal realism would somehow

support their experientalism. (Notice, incidentally, the oddity of
Johnson's claim that our view of reality depends equally, or 50-50,

on the mind-independent reality and the mind. On what grounds

would he reject the suggestion that the relation is not 50-50, but say

40-60?)
Is there then no basis for postulating the existence of

'objectivism' as a philosophical doctrine? The only such basis is the
trend within truth-conditional semantics which defines intensions
(: meanings) as functions from possible worlds to extensions in
such a way thatthe former determine the latter independently of the
human knowledge. This has prompted Lakoff (1987 chap.14) to
view the whole of truth-conditional semantics as an instance of
'objectivism'. This is an inaccurate interpretation, however. It is
possible to provide intensions with an 'epistemic' interpretation
according to which they are (human) acts of identi$ing individuals,
sets, or truth values in possible worlds. Moreover, since truth-
conditional semantics has also been used to define such
propositional attitudes as knowledge, belief and memory, it cannot
be claimed to simply describe mind-independent reality. (For a

more accurate, but still critical, interpretation of truth-conditional
semantics, see Itkonen 1983: 136-152).

There is an ironic twist to Lakoffs (1987) purported criticism
of 'objectivism', as one can see from the following quotations:

M
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"There is one psychologically relevant level at whichthe categories oJ

the mind Jìt the categories of the world" (p' 34; emphasis in the

original). "The categories of the mind fit discontinuities in the world

very well at the level ofgenus, though not very well at other levels" (p.

36).

The context makes it clear that Lakoff simply identifies the

categories of the world with the categodes elicited by current

scientific methods. (Cf. p. 32: "Berlin and his students..'have

compared [folk classifications of plants and animals] with scientific

classifications.") Thus, oblivious to the fact that science too is a
product of the human mind, he assumes that science reveals us the

reality as it really is. He goes on to compare the categories of this

mind-independent reality and the categories of the mind, and he

cannot help noticing a remarkable similarity. Needless to say, this

is'objectivism' in its purest form.
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Urpo Nikanne

Lexical Conceptual Structure
and Syntactic Arguments

1. Introductionr

In this article, I will discuss linking between thematic arguments
(Agent, Theme, Goal, Source, etc.) and syntactic arguments
(Subject, Object) within the framework of conceptual semantics
(Jackendoff 1983, 1987a, 1990, 1992; Nikan:re 1990, 1995). I
will present a theory of argument linking of non-modal verbs that
shifts a great deal of argument linking to the lexicon. I will claim
that the "subject argument" and the "object argument" of the verb
are determined in the lexicon and the determination is based on
the lexical conceptual structure of the verb.

I will argue that the argument places are derived in the
lexicon from the Lexical Conceptual Structure. In addition, I will
claim that thematic arguments are not directly linked to syntax.
There is an intermediate level of argument linking that determines
the linking to subject and object of the sentence. This linking

' This paper has benefitted the insightful comments of Ray Jackendoff,
Emile van der Zee, Henrietta Hung, Maria Vilkuna and Chris Beckwith. In
addition, the anonymous referee of the SKY joumal had valuable and

helpful comments on the earlier version of this article. I have presented the
material of this paper at the University of Kansas in January 1993, at the
University of Helsinki in February 1993 and at the University of Umeå in
May 1993. I would like to thank the audiences of these talks for their
comments. Of course, I am the one to blame for all the paper's flaws.

SKY 1997: The 1997 YearbookoftheLinguisric
Association of Finland, 8I-I I8
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device is also derived in the lexicon.
The theory is an alternative way - for instance to

mainstream generative syntax - to look at theta-role assignment

and the theta-theory in general. As well, the theory can be seen as

a lighter version of the f-structure assumed in Lexical Functional

Grammar.
At the end of the article I will briefly discuss the possibility

of linking non-overt conceptual arguments to syntax without

using null syntactic arguments.

One purpose of this article is to discuss the nature of the

lexical interface between conceptual structure and syntax.

Following Jackendoff (1983, 1990, 1992a, 1996),I assume that

conceptual structure is an autonomous level of mental

representation and functions as the level of understanding of
linguistic information. The lexicon is a part of the linking rule

system between language and conceptual structure. Unlike many

other theories (e.g. Langacker 1987, 1991, Bierwisch & Lang
1989, Pinker 1989), no separate language-specific "semantic"

representation is assumed to be located between syntax and

conceptual structure.

2. Thematic Structure

According to Jackendoff (1987, 1990), there are at least two
major types of tier in conceptual structure. The thematic tier deals

with relations such as 'being in a place', 'moving along a path',

'causing something', etc. The other major type of tier is the action

tier. The action tier expresses dominance relations. Nikanne
(1995) shows that - unlike Unlike for instance Foley and Van
Valin (1984) and Jackendoff (1990) assume - the action tier
roles (Actor, Patient, Undergoer, Beneficiary) do not have a role
in argument linking. Consequently, we will concentrate on the

thematic tier in this paper.

In Nikanne (1990), the thematic tier fi.rnctions are divided
into three 'positional' groups, zones. Causative and inchoative
functions are in zone 3, non-causative Situation functions (GO,
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BE, etc.) in zone 2, and Place- and Path-functions in zone l. The
zones, the thematic tier functions and the thematic roles of each
zone are given in (l).

(l) Zone 3
(fhe causative zone)

Zone 2
(The/ìgure zone)

Zone I
(fhe location zone)

Monadic fucs:
AT, IN, ON,
LINDER,...
(i.e. place-functions);
TO, TOV/ARD,FROM,
AWAY- FROM, VIA
(i.e. path-functions)

Thematic role:
Reference object
(i.e. Location, Goal,
Source, Route,
Recipient,...)

Non-monadic fncs
CAUSE

Monadicfucs
INCH

Thematic role
Agent

Non-monadic fncs
BE
GO
STAY
EXT
ORIENT

Monadícfucs:
CONF
MOVE

Thematic role
Theme

The structure of the thematic tier is based on dependency
relations between the functions (Nikanne 1990). The chain of
embedded functions is calledfunction chain or brieflyy'chain. I
use a double line to indicate head-complement relations. This is
illustrated in (2b), which is the thematic structure of the sentences
in (2a). The selection goes from left to right within the f-chain,
and fi'oln the fl¡nctions to their thematic algurnents. The
arguments are marked above the Êchain in (2c).

(2) a. Tom sent Mike into the house.

Tom made Mike go into the house
Tom got Mike into the house.
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MIKE HOUSEltll
CAUSE:::GO::TO::IN

CAUSE:::GO::TO::IN

The main division among functions in the same zone is

between monadic and non-monadic functions. Monadic functions

can have only one complement, either another function (notated

to its right) or an argument (notated above it). The non-monadic

functions can have more than one complement, even more than

two, consider (3a,b):

(rl a. Mary drove from Waltham to Boston via Watertown.

WALTHAM

FROM

MARY BOSTON

il

GO TO

WATERTOWN

VIA

b. TOM

c.

b. George Bush was standing in front of the audience, beside

Barbara Bush, under the American flag.
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AUDIENCE

il

IN-FRONT-OF

GEORGE-BUSH BARBARA-BUSH

BE BESIDE

AMERICAN-FLAG

UNDER

The well-formedness of f-chain is based on the principle in
(4). "f' stands for any function. Numbers 1,2, and 3 indicate the
zone. The star (*) indicates that there may be none, one, or more
occurences of the type of function in the f-chain.

(4) ß*::f2::fl'ß

The principle in (4) rules out anomalies like that in (5) because

the order of the functions is not correct.

(5) TOM MIKE HOUSE

*GO:===CAUSE=:==:IN

The principle in (4) rules out structures like the one in (6) because

it has two zone 2 functions. (7) is ruled out because of it has no
zone 2 functions at all.

(6) TOM MrKE MARY HOUSE

* CAUSE===GO===STAY===IN
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(7)

URPoNIKANNE

TOM HOUSE

*CAUSE==:IN

For the present purposes, we can assume the principle in (8)
(for a theory of the properties of this filter, see Nikanne 1990).

(8) Zone 2 functions GO, EXT, and ORIENT carry the feature

[directional]. A function carrying the feature [directional] must be

followed by a Path-function in the f-chain, and a function not carrying

the feature [directional] cannot be followed by a Path-function in the Ê

chain.

This filter rules out f-chains like the ones in (9):

(9) *GO=:AT

"BE::TO*ORIENT==IN

The theta-arguments are selected by the f-chain. Thrs

selection is constrained by principles called Theta-Level
Formatíon Principles, given in (10).

(10) Thetalevel formation principles
All non-monadic functions must have a theta-argument
All functions of zone 2 must have a theta-argument.
No function can have more than one theta-argument.

For instance, the function CAUSE must have one theta-argument
because it is a non-monadic one. The functions GO, STAY, BE,
EXT, and ORIENT must have one theta argument because they
are (i) non-monadic and (ii) because they are zone 2 functions.
The functions CONF and MOVE must have a theta-argument
because they are zone 2 functions. Place- and Path-functions (AT,
IN, ON,...; TO, TOWARD, FROM, VIA,...), which are all
monadic, have the freedom to take either a theta-argument or
another function.
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3. Lexical argument linking

According to Jackendoff (1990), there is no one-to-one mapping
between thematic roles and grammatical functions. Argument
linking has two parts:

To determine which conceptual arguments, in general, can

correspond to syntactic arguments.
To determine which syntactic argument is linked to which
conceptual argument.

I suggest that we should not try to link thematic roles

directly to the syntax. Instead, I will argue for a subsystem that
determines the syntactic possibilities of each argument within a
lexical item of the predicate. When the syntactic possibilities of
the conceptual arguments are determined, the arguments can be

linked to the actual syntactic structure. This linking uses a couple

of default rules and a lot of structure-specific linking rules.

I will start this discussion with the term 'direct syntactic
argument' (from now on'direct argument' or'DA'). The term
stands for a word's syntactic argument which is not licensed by
any adjunct rule or other structure specific linking rule.

We can use two simple examples to illustrate how the
potential DAs of the verbs go and paint are determined. The
lexical entries of these verbs are given in (ll). The superscript
index I indicates that the argument is specified to be implicit. The
"I-marking" corresponds to to the A-marking in Jackendoffs
(1990) notation: in Jackendoffs notation, all the conceptual
arguments that are linked to syntax are marked with the index A.
And those conceptual arguments that do not require a syntactic
counterpart - i.e. implicit arguments left unindexed. In
the present notation, only the implicit arguments are indexed in
the lexicon. I-marking emphasizes the idea that implicitness is

exceptional and thus specified in the lexicon whereas it is a

default principle that all conceptual arguments have a counterpart
in syntax.
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(11)

UnroNx¡tnn

paint

Vtil palNtI

cAUSE==INCH:=BE==ON

The verb go has only one DA because its lexical thematic

structure only contains one function. It must have a theta-

argument (Theme) because (i) it is a non-monadic function, and

(ii) it is azone 2 function.
The verb paint has two DAs: (i) the function CAUSE, as a

non-monadic function, must have a theta-argument (Agent); (ii)
the theta-argument of GO, the Theme PAINT, is specified as

implicit and is not a DA; (iii) the function ON has a theta-

argument, Location, which is not specified as implicit and is, thus,

a DA.
The principles that give us the DAs are given in (12). Note

that DAs are determined within a lexical item, not in syntax.

(12A) If a function in the lexical f-chain requires a theta-argument,

then this theta-argument is a potential DA.

However, (124) is restricted by the principle in (128)

(l2B) If a theta-argument is marked implicit (I) in the Lexical
Conceptual Structure (LCS), it is not a potential DA.

I assume that an LCS cannot have more than two DAs at

least in our example languages, Finnish and English. It follows
from this assumption that the third argument of the ditransitives
in English must always be licensed by structure-specific linking
rules.

In accusative languages like English and Finnish DAs most

normally appear in the syntactic structure as subjects and objects.
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That DA that normally appears in syntax as the subject of the
sentence is called DAI . The possible other DA is called DA2.

It sometimes happens that the argument that would be able
to be a subject is nevertheless found in the object position. This
is assumed to be the case for instance with the unaccusative
structures in Italian (Burzio 1986). However, I assume that there
are two hierarchies in the lexicon, a syntactic one (given in 13)

and a semantic one (given in 14) (cf. Jackendoff 1990, Maling &
Zaenen & Thrainsson 1985, Grimshaw 1990, etc.).z

(13) DAl >DA2

(14) Potential DAs from left to right

The default linking is presented in (15) (the dotted line indicates a
link between a DA and a syntactic argument):

(ls) DAl DA2

subject object

As Holmberg and Nikanne (1994, 1997) show, the Finnish
subject is not always in the same position in syntax, and the
object may sometimes be raised out of the VP. The syntactic
functions 'subject' and 'object' may well be primitive categories,
as assumed in the LFG. In any case, the the most unmarked
positions for subject and object are Spec(IP) and Compl(VP),
respectively ("f. Vilkuna 1989). In order to avoid too
cornplicated a notation in this article, I will link the DAs directly

2 The semantic hierarchy in (1a) differs from Jackendoffs account in that it
does not include action tier roles (Actor, Undergoer, Patient, Beneficiary).
This is because (i) An implicit argument introduced with an adjunct can be an
Undergoer, and Undergoerhood has no effect in direct argument linking
(consider: Ilhat John did to the bullet was shoot Bill with it). (ii) Actor is
always the leftmost argument and will be linked to DAI anyway. For more
details, see Nikanne (1995).
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to these default positions in the analyses that follow.
In addition to the default rule, the grammars of languages

have more specified linkings for DAl and DA2. For instance, in
Finnish, DAI can be an object if it is quantitatively indefinite (see

Nikanne 1993; on the semantics of the indefinite quantity in these

structures, see Larjavaara 1988, 1990; Vähämäki 1986)' Consider

the sentences in (16). The 3SG form is the neutral form of a
finite verb. According to Vainikka (1989) the partitive is the

unmarked case for objects of any syntactic category. The

nominative is, of course, the case of the subject:3

(16) a. IhmisetlD{ll kävelevät kadulla
people+Pl-Nov walk+3pl street+ADE

'(The) people are walking in the street'

Kadulla kävelee ihmisitifD[ll
street+ADE walk+3 SG people+PL+PAR

'There were people walking in the street.'

Myös oikeistolaiset valítsiiamiehellDAl] äänestivät

also right-wing electors+Pl-NoM vote-for+PST+3PL

KekkostalDA2l.
çslçlçs¡e¡¡+pAR
'Also (the) right-wing electors voted for Kekkonen'

3 ACC : the accusative case, ADE : the adessive case, ALL : the allatlve
case, ILL : the illative case, NOM = the nominative case, PAR = the

partitive case, TRA = the translative case, PST : past, PTC : participle.
The symbol + stands for morpheme boundary, and the morphological
symbol is in parentheses if the morphological class is not overtly expressed.

b.

c
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Kekkosta[D{2] äänesti myös oikeistolaisia
Kekkonen+peR vote-for+Psr(3sc)also right-wing+pAR

v al i t s ij ami e hid[DA 1 ].
electors*PAR4

'There were also right-wing electors who voted for Kekkonen'

In (l6b) kadulla'in the street' and Kekkosta'Kekkonen*PAR' in
(16d) are moved to the Spec(IP) position because it is the topic of
the sentence (Vilkuna 1989, Nikanne 1993)5.

The specific rule of Finnish that allows these structures
(called 'partitive structures' in Nikanne 1993) is roughly as

follows:

(11) DAl

object

if DAI is understood to be quantitatively indefinite.

As suggested earlier, no more than two DAs are allowed per
lexical item. The indirect object or'second object' is not a DA in
this account. It is well known that the English indirect object is
always highly specified; in most cases it is a possessive Goal or a
possessive Source6. I would like to assume that the second object

4The adjective oikeistolaisia (in the nominative oikeistolainen)'right wing' is
in the partitive because of Spec-Head case agreement.

5According to Vilkuna (1989), Spec(IP) is the position for Topic in Finnish,
and the sentence would sound strange without a topic. The subject is a

default topic and if the Spec(IP) position is not filled by the subject ar S-
structure, some other element can move there Qrlikanne 1993).

6 The term 'possessive' should be taken in a broad sense. According to
Jackendoff (1976) communicational expressions are also possessive. Thus,
you can say I told him a joke. For present purposes it does not really matter
whether this or that expression is possessive or not, the main point is that the
interpretation ofthe indirect object is highly specified.

d.
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in English is licensed not by the general linking rules but by a

structure-specific linking rule, something like (18), similar to
Golberg's (1992) analysis:

(18) The structure v' is licensed if (i) and (ii)

v NPr NP,

(Ð NP, corresponds to a possessive Goal or Source selected by the

lexical f-chain ofV
(iÐ NP, corresponds to the Theme selected by the lexical f-chain of

V.

There are obviously more rules that can license an indirect object

in English but they are all highly specified. Even the rule in (18)

is possibly too general. It may well be that licensing an indirect
object is specified in particular lexical entries (i.e. the vetbs give,

send ehc. but not donate). Another rule that can license the

structure in (18) is the one where there is a predicate noun in the

NP, position: John considers Bill a jerk.
The resultative adjunct can sometimes license an object that

is not a DA: Mary laughed herself sick (see Jackendoff 1990;

Carrier and Randall 1992;Nikanne 1990, 1997a).

The argument linking in the lexicon works in the order given

in (19):

Find out the potential DAs following(l2l\) and (l2B).
The first potential DA in the semantic hierarchy is DAl.
The next potential DA in the semantic hierarchy is DA2.
Any other syntactic arguments must be licensed by structure-
specific linking rules.

Note that the Êchain formation, and thus the left to right
order of thematic functions and their arguments, is based on zone

principles.

(1e) l.
2.

4.
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4. Examples

In this section, I will analyze different types of verb in order to
show how the theory works in practice.

4.1. Examples of non-causative and causative verbs without
implicit arguments

The verb run in (20) has only one potential DA, the Theme. The
only potential DA is DAl. An example of run is given in (21):

(20)

[îl
The linking between syntax conceptual structures is marked with
dotted lines. Linking between conceptual arguments and DAs is
indicated by a single line.The part of the conceptual structure that
corresponds to the LCS of a predicate is marked in brackets.
Thus, in (21), the predicate verb run corresponds to the function
GO, and the prepositionto corresponds to the function TO.
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(21) John ran to the house

IP

,/\

URPONTKANNE

NP
John

I'

IVP
ran ,/\

v PP

.;PNP
DAI i tg the house

liii
JOHN

r..'...11
tcot:=:======:=====[ro]

The verb throw in (22) has two potential DAs, Agent and

Theme.

(22)

[ï,""]

Throw has only two DAs. The Agent gets the status of DAl and

the Themethe status of DA2, as shown in(23):

r
+
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(23) John threw the ball into the room

I'
John

NP

I
threw

VP
./l\-
VÑPPP

the batt,/\
:PNP
! i4to the.room

DAI
I

JOHN

DA2
I

BALL
il

ROOM

il

Approach in QQ has two potential DAs, the Theme and the
Goal. As either of the arguments is implicit, both of them will be
DAs.

(24)
approach

V

GO-TOWARD

The Theme is to the left of the Goal and will be DAl. The Goal
will have the status of DA2. This is shown in (25):
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(25) The car approached the traffic light

The car

I'
,/\-

apprqached
VP_/\

VNP
The traffc light

DAI DA2

I

CAR
.il

T-LIGHT

'[Go::::::::{orù/ARD]

Send in (26) has three potential DAs: Agent, Theme and

Goal.

,¡

:

I

t
i

I

i

I

t
!

(26)

The Agent is the leftmost argument and will be DAl, Theme is

the next one and will be DA2. The Goal must be expressed by a
PP-structure. This is illustrated in(27).

lï:,,:"":,"]

1

l

'I

I

1

I

1

.l

!,

-þ
!

I

!
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(27) Mary sent her husband to the supermarket'

NP
Mary

I'

I
sent

VP

her husband
PP

PNP
to the suPermarket

DAI DA2 : 
"

llj
MARY HUSBAND 

,.... 
SUPERMARKET

..il11'.ll
"[cAUSE=== ===:Go]=========[To]

4.2. Examples of verbs with implicit arguments

The Finnish verb ampu'shoot' in (28) works like the English

paint, as can be seen in (29). (The subscript 'c' in function TO

indicates the feature [contact]. See Jackendoff 1990; and also

Nikanne 1990 for the status of the feature [contact] in the feature

hierarchy of zone 1.)7:

t The reason why the function TO" cannot take another zone I function is

because it canies the feature [contact]. According to Nikanne (1990)

[contact] is one of the so called'relation features'that make it impossible for

ä (zone t) function to have any other complement than a theta-argument.

For more discussion see Nikanne (1990).
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(28)

UnpoNxex¡,¡¡

I *ttp,, I

| " 
BULLET, 

I

L 
CAUSE::GO==rO" 

J

Here is the analysis of linking the sentence Maija ampui Mattia
'Maija shot Matti.'

(29) Muja ampui
Maija(Norø) shot+psr(3sc)
'Maija shot (at) Matti'

Mattia
Matti+PeR

NP I'
,/\--
IVP

ampui -/\
Maija

V NP
Mattia

DAl DA2

tl
MAIJA BULLET MATTI
ililll

ICAUSE======GO=========TOcl

One can derive a double causative verb from the verb
causative ampu using the causative suffix ttA. The lexical entry
of the verb ammutta 'make x shoot y'is in (30).

(30)
[[ampu]ttAl

V
[, BULLET'

llll
cAUSE:=CAUSE==GO::TO"
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Out of the four arguments of the lexical Êchain of the verb

ammutta two ate implicit, the second Agent and the Theme.

Thus, ammutta has two potential DAs, the first Agent and the

Goal. The first Agent is the leftmost of them and gets the DAI
status. The Goal is DA2. The relevant example is in (31):

(31) Kunigatar ammutti vangin
queen(Nou) made-shoot prisoner+Acc
'The queen had the prisoner shot'

Kuningatar

ammutti -/'\-
vangin

DAI DA2

ll
QUEEN ARB BULLET PRISONER

.11ililil. 

[cAU SE==CAU S E===GO:::=:TOJ

The plain causative reading of the verb make, given in (32),

has one potential DA, and it gets the status of DAl.

VP

NP

(32)

l.î,]
Because CAUSE is a non-monadic function, it must select

another function which, according to (4), must belong either to
zone 3 or zone 2. This means that the verb make must select

another verb (or a phrase headed by a verb) as its complement.
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(According to Nikanne (1990, 1997b), a word is probably a verb
if the f-chain of its leúcal entry contains a function of zone 2 or a
non-monadic function.) See the example in (33):

(33) John made Bill paint he house

IP

NP
John

Ivp
made -/\_jvvP
j /:-.
iNpv'

B1II --\.VNp
i paint The house

DAI j; ?ot D^2

lj:l I

JOHN j :. BILL pAINT HOUSE
llj : ll il ll

lcAUSEl=====[CAUSE==INcH==BE======oN]

Note that the DAI of the complement infinitival verb appears in
syntax as an object of the matrix verb in English. This is a
property of these causative verbs in English (among other
languages), and it applies categorically to all DAls of the selected
infinitival verbs. Thus, it is not a problem for our theory.

One problematic verb group is the so called'load-verbs' (e.g.
Ioad, spray, and cover). I accept the analysis of the thematic
structure of the load-verbs suggested by Jackendoff (1990). The
lexical entry of the verb load is given in (3a).
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load

Io'
V

CAUSE::INCH::
il

BE::ON

Consider the examples in (35):

(35) a. John loaded the truck (with hay).

b. John loaded the hay on the truck.
c. *John loaded the hay.

In (35a), the Theme HAY must be expressed using an adjunct

because it is implicit. In this case, the adjunct is the with-Theme
adjunct suggested by Jackendoff (1990). The with-Theme
adjunct can be formalized as follows:

The conceptual interpretation of the NP in a syntactic structure of the

form [* [V]...b. [, [, with] ["r ]ll...l can be fused with the implicit
Theme of the V.

The argument linking of (35a) - load with an implicit Theme -is illustrated in (37). The Goal (truck) gets the status of DA2
because the Theme is implicit. The Theme can be expressed in
syntax using the with-Theme adjunct (with hay), in which case,

according to (36), the NP complement of the preposition with is
linked to the implicit Theme:
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(36)

URpoNlrelrNe

IP

NP
John

VP
loaded

VNP
the truck

PP

P

DAI

JOHN HAY TRUCK

illlil
ICAUSE:=INCH:=BE:=:ON]

The syntactico-conceptual linking of (35b) with the verb
load with no implicit arguments as follows: The Agent, as the
leftmost argument, is DAI and the Theme is DA2 because it is
the next non-implicit argument cs-commanded by the Agent. The
zone I structure

TRUCK

ll

ON

must be expressed using a PP because only two DAs are allowed.
This is illustrated in (37):

with
NP
hqt

DA2
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(37) John loaded the hay on the truck

-zF-
NP

John
I'

,/\_IVP
loaded

VNP
the hay

PP

P NP
the truckon

DAI DAz : :tl:
JOHN HAY .., 

TRUCK

ililll
ICAUSE=:-INCH:==BEI ==:==::==:=toN l

4.3. The Theme-fusion adjunct

Consider the examples in (38):

(38) a. Kunigatar ampui/ammutti hopealuodin

queen sholmade-someone-shoot silverbullet
vankiin.
prisoner+Il.I-

'The queen sholmade someoné shoot a silverbullet at the

prisoner'

b. The queen shot an arrow at the prisoner.

In these examples the implicit Theme seems to have the status of
DA2, despite of its implicitness. Nikanne (1990, 150-153) calls

this phenomenon the'Theme fusion adjunct'. The implicit second

Agent cannot be expressed as an object:
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(39) *Kunigatar ammutti sotilaan vankiin.
queen shoot+CAu soldier+eCC prisoner+Ill
(Ok only with the interpretation that the soldier is used as a bullet.)

There are two ways to approach this problem: (i) We could
assume that the Theme is never obligatorily implicit but the
implicitness of the Theme is always optional. (ii) We can assume
that there is a productive optional rule that can erase the
implicitness index of a Theme under some conditions. Because
the phonomenon seems to be general (see e.g. Nikanne 1990;
Jackendoff 1990), it seems better to go with option (ii) and not
mark the implicitness optional for every single verb that has an
implicit Theme.

We can translate Nikanne's (1990: 153) formalization of the
Theme-fusion rule as in (40). (X stands for any features
associated with the implicit Theme.)

(40) The Theme-fusion rule

The condition under which (42) can apply is that somehing is
added to the content associated with the implicit Theme of the
verb (Jackendoff I 990).

Since the implicitness index is erased from the Theme, it
will be a potential DA, according to the rules discussed earlier.
The content of the NP used as a syntactic argument is fusecl with
the content associated with the implicit Theme of the lexical entry
of the predicate verb.

It is very possible that the application of the Theme-fusion
rule is to some extent lexically determined. As Ray Jackendoff
(p.c.) has pointed out to me, it cannot be applied to verbs llke fill
and cover : *John covered the table clothe on the table/*John

filled the water in the bottle.

txl
il

...fL.. -> ...r2..
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4.4. Causative emotion verbs in Finnish

In Finnish, there is a group of verbs that seem to have an implicit
Agent. The group consists of verbs llke lq)ildstyttdd 'borelbe

bored,' huvittaa 'amuse/be amused', nukuttaa 'make someone

sleep/feel sleepy,' etc. The verbs have a causative suffix ttA in
their morphological structure (e.g. lq)ildstyttòid). These verbs are

called FLIP verbs by Hakulinen and Karlsson (1979: 244). These

verbs can be used both in causative (e.g. 'bore') and non-causative

meaning ('be bored'), as is shown in (4la-f):

(41) a. Juhla kyllästyttää
party bore-3sc
'The party is boring Pekka'

Pekkaa.
Pekka+PAR

Pekkaa kyllästytt¿iä.

Pekka+PAR bore+3sc

'Pekka is bored'

Vitsit huvittavat Maijaa.
Jokes amuse+3PL Maija+PAR
'Maija is amused by the jokes'

Maijaa huvittaa.
Maija+PAR amuse+3sc
'Maija is amused'

Minä nukutan lapsen.

I make-sleep+lsc child+ecc
'I make the child sleep'

Lasta nukuttaa.
child+p¡n make-sleep+3sc
'The child is sleepy'

As the verbs seem to be optionally causative, the most natural

way to analyze these verbs is to assume that they have an optional

causative function. Thus, the LCS of for instance the verb

lq)llasryxaa 'bore/be bored' is as follows:

b.

c.

d

e.

t



106

(42)

UnpoNxeu¡,n

lBoREDll
il

[<CeUSg>==BE_-ATI

Thus, the argument of AT is implicit and the function CAUSE is
optional.

If the function CAUSE is not implicit, the Agent will be
assigned the status of DAI and the Theme the status of DA2. The
analysis of (4la) is given in (43):

(43)

NP
juhla

IVP
lcylkxryntn -/\:VNPj pektraa

lBoREDlr

ICAUSE:==:BE:===ATI

If the CAUSE is absent, the Theme will be assigned the function
DAl. And, because the only other potential DA, the Reference
object BORED, is implicit, the verb has only one DA. The
analysis of (alb) is as follows:

DA2
I

PEKKA

DAI
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(44)

IP
¿/\

Pekkaa

lq,ildstyttäd

DAI

I

PEKKA IBORED]illt
IBE:====:=ATl

When used in the non-causative meaning, the subject of the verb

is in the partitive case (as shown in examples 4lb, d, and f; which

can be seen as an instance of lexical subject case marking.

It is also possible to assume, following Hakulinen and

Karlsson 1979:244) that there is a derivation relation between the

causative and non-causative meaning of the same verb. In other

words, there are two distinct sets of lexical entries in the lexicon,

one for the causative verbs and one for the non-causative verbs of
this group. If this is the case, the lexical case markin$ on the

subject of the non-causative verb is easier to explain. However,

also under this assumption, the argument linking works exactly as

described above.

4.5. Verbs with exceptional DA-specification

Verbs like get, receive, and have are exceptional because their

subject is a Goal (get, receive) or a Location (have) and their

object is a Theme. For this reason, Grimshaw (1990), for
instance, assumes that Goal and Location are higher in the

hierarchy of thematic arguments than Theme. On the other hand,

there are verbs like approach, enter, leave, occupy, etc. whose

subject is the Theme and the object is the Source, Goal or

Location. As Jackendoff (1990) points out, one of these groups

NP

I

V
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must have something exceptional in it. I take the same position as

Jackendoff and assume that the Theme is before the Reference
objects. Here the theory decides: the thematic hierarchy in the
present theory is not just a list of roles but it follows directly from
the principle in (4). For this reason, I take the position that DAI
and DA2 arguments are specified exceptionally with verbs like
get, receive, and, have.

Because of these exceptions, the notions DAI and DA2
cannot be completely reduced *y thematic hierarchy, and
therefore we must assume that they are primitive categories.s

5. Null arguments other than lexically determined implicit
arguments

Sometimes DAs do not show up in syntax. In this section I will
discuss these cases. The discussion is brief and rather sketchy
and it only gives an idea of the possible analysis of these
arguments. My goal is to show that there is no need for
phonologically empty arguments in syntax in these cases.

8 It is also possible (Pinker 1989, Jackendoffp.c.) that the lexical f-chain of
the verbs have, get, etc. ate governed by another zone 3 function, HAVE.
According to this assumption, the verb have has the following thematic
structure:

[]"
il

HAVE:=BE=:AT

The thematic strucrure of the verb get is as follows:

[]"
lt

C[

c[

INCH:=HAVE::BE::AT

If this is correct, then the notions DAI and DA2 are not primitives but
completely predictable from the LCS of the verb.
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I start this discussion with cases where the DAl does not

appear in syntax, even if it is not implicit. In most GB and

minimalist accounts and also for instance in Bresnan and Kanerva
(1939:28) there is a well-formedness condition that requires a

syntactic subject. If there sèems not to be a subject, its empty
position in most theories is assumed to be occupied by some

empty argument, like 'pro', 'pro-arb', 'PRO', 'PRO-arb' etc.

The motivation behind the empty arguments is basically to
have some element to carry an understood thematic role.

However as Jackendoff (1983, 1987a, 1987b, 1990) shows, and

as assumed in this paper, the thematic roles are properties of the

conceptual structure. According to Nikanne (1997a), as long as

the syntactic structure is such that syntactico-semantic linking is

possible, there is no need to assume that all the thematic

arguments are present in syntax.
The lexically determined DAI andD{2 do not have to be

realized in the syntactic structure of language L if the grammar of
L allows them to be left out. No empty arguments are needed in
syntax when the lacking DAs can be interpreted by the syntactico-

semantic linking rules of the grammar of L.
Sometimes (e.g. Sigurdsson 1991, Farrel 1992) binding

phenomena are used in argumentation for empty arguments.

However, Jackendoff (1992) and Jackendoff and Culicover
(1993) show that a great deal of binding probably belongs to

conceptual structure. If this is right, then empty arguments do not

have much justification in syntax.

Consider the Finnish examples in (45):

(45) 4,. sataa.

rain+3sc
'it is raining'

sataa lunta lvettlí.
rain+3sc snow+PAR / water
'it is snowing/raining'

b
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peltikatolle sataa

tin-roof+RLr- rain+3sc
'it is raining on the tin roof

lumi /vesi
snow(Nou/water(Nou)

/lunta /veItií sataa
/snow+Pen /water+PAR rain+3 SC

c.

d.

maahan /katolle
ground+tlL /roof+RLL
'the snodthe rain falls on the ground/on the roof

The LCS of sata'rain' is something like that shown in (a6) (cf.
Nikanne 1987) .

(46)

<WATERI> FROM

DOWNI

If the Theme is implicit, as in (45a) we have no DAs. To
express the implicit Reference objects we c¿ur use a PP-adjunct as

is done in (45c,d). If the Theme is not implicit, as is the case in
(45b,d), we have one DA, which of course, is DAl.

According to the linking principle in (17), in Finnish the
DAI can appear in thc partitivc casc in the object position if it has
a reading of indefinite quantity. The alternation between the
partitive and the nominative in (a5d) is related to quantitative
definiteness effects. The nominative indicates that all the
snodwater relevant in the situation came down whereas the
partitive indicates that the amount of the snow/water is

sata

V

GO

SKY'
il

It



LEXIcAL CoNcEpruRL SrRUcruRE RNo SvNrecrlc ARGUMENTS 1 1 1

indefinite.e
In standard Finnish the first and second person subject may

be dropped. See the examples in (47):

(a7) a. mtna menln
I went+lsc
kotiin
home+lLL
'we went home'

/sinä menit
/you went+2sG

/me menimme/te menitte
/we went+1Pl/you went+2lL

b. menin /menit /menimme /menitte
went+l sc /went+2sc /went+lpl lwent+2PL

'we/you(sc)/we/you(nL) went home'

kotiin
home+lLL

The optional rule can be formalized something like that rn
(48). The conceptual representation of lst and 2nd person

subjects is marked informally as SPEAKER, SPEAKER-
RELATED GROUP, LISTENER, OT LISTENER-RELATED
GROUP.

(48) SPEAKER(-RELATED GROUP) /
LISTENER(-RELATED GROUP)

I

DAI of V

(V in the lst or 2nd person.)

e In a situation wherç people are discussing the origin of some definite

amount of snow or water, the nominative is possible even if the Goal is not

specifìed by a PP-adjunct:

A: Mistä tämä lumi on tähän tullut? (Where did this snow come

from?) [Pointing to a pile of snow on the sidewalk.]
B: Se / T¿imä lumi satoi.

it(Norra) / this(Nou) snow(Nou) rain+Psr+3sc
'It / This snow fell'

ø
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In Finnish, in the third person, DAI can be dropped when
the interpretation of it is generic, 'whoever'. Consider the the
examples in (49).

(9) a. Kyllä tätä sapuskaa syö.
yes this+pAR food+pnn eat+3sc
'One sure can eat this stuff

Sanovat että olen käyn¡ vanhaksi.
say+lp¡ thatbe+lsc become old+rne
'They say / It is said that I have become old'

Not only DAl, but also DA2 can be dropped when the
interpretation is generic, see the examples in (50):

(50) a. Minä lyön.
I hit+lsc
'I hit'

b.

b. Tämä hammaslääkäri ei
This dentist not(3sc)
'This dentist doesn't anesthetize'

puuduta
anesthetize

If the meaning of the verb is very general, the generic reading is
hard to find for pragmatic reasons. Consider, for instance, the
example in (51) (pragmatic oddness is marked with'#'):

(51) #Saima käytt¿iä
Saima use+3sc

In some contexts even (51) may be acceptable. For instance if the
topic of the conversation is drugs, (51) may be used to express
that Saima is using drugs.

We can assume that there is an optional principle (52) in
Finnish (the abbreviaton ARB stands for 'arbitrary') and it
licenses (and gives the interpretation for) the null-arguments in
(ae-5 l):



In the English passive sfiucture, as in the passive

construtions in many other languages, DA2 is linked to the

subject position. Very roughly, the English passive linking rule is

in (53):

(53) The English passive:

DAI DAz
::
ø subject

NB! The syntactic structure contains the Aux be ot get and the past

participle of the predicate verb as the complement of it.

For instance, see (54)

(s2)

L¡xlc¿¡. CoNcEPTUAL Srnucrun¡ ¡¡.n SvNr¡crlc AncuN4sNrs I 13

ARB

I

DA

ø

(s4) Agent

IDAI DAz

The house was/got Painted.

Consider example (55). The verb receive is one of the

exceptional verbs whose DAI and DA2 are not determined by the

thematic hierarchy.

Theme

ø
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(5s)

UnpoNIr¡,NNS

Theme - Goaltt
DA2 DAI

I'm in trouble because my letter was received by the wrong person.

The passive respects not the thematic hierarchy but the
exceptional determination of DAs.

The passive by-adjunct in Jackendoffs (1990) theory is an
adjunct that is applied to lexical entries that are modified by the
passive operation. Jackendoff assumes that the passive operation
takes place in the lexicon: it makes the frrst argument implicit.
We have, however, concluded that the passive applies to DAl,
and that implicit arguments cannot be DAs. I assume, thus, that
the passive adjunct rule is a syntactic, not a lexical linking rule.

As Jackendoff (1990: 180) points out, we cannot include the
verb be in the passive by-adjunct rule because we want to cover
also cases like The ship sunk by the Air Force miraculously
appeared ín Harry's bathtub. We must deal with the participle
only. To keep the syntax as consistent as possible, we can assume
that participial phrases are always of the same form. The
participial phrase is a part of the passive structure. We can
assume that the passive by-phrase rule recognizes this syntactic
structure. (56) is a possible by-adjunct rule. PtcP stands for
"Panicipial Phrase." The form of the PtcP in (56) is not a strong
theoretical claim. However, I do not want to go into the details of
the syntactic constituent structure. Readers can translate the PtcP
into any form that fits their own ideas of syntax.

(56) The conceptual interpretation of the NP in a syntactic structure of the
form [r,", [V+Ptc]...[., h, t, by] t* lll...l must be fused with the DAI
of the V in the same structure if the V has two DAs.

Active sentences like *John has shot his boss by Bill are
ungrammatical because of the conflict of the linking principles:

ø
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both the subject John and the NP Bill in the by-adjunct should be

linked to the DAl of the verb shoot.

6. Conclusions

There is a subsystem of argument linking that operates within a
lexical item. In this subsystem, potential direct syntactic

arguments are determined on the basis of (the thematic tier part

of) the lexical conceptual structure.

Conceptual arguments of the lexical conceptual structure are

given a lexical-syntactic status - the first or the second direct

argument the basis of a thematic hierarchy, where the

thematic hierarchy is based on the zone structure of the f-chain.

The first argument is by default linked to the subject and the

second argument to the object of the sentence. The grammars of
particular languages can specify conditions under which other

kinds of linking are licensed.
Further syntactic arguments can be licensed by construction-

specific rules.

Just like LFG-accounts, the thory presented in this article

recognizes the special status of subject and object arguments, in

my approach I call them 'DAl' and 'DA2'. However, I do not

think that DAl and DA2 are properties of any syntactic

representation (cf. the f-structure in LFG). Rather, they are

properties of a very specifrc argument linking subsystem. All
linking between conceptual structure does not go through this

subsystem.
When it comes to mainstream generative accounts (GB,

minimalism), my 'DA-analysis' corresponds to their theta-theory.

It seems to me that what is called 'theta-roles' in these syntactic

accounts are, most of the time, not real theta-roles (Agent, Theme'

etc.) at all. They are merely talking about DAs.
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Esa Penttilä

Holistic Meaning and Cognition-

1. lntroduction

This paper has two main aims, the first philosophical, the second

tending towards the empirical. On a philosophical level the paper

addresses the question of how to portray linguistic meaning. The

discussion concerns two opposite views, the atomistic and the

holistic, both of which approach linguistic meaning from totally

different directions. The two views can be regarded as tacit assump-

tions in the background of linguistic semantics, although linguists

do not always seem to acknowledge them. The study is motivated

by the recent discussion among philosophers on the pros and cons

of linguistic holism (see, e.g., Fodor and Lepore 1992, 1993;Heal

1994; Block 1995). It is more linguistically orientated than most of
the other contributions to the subject, and it seeks to add to the

debate not simply by taking a look at semantic holism but also by

extending the idea of holism into the field of extra-linguistic reality.

On a more empirical level the paper participates in the present

discussion on idiomaticity. During the past ten years idioms have

attracted increasing attention among linguists, especially those

* 
Thi, is an extended version of a paper given at a symposium lacll

assumptions in the study of language, University of Helsinki, September l-3'
1996. I am deeply indebted to Jussi Niemi, Seppo Sajama and Markku

Filpputa for their valuable comments on earlier drafts of the paper. I would

also like to thank the anonymous referee who generously provided me with

instructive critique of the first version of the paper. For the possible flaws that

still remain I am solely responsible.

SKY 1997; The 1997 Yearbookofthe Linguistic
Associqtion of Finland, 119-143



t20 ESA PENTTILÄ

working in psychologically and cognitively oriented areas, and even
a few special volumes, for example, Cacciari and Tabossi (1993)
and Everaert et al (1995), have been devoted to them. The interest
aroused has stimulated discussion on idioms also in work dealing
with grammar from a wider perspective or with the cognitive
aspects of figurative language in general (see, e.g., Gibbs 1994;
Langacker 1995, 1997; Jackendoff 1997). This paper thus
contributes to the debate by using idiomatic expressions as
examples of how to illustrate the ways in which some of the
traditional atomistic methods of representing linguistic meaning
may be regarded as insufficient, while holism on the other hand
seems to propose a more promising approach to depicting the
semantic reality of complex expressions.

Consequently, this paper is structured as follows. I will begin
by outlining the main tenets of atomism and holism and by
discussing the basic theoretical implications behind the two views.
This will be followed by closer considerations of such views, and I
will argue for holism with the help of empirical evidence mainly
derived from two sources. The claims made in Section Three are
supported by results from psycholinguistic studies, while the
arguments of Section Four are based on evidence from the study of
cognition, especially from cognitive semantics. Before closing, I
will then touch upon the cultural aspects of linguistic meaning.

Since the paper concentrates on theoretical questions, I will
only briefly consider some of the empirical implications that the
ideas presented here may point towards. By doing so I do not mean
to claim that the empirical questions may be of lesser importance
than the philosophical ideas I am dealing with; the reason is simply
that it is beyond the scope ofthe present study to focus on them to
any greater degree.

2. Atomism vs. holism: theoretical aspects

Semantic atomism and semantic holism provide us with two
opposing ways of viewing linguistic meaning. According to the
atomistic view, the meaning of each part, i.e., of each atom (usually
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a wordr), of a complex expression is understood as a separate,

independent and more or less fixed entity. In figurative terms this

means that atoms are depicted as individual building blocks in

larger and more or less complete meaning-bearing entities such as

phrases, sentences, or texts. The meaning of these larger

ãonstructions are, again, arrived at simply by adding together the

meanings of their constituents, or atoms, one by one. The meaning

formation therefore starts from the smallest possible meaningful

elements and a{vances towards larger combinations of these

elements - from morphemes to words, from words to sentences,

from sentences to texts. An appropriate characterization of atomism

is to call itthe buitding block theory (Davidson 1984: 4).

Holism, on the other hand, approaches linguistic meaning from

the opposite direction. It starts from the whole of language and

moves towards the smaller units of meaning: sentences, words'

morphemes. According to a moderate version of holism, language

can be portrayed as a networ,k where meanings depend on each

other and relate to all other parts of the network. In principle, the

meaning of each individual element is dependent on or derivable

from the linguistic whole, i.e', the complete system of language.

This means that the basic unit of linguistic meaning cannot be a

single word as in atomism, since according to the holistic view

there exists no such semantic entity as the meaning of an individual,

isolated word. The central idea, usually attributed to Frege, is that

words only have meaning in context. In Frege's original formulation

the context equaled the sentence, but holism extends the idea fuither

to the claim that "only in the context of the language does a

sentence (and therefore a word) have meaning" (Davidson 1984:

22). This means that meaning always ultimately derives from the

total network of language and has to be studied in relation to it (see

also Quine 1960).

I According to the traditional view, the basic atomistic meaning unit can

sometimes be larger than a word. For example, certain fixed expressions such

as idioms are usually regarded as atomistic, since traditionally they have been

thought of as carrying a hxed and nondecomposable meaning.
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Acceptance of moderate holism does not automatically lead to
the rejection of compositionality. We can still think of the meaning
of such units as words, phrases, and sentences, and even that of
idiomatic expressions, as consisting of compositionally structured
combinations which are formed of elements smaller than the
configurations themselves. But we must not regard the meaning of
these configurations as structured by simply adding the meanings of
their constituent parts together. Rather, we picture them as

meaningful wholes, or Gestalts, whose meaning is arrived at by
comparing them with the rest of the semantic network. In this sense

the whole is always prior to its constituents. To put it in figurative
terms, moderate holism views language as a network where the
relations between the different nodes are even more crucial to the
meaning of linguistic expressions than the actual nodes themselves:
none ofthe nodes can be separated from the others and explained in
isolation from the rest of the network. As opposed to the atomistic
building block theory, the moderate holistic approach could be
termed the network theory.

The idea behind the network theory is discussed fuither in the
next section, but I will illustrate it here with the following example:

(1) A: I thought John was married.
B: No, John is a bachelor.

(2) A: I thought Joh¡ had finished his master's.
B: No, John is a bachelor.

The two answers by B appear alike, but differ in meaning, because
the subject complement, a bachelor, has a different meaning in each
of them. According to moderate holism, the meanings of the
complements can be pictured as configurations in the semantic
network. Since the two complements differ in
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meaning, their configurations must differ as well. In order to depict

the distinction we have to take into account both the semantic nodes

involved and the way they are related to other elements in the

semantic network. When we consider answer (1) with the meaning

of a bachelor as'an unmaried man', we can arrive at its meaning in
the following way. When the meaning of the complement is

activated, we can think of the basic semantic node referring to a
bachelor as receiving so-called primary activation in the semantic

network. At the same time there are other nodes taking part in the

same overall network, and their relationship to the basic node can

be thought of as receiving secondary activation. As examples of
such nodes closely related to the basic one we can at once think of
its synonym, an unmarried man, its antonym, a married man, and,

a few others indicated in figure 1. The fuither the cognate nodes are

from the basic node the weaker their activation in the semantic

a man¡ed
man

an unmanied
..' woman

a spinster

old
an

unmanled
man

a óllegeyoun9

arts

a Master
of Arts

a Bachelor
of Science

a bachelor

Figure 1. A simplified illustration of a bachelnr with the meaning of
'an unmarried man' in the semantic network of language.
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network becomes.
The meaning of the complement of sentence (2) by B is

formed according to the same principles as that of the complement
of sentence (l) by B, but naturally the structure of the semantic
configuration is different, since a bachelor has the meaning of 'a
Bachelor of Arts'. This time we can think of such cognate nodes as,

for example, arts, a Master of Arts, a Bachelor of Science and a
college, whose relationships to the basic node are secondarily
activated when the meaning is portrayed.

To sum up, we can now consider the complements of the two
sentences as both similar and distinct at the same time. They are
similar because the primarily activated basic node in the semantic
network of each of them is the same, and they are different because
the secondarily activated cognate.nodes diverge. As may be
expected from the example, it is most unlikely that we can ever
strictly determine the final configuration of the meaning of even a
simple expression, because the nature of the semantic network is
such a complex one.

In addition to moderate holism, there is also a radical version
of holism, which could be called theþrcefield theory.It pictures
the semantic system of language as totally unpredictable with no ø
priori restrictions. According to this view, a combination of two or
more particles in the system can produce any meaning whatsoever,
and a change in one particle can influence any kind of meaning
change in the totality. It has sometimes been suggested that holism
automatically leads to this type of complete unpredictability of
linguistic meaning, but this is not necessarily so. It is obvious that
radical holism does not match the semantic system of any factual
human language, since languages are by nature structured systems
constrained by their grammar, and I know of no linguist who
adheres to it. However, as far as I understand it, the view is
endorsed by the French post-structuralist, or post-modern,
philosophers (see Itkonen 1988). To some extent it is also built in
the way that information is organized in the self-organizing
semantic maps used in computerized models of semantic
organization (see, e.g., Ritter and Kohonen 1989).

I
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Although we may justifiably abandon radical holism, it ought
to be remembered that it is not always easy to determine which are

the constraints that the structure of a language sets on its semantic

system, and this is the aspect that holism also in its moderate sense

emphasizes. We can think, for example, of idioms with a proper
name as part of their semantic content. Such expressions as to do a
Carl Lewis, 'to run away fast', or to do a Dan O'Learv,'to work
diligently, especially as a unit'ormed police otIìcer', show thal

almost any element in a linguistic system, even a proper name, can

be a part of an idiomatic expression. In fact, proper names

frequently occur in idioms, and in English they are used

systematically with an indefinite article, as the examples above

indicate (see, e.g., Clark and Genig 1983).
The way I have presented holism above is by no means the

only possible, or canonical, one. In fact, philosophical and semantic

holism comes in several versions, as Fodor and Lepore (1992),Heal
(1994: 326-327) and Block (1995: 150-151) point out, and the
notion can be defined in an extremely f,rne-grained manner

depending on which aspect of it is regarded as the most significant
one at any given time.

3. Atomistic and holistic views on idioms in the light of
psycholinguistic evidence

In order to compare the differences between the atomistic and

holistic views of meaning we can take a closer look at idioms,
which - because of their peculiar character - provide an

interesting touchstone for testing the two views. The meaning of the
complete idiomatic expression is not something simply derivable
from the components of the whole, but rather requires extra
knowledge and interpretation.

If we consider idiomatic verb phrases such as to kick the
bucket, to take advantage of or to throw in the towel, we see that
they allow us two different semantic interpretations: their idiomatic
word chains can be understood as either compositional or non-
compositional. When the meaning is explained non-
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compositionally, it means that each idiom is understood as a single
meaning-bearing element with a single unanalyzable meaning. In
other words, the expressions are understood as single words, the
only difference being that they are a bit longer than words usually
are. According to this view, to kick¿he-bucket would be interpreted
as a long word equivalent to the verb 'to die', to take-advantage-of
as a long word equivalent to 'to exploit' and to throw-in-the-towel as

a frxed word-like expression with the meaning of something like 'to
accept loss'. The view can be referred to as the idioms-as-long-
words view and, although it can be thought of as holistic from the
syntactic perspective, semantically it is atomistic: it treats every
idiom as an atomistic meaning block which is stored in the lexicon
as an individual entity. This is more or less the view that Chomsky
(1980: 150) puts forward on idioms, regarding them semantically
"like lexical items" and sometimes "syntactically as if they were
single words". That is why idioms require a specific idiom rule
which assigns them the properties of single lexical items (see also
Chomsky 1981).

The compositional view, on the other hand, explains the
meaning of the example idioms to kick the bucket, to take
advantage of and to throw in the towel as items which are not
directly derived from, but are motivated by, their components.
Idioms could thus be called analyzable.It means that even the
smaller meaning-bearing elements inside the idioms have a bearing
on the meaning of the whole, and even the syntactic structure and
the origin of the idiom are, at least to some extent, significant for
the meaning of the whole expression and the way it is understood.
This view could be termed the idíoms-as-network vi¿w because of
the role that the total semantic network plays in producing the
idiomatic meaning. When this view is studied with emphasis at the
syntactic level, it could be regarded as an example of an atomistic
approach to idioms, since it treats each idiom as a syntactic
composition of its parts. However, on the semantic level the
approach is holistic. It emphasizes the fact that idioms consist of
several elements which have their positions in the overall semantic
network of language and can only be interpreted as more or less
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indeterminate Gestalts in that network. It is the positions of these

elements and their relations to other elements in the semantic

network that produce the meaning of the idiom. The meaning is

ultimately defined by comparing the total idiomatic configuration
with the rest of our semantic network, and therefore it is not a result
of an atomistic combination of the so-called components of the

idiom. This can be illustrated by the fact that the same words may
come up in several different idioms, just as, for example, the verb ¡o
throw in the idioms to throw in the towel, to throw a party 'to have

a party', to throw up'to vomit, or to give up', or to throw oneself
ínto'to work very busily at'. In each occutrence, the verb carries a
somewhat different meaning which can only be arrived at, if at all,
by looking at the semantic totality.

Although the holistic network view of idiomatic meaning has

been described above as compositional, it could as well, or even
more appropriately, be called configurational in order to avoid the
possible associations with the atomism and atomistic compositions
which the term compositional may carry. The term configurational
is also consistent with Cacciari and Tabossi's (1988) idiom
configuration hypothesis which they propose as the model which
the human mind uses for processing and representing idioms. The
use of the term emphasizes the claim that idioms do not need to be

represented in the lexicon as complete wholes but rather as

configurations made up from their parts in different forms. To a

large extent this also resembles the way Construction Grammar
views language as consisting of variable constructions with
systematic formal properties athibuting to systematic differences in
meaning. According to Construction Grammar, constructions are

the basic units of language, an idea which emphasizes the
significance of idiomatic expressions in the network of language
and makes discussion of idiomatic meaning even more relevant as

regards holism (see, e.g., Goldberg 1995).
The holistic, network view of idiomatic expressions is further

supported by studies which have concluded that even idioms which
have so far been regarded as extremely fixed may still accept
syntactic transformations. An example of such an idiom is by and
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large, meaning 'usually, mostly, considering everything together',
which has traditionally been thought of as an expression that can

only exist as a non-analyzable conglomerate in a positive context.
However, as Glucksberg (1993) and Cacciari and Glucksberg
(1991) have shown, by and large can also be negated, not only
externally but even internally. They support their claim by the
following examples:

(3) Tom: By and large, the economy seems to be doing well.
Ned: Not so by and large: Have you seen the latest unemployment
figures? (Glucksberg 1993: 7 .)

(4) Ned: By but not so large! Have you considered... (Glucksberg 1993:7.)

(5) Ned: By and large, people are well off these days.

Mark: By and not-so-large! Have you seen the figures of homelessness

in America? (Cacciari and Glucksbe rg 1991: 231 .)?

If we try to explain these examples from the atomistic point of
view, the final two turn out to be very difficult to deal with, since
the view requires that idioms be stored in the lexicon as inseparable
totalities of their own, like any other non-composite expressions.
Only the extemal negation in example (3) could be explained by an

atomistic theory of meaning. After all, atomistic semantic units
cannot be broken into parts so that it would be possible to put

2 I have been informed by Barbara Scholz (personal communication) that no
native speaker ofEnglish would accep expressions like by but not so large or
by and not-so-large. A few comments are in place. It is true that the examples
in question are made up by Glucksberg and are, in other words, not based on
any corpus; however, they have been tested and found acceptable by other
native speakers as well. Scholz's reaction is also
natural; she saw the transformed idioms without context, and as Akimoto
(1983:26-27) points out, people often react negatively to possible idiom
transformations, when they encounter them without contex! when placed in
proper sentences, they are readily accepted. We noticed the same effect when
working on Niemi et al (1995) and testing the acceptability of possible idiom
permutations in Finnish.
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something in between those parts and still retain the original
atomistic whole. Our lexicon would have to have entries not just for
the idiom by and large itself but also for each of the varieties where
the negation is placed inside the idiomatic phrase, i.e., by but not so

large and by and not-soJarge. This would mean that the capacity of
our lexicon would have to be larger than is required if we accept the

holistic view.
When treated holistically, the difficulties of the examples are

overcome. We can portray each idiom as part of the total linguistic
network, and ascertain that they allow both extemal and internal
transformations easily. According to the holistic view, the

transformations only change the linking relationships between the

elements of the network, but do not require any extra entries in our
lexicon. Our lexicon is satisfied with the entries that already exist in
ir.

In its most radical sense the atomistic view, which treats

idioms as single lexical items, would predict that expressions like ro
kick the bucket, to take advantage of or to throw in the towel should
have past tense forms *kick¿he-bucketed, *take-advantage-offed

and *throw-inlheloweled, b:ut this view is of course untenable.
While interpreting these idioms an atomist must also acknowledge
their syntactic structure. Not even a milder version, where irregular
verbs would behave as regular verbs in the past tense forms of
idiomatic expressions, is acceptable, as Newmeyer (1974:341-342)
points out:

one says that one broke the ice, hit the nail on the head, sang the same

old song, and brought me down, not *breaked, *hitted, *singed, or
* bringe d. (Newmeyer 197 4 : 3 42.)

There are in fact some special expressions that function contrary to
the idiomatic phrases above. Kiparsky (1982, as cited in Pinker and
Prince 1988: 112) mentions a few nouns in special contexts which
are not inflected in the same way as they are in ordinary usage. For
example, the plural of the name of a Toronto ice hockey team is
Toronto Maple Leafs, not *Leaves. However, as far as I can see,
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names of this type are not true idioms, at least not in any
prototypical sense. As such they are no more problematic from the
atomistic than from the holistic point of view.

Recent psycholinguistic experiments have provided evidence
suggesting that the meaning of figurative phrasal idioms of the type
to kick the bucket, to take advantage of and to throw in the towel are

not processed as non-composite blocks but rather as configurational
units consisting of several words. Although the early experiments,
which resulted in the lexícal representation hypotheszs (Swinney
and Cutler 1979) andthe direct access hypothesis (Gibbs 1980),
took it for granted that idioms are stored in the mental lexicon as

complete entities, the later results by, for example, Cacciari and
Tabossi (1988: 677-680) suggest the opposite. Their ídiom
configuration lrypothesis proposes that the processing of idiomatic
expressions begins in the same way as the processing of any other
word chain we encounter. In other words, the idiomatic meaning is
not activated at the moment we begin to interpret a message. The
activation begins when we reach the so-called key of the string, i.e.,
a point where the expression is recognized as a configuration
matching an idiom. At that point the idiomatic interpretation is
triggered and the sequence is interpreted as an idiom.

The key is often the most important part of the idiom and
contributes more to its understanding than the other parts of the
expression. Tabossi and Zardon (1993: 1 55-1 56) give examples of
idiom keys: the numeral seventh in the idiom to be in SEVENTH
heaven'to be extremely happy' or the noun castles in the idiom ¿o

build CASTLES in the air 'to make impossible and imaginary plans'.
These are the points where the idiomatic meaning of the expression
becomes available to the receiver, although the literal interpretation
and completion of the string still remain possible. There are no
particular formal properties assigned to the key, and in principle any
of the elements of the expression could function as the key to the
idiom. This is why the key needs to be defined separately for each
idiom, since it varies between different expressions of the same
type. Moreover, it may vary even between different occurrences of
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the same idiom, depending on, for example, the contextual and

pragmatic factors of each utterance.
The notion of idiom key considerably resembles the notions of

the recognition point and the uniqueness poifi of a word, which are

frequently used in the field of lexical processing. Sometimes it has

even been equated with them (see, e.g., Flores D'Arcais 1993: 8l),
but as Tabossi and Zardon (1993: 155) point out, clear distinctions
need to be made. The key of the idiom refers to the point beyond
which "sufficient information is available to the listener to signal
the presence of an idiom", but the literal interpretation is still not

excluded. At this moment the expression must already be

semantically interpreted. The recognition point and the uniqueness

point exist, however, on a different level. They both refer to the

moment after which there is only one altemative for the completion
of the string. What is required is not that the string be semantically
interpreted but only that its lexical identity be recognized. At this
point there is no need for semantic interpretation. This is probably

the most crucial difference between the two lexical notions and the

notion of idiom key. Furthermore, the recognition point and the

uniqueness point also differ from each other: the recognition point
depends on contextual factors while the uniqueness point applies to
a word in isolation. Where the context permits, the recognition
point may precede the uniqueness point, although usually they co-

occur. The recognition point and the uniqueness point of a word are

most approriately specified in terms of all or nothing, while the

specification of the idiom key is rather a matter of degree. After the

key the expression has a very high probability of being interpreted
idiomatically, although there are other possibilities available as

well. The probability here refers to language use, and, according to
Tabossi andZardon(1993,156), native speakers are very sensitive
to recognizing which fragments of their language are more likely to
occur in idioms than others, despite the possible intrinsic
similarities between the elements.

Cacciari and Tabossi's configuration hypothesis has three

interesting features. First, it requires that each lexical element be

represented in the lexicon in one form only and there is no need for
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marking that form as either literal or idiomatic. Second, it treats
idioms equally both with and without literal interpretation. And
third, it makes no demands about the idiom having a specific form
in order for it to be recognized as an idiom. This means that,
regardless of which pan of the expression occurs first, the idiomatic
interpretation is launched as long as the key of the string is reached
and the configuration is activated. This, again, accounts for
idiomatic transformation and syntactic parsing of the expression.

The idiom configuration hypothesis represents the holistic
portrayal of idiomatic meaning and linguistic meaning in general,
since it puts the emphasis on the relationships between the different
elements inside the expressions instead of only looking at the
elements themselves. Its advantages are that it requires no extra
information in our mental lexicon about whether specific lexemes
are idiomatic or literal or whether certain expressions can have both
an idiomatic and a literal interpretation. Thus the holistic view sets

no extra constraints on either interpretation.
The idiom configuration hypothesis is further supported by

studies of Flores D'Arcais (1993) and Peterson and Burgess (1993).
In his psycholinguistic experiments Flores D'Arcais shows that
when we interpret a linguistic message the idiomatic part of the
input also undergoes full syntactic analysis, i.e., parsing, while we
are processing it. This is the case even with familiar idiomatic
phrases which we recognize as idioms before the expression has
reached its end and which as such require no syntactic analysis in
order to be understood (Flores D'Arcais 1993: 97). Peterson and
Burgess (1993:213) confirm the results by experiments which
suggest that "the processing of idiomatic and literal strings is
largely indistinguishable in terms of the syntactic representations
That are derived". This means that in terms of syntax we do not in
facT treat idioms as fixed lumps of information. It is only at the
semantic level of interpretation that we find certain configurations
forming idioms, and this of course allows us to explain the possible
transformations that idioms may undergo. The model of
interpretation based on Peterson and Burgess' results is called the
syntactic - s emantic autonomy model.
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All in all, it seems that at least in the case of idiomatic
expressions many of the problems in accounting for their meanings

are overcome when they are viewed as semantically holistic entities'

To what extent this is true for the rest of the language remains a

matter for further research.

4. Meaning and basic human experience

So far I have discussed linguistic meaning as if it were an essential

part of human cognition. Thus I have related linguistic meaning to

non-linguistic human reality and inconspicuously extended the idea

of semantic holism beyond the limits of language into the realm of
human cognition. This is based on a conscious choice. Naturally,
there is also another way of portraying linguistic meaning which
derives from the objectivist orientation so deeply rooted in the

Western philosophical tradition, as both Lakoff (1987) and Johnson

(1987) maintain. The objectivist theory of meaning treats meaning
as an abstract phenomenon, thus neglecting the role of human

beings in the process of creating it. As I see it, this way of treating
linguistic meaning is not plausible, since linguistic meaning is not
something independent of human beings; on the contrary, it is a
phenomenon essentially dependent on us. As far as we know, there

is no evidence of any other species on this planet with a form of
communication even closely reminiscent of human language in its
versatility, complexity and richness. Language, in other words, is
something that cannot be conceived of as independent of human

beings and human cognition.
What is important about linguistic meaning is that it requires

understanding, on the part of both the producer and the receiver. As
Johnson (1987: 174;1989:111, 116) repeatedly emphasizes, "a
theory of meaning is a theory of understanding". We cannot think of
language without someone interpreting it, and there certainly is no

linguistic meaning without understanding; the linguistic signs or
sounds as such do not carry any intrinsic meanings. The meaning is
imposed on them by the human beings who use the language, either
sending a message or interpreting it. This rcquircs a rational, and
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perhaps even a self-conscious, agent, which means that the theory
of linguistic meaning is at the same time a theory of rational agents.

One of the main tenets of Lakoff and Johnson (1980; see also
Lakoff 1987, Johnson 1987) states that, although we rarely become
aware of it, one of the essential elements motivating the meaning of
our linguistic expressions is human experience, especially the
human bodily experience. The fac| that we happen to be

unfeathered bipeds moving in an upright position shapes our basic
concepts and makes our linguistic meanings distinct from those of
crawling king snakes or underground worms, if they were to have
any. In Lakoffs (1987) and Johnson's (1987) terminology the type
of meaning formation with emphasis on bodily experience is called
the embodiment of meaning, and it is not a property of human
language alone but of any human function that requires
understanding. One of the consequences of embodiment is that the
link between human cognition and human experience becomes
nonarbitrary.

There are types of linguistic expressions which are more easily
than others regarded as reflecting the experiential, embodied basis

of meaning. As one example of this, Lakoff and Johnson (1980: 15-

17) give a long list of orientational metaphors which have their
basis in the physical, spatial orientation of human beings. The
meaning of idioms like to come down with'to catch (an infectious
illness)', to drop dead'to die suddenly' and to be on top of 'to be in
control of is traced back to the way human beings interact with the
world. When struck by an illness, we are forced to lie down;when
we die, we are physically down; the one who is winning a fight is
usually on top. Expressions like the ones above are further based on
the so-called conceptual metaphors, i.e., metaphorically shaped

concepts that human beings use to structure the world. The
conceptual metaphors behind the example idioms above are,
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respectively, HEALTH IS uP, SICKNESS AND DEATH ARE DowN'

HAVING CONTROL IS UP.3

The holistic aspect of embodied meaning is emphasized by the

fact that our language in a systematic manner reflects the way we

interact with the physical reality. The conceptual metaphors are

systematically structured, and there is a tendency, already noticed

by Kronasser (I952),to systematically use concrete expressions of
a certain area in order to describe abstract phenomena of another.

For example, Sweetser (1990: 24-48\ points out that expressions of
vision are very often used to describe intellectual capacities,

expressions of physical manipulation are used to describe mental

manipulation, and expressions of auditory sense are used to

delineate obedience; to see or grasp something is to understand it'
i.e., to get hold of it mentally, and to hear something can be used to

acknowledge what one is being told or ordered.

Of course, it should also be remembered that grounding

abstract linguistic meanings on bodily experience is not the only

way of producing new meariingful concepts, although this is the

aspect usually emphasized in the field of cognitive semantics: we

also make use of unembodied, highly abstract and imaginary

expressions while producing new concepts. The point is, however,

that when we use them, we usually tie them to our everyday

experience in a natural way with the help of "imaginative

structures" such as "metaphors, metonymies and radial categories"

(Johnson 1989: 116). Thus, even in this case the semantic

motivation is systematic, and the overall semantic network can, in
a sense, be regarded as holistically structured.

The idea of embodied meaning presupposes that there is no

correspondence between the world and the language; it is rather in
the realm of the humari mind where the two meet. The mind
constructs areality which consists of language and other aspects of
human cognition including our interpretation of the external world

3 The capital letters indicate that the expressions refer to conceptual metaphors

as opposed to pure linguistic metaphors.
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in a way that makes sense to us. The relationship between language
and the world is not a one-way relationship between language and
the world or vice versa but a coherent totality functioning in both
directions. At the semantic level we cannot really distinguish
between the external world and the human mind (with language as

an essential part of it); we have to accept that the two are essentially
interrelated and form a coherent totality. Naturally this means that
a language and its conception of the world cannot be separated, and
to a certain extent the conceptions that different languages create of
the world vary. The variation, however, is not arbitrary (i.e., in
contrast to what the Whorfian doctrine in its strictest sense claims)
but constrained by our biology. As both Kay and McDaniel (1978)
and Kay and Kempton (198a) in their studies on color perception
acknowledge, our cognitive abilities are not totally predetermined
by the structure of our native language. On the contrary, the
foundation of our linguistic categories rests largely on human
biology, which sets the limits within which the categories can be
created. It is only after we have created the categories and use them
in describing our world that our cognitive abilities start to reflect the
"distortion" effects caused by our native language.

The fact that linguistic categories are not arbitrary and have
their foundation in human biology is reflected in the way that
human language, on the whole, is strongly motivated. This was
already noticed by Saussure, although he is usually associated with
the opposite claim that the relationship between the signifier and the
signified is totally arbitrary. It is true that Saussure (1915: I3l-2)
does not claim that language is motivated by the external world in
the same embodied sense as, for example, Lakoff and Johnson do,
but he does point out that although the signs are in principle
arbitrary most of them are at least partially motivated within the
structure of the particular language they belong to. For example, the
numbers dix'ten' and neuf'nine' are unmotivated as such, but their
combination dix-neuf'nineteen' is motivated as a combination of the
two numbers. Other examples of partial motivation are derived
words such as farmer and reþrmatory; farmer consists of an
unmotivated rootfarm and an ending -er whichtogether produce an
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agent working the farm, and reþrmatory consists of several

arbitrary morphemes whose combination can be regarded as

motivated. What the notion implies is that there are syntagmatic and

associative relations, which together motivate the fact that certain

signs exist in certain forms and not in any arbitrary form

whatsoever. Even the way we use certain nouns as verbs can be

seen as motivated. For example, the verb to hand in the phrase ro

hand someone a book can be regarded as motivated as soon as we

realizehow it relates to the meaning of the noun with the identical

form.

5. Cultural aspects of language

As argued above, linguistic meaning is partly based on biological

factors, and what is biological is common to all human beings as a

shared heritage. However, this is not the whole story, otherwise all

human languages would be alike. In addition to its biologically

shared features language also has its social and cultural aspects. It
is used in communication between people, and therefore it must

have publicly accessible qualities which are shaped by the people

using it. This means that different cultures and different societies

are likely to create languages which are, at least to some extent,

distinct.
A good example of the relationship between culture and

language is once again provided by idioms, which are often

motivated by our everyday culture. In this sense they include

features which are culture-specific and in some degree vary

between different cultures, even within the same linguistic
community at different times. Examples of this can be seen in
idioms motivated by song lyrics, book titles and movies which are

popular in the culture of a certain language community. As cultures

change in the course of time, idioms are bound to change as well.

Glucksberg (1993: 23) refers to this aspect of idiomatic meaning as

the allusional content. For example, such modern day idioms as ro

spin one's wheels 'to exert effort in a job without making any

progress', to blow a fuse'to become extremely ffigrY', the wrong
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side of the traclcs'the less outwardly pleasant part of town where the
poorer people live' or I Random Hacker'a mythical figure like the
Unknown Soldier, the archetypal hacker nerd' require knowledge of
our modern culture and its habits and conventions, and could not
have been made up in ancient Greece or Rome, at least not with the
same meaning as they have today.

It is not always easy to tell from which specifrc culture the
cultural influences behind our idioms derive, and there are in fact
several layers of cultural influences that motivate the semantic
content of our idioms. For example, biblical idioms such as to hide
one's light under a bushel'to hide one's talent or ability', or to give
up the ghost'to die', are part of the widespread Westem culture, and
in one form or another they can be found in several languages. To
the native speaker of any of these languages they are so familiar that
without knowledge of the Bible their origin remains concealed. In
today's society, where so much emphasis is placed on the media, the
cultural influences become even more difficult to detect, since they
travel so fast that their original starting point can sometimes only be
guessed at. It is, for example, not extraordinary to hear present-day
Finnish youth using the Finnish translation equivalent of the idiom
to go of at a tangent 'to change suddenly from one course of action
or thought to another' with no idea that the expression derives from
English. Naturally there are also idioms, like the British to come
home with the milk'to come home early in the moming after
partying all night', which are so deeply rooted in the specialties of
a certain culture that they are unlikely to be easily assimilated into
the language of another culture, and if that happens, it is not
difficult to detect their origin.

Sometimes our knowledge of the motivation behind certain
idioms is lost because of the changes in our culture; the meanings of
the idioms seem to become arbitrary. However, when we go back in
time and study the etymology of these seemingly arbitrary idioms,
it is often possible to find good reasons for their existence. Their
use was motivated at the time they were made up, although the
motivation might be generally unknown and inaccessible to the
present-day speaker. Good examples of idioms of this type are by
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and large, which today seems unmotivated but has its origin in
English nautical terminology, and to kick the bucket, which
originally referred to the way pigs were hung from a beam (known
in Norfolk as the bucket) by their hind legs when they were
slaughtered (Smith 1943: 191,201). Also the Dutch metaphor met

spek shieten'to tell a tall story, to boast' (literally 'to shoot with
bacon') is unmotivated for the present-day Dutch speaker but has its
motivation in the way enemy ships were shot at with bacon and

other fatty substances (Geeraerts 1995:66).

6. Concluding remarks

In addition to discussing semantic holism from the point of view of
language alone, I have tried in this paper to extend the holistic view
beyond the limits of language into areas of extra-linguistic reality.
In other words, I have regarded the semantic structure of a language

as essentially dependent on the cognition and culture of the people

who use it. Language is, after all, an experiential, interactional and
public phenomenon strongly motivated by the extra-linguistic
elements of human life.

As a consequence of this view it may be suggested that it is
sometimes useful for those dealing with linguistic meaning to
approach their object from a wider perspective than a purely
linguistic one. Some of the problems with which semantics is
concerned may in fact be solved by taking a look either at the way
our cognition is structured or at the way our language intermingles
with the world. It is not simply the intra-linguistic phenomena that
motivate the meanings of our expressions, but the motivation often
derives from our cognitive or cultural reality.

When we consider holism on a purely linguistic level, one of
its crucial consequences is that it is not possible to find frxed and

once-and-for-all determined meanings. As linguistic meaning is
dependent on the semantic network ofthe whole language, it always
remains somewhat indeterminate and approximate. In our everyday
linguistic analysis this fact should not, however, be

overemphasized.Inpractice we are usually compelled to proceed in
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small steps based on generalizations, while trying to capture the
fundamental aspects of linguistic meaning. In this process too rigid
a commitment to holism could be detrimental. Often it suffices to
acknowledge that no matter how hard we try, the description of the
linguistic meaning we end up with is at best an approximation.
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Jarno Raukko

The Status of Polysemy in Linguistics:
From Discrete Meanings to Default Flexibilityt

0. Introduction

There are three basic ways of looking at polysemy if you are a
linguist: (l) you can claim it does not eúst; (2) you can see it as a
special feature of the semantics of some words (and other
morphemes, idioms, constructions, etc.)2; or (3) you can assume
that it is the default for all of semantics - that it is everywhere.

Most of today's linguists seem to favor the middle way,
alternative 2. This is how Bréal began using the term: polysemy is
the phenomenon where a word is given a new sense, or
signification, so that the old sense and the new one exist one beside
the other; the word seems to multiply and produce new examples,
similar in form but different in value (Bréal 1897: 154-155). It is

' I would like to thank warmly Mona Hennie Markussen, Jan-Ola Östman,
Ville Laakso, Sini Maury, and two anonymous referees for insightful and
useful comments, and Mark Shackleton for language advice. One of the
referees gave me an impressive amount of feedback, for which I am very
grateful, though I have not been able to follow all suggestions in full. The
shortcomings of this article of course remain my fault alone.

2 Although I do not see that polysemy would only concern words, I will for
reasons of simpler expression refer to the semantics of words in my
discussion, becausc thc word has, aftcr all, been the prototypical locus of
polysemy in linguistic treatises, and I wish to leave it open whether all claims
made in this article about polysemy could be generalized to the semantics of
grammatical morphemes, constructions, etc.

SKY 1997: The 1997 Yearbookof the Linguistic
Association of Finland, 145-170
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now conventionally acceptable to view polysemy as "one lexeme

with several different senses" (Lyons 1977: 550) or "a single word
having many related meanings" (Gibbs 1994: 9). Seeing polysemy
as a special feature can, however, easily lead to the marginalization
of the phenomenon: if you pay attention to the fact that some words
are polysemous, then the tacit assumption is that most of the other
words (or at least some words) are not polysemous.

Altemative I may not be as foreign as it at first may seem; we
will look at this possibility below. In at least one way, altematives
1 and 3 together stand in opposition to alternative 2. While
alternative 2 postulates a dualistic distinction between polysemy

and monosemy (and thus polysemous and monosemous words),
alternatives 1 and 3 treat the possibilities for the semantic value
range of words in a more uniform fashion. Hence, whereas

alternative 3 suggests that polysemy is the default, altemative I
does not claim that monosemy is the norm, but rather, that there is

no phenomenon by the name of polysemy which would
char acterize s ome words.

So-called cognitive semanticists (and cognitive linguists more
generally) have made significant efforts to demarginalize polysemy
and make advances towards altemative 3. Langacker (1988a: 50-

51) argues that "polysemy is the norm for lexical units, and must

therefore be accommodated by linguistic theory as a natural,
unproblematic phenomenon". Nevertheless, I would like to argue

that several aspects of the traditional version of alternative2 come

in through the back door into cognitive-semantic analyses of
polysemy.3

'' Cognitive semantics has developed the understanding of polysemy by paying
considerable attention to (i) semantic links between different meanings
(including metaphor and metonymy), (ii) the cognitive motivation of these

links. (iii) the mental, so-called image-schematic basis of semantics in general,

(iv) prototypicality effects and membership gradience, and (v) the varying
cognitive salience of different meaning types.
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Indeed, programs and practice do not always go together. It is
clear that if we look at e.g. the writings of Geeraerts, Lehrer, Cruse,
and Mclure in Tsohatzidis (ed., 1990), cognitive linguists seem to
propose that meanings are vague, that boundaries between
meanings are vague, and that the internal organization of meanings
should be understood in terms of prototype effects. Nevertheless,
when we take a careful look at the actual cognitive-semantic
analyses of polysemous words (with Brugman 1981 as the most
frequently acknowledged forerunner), they suspiciously resemble
dictionary articles and traditional lexical semantics in certain
respects. Namely, they seem to postulate systems of discrete
(though related), different senses of these words (with indications
of semantic relations between these senses). At least implicitly,
when such a postulation is carried out, it is also assumed that the
individual meaning nodes are by themselves monosemous. In other
words, polysemy is seen as the network of monosemous semantic
values for one word. From this assumption it is not diff,rcult to
deduce that there can be monosemous units and hence we can also
fìnd words displaying monosemy. Most cognitive-semantic
analyses also create the impression (again implicitly, not officially)
of words having a fixed semantic value repertoire, even if cognitive
semantics nevertheless emphasizes the role of (subjective) mental
imagery in the construction of meaning, and at least
programmatically favors a dynamic view of semantics (e.g.
Langacker 1987 : 37 6, 38 1-386).

We have to go to authors like Denida (1990) to find stronger
statements on 'radical polysemy', which I understand to be an
extreme instance of altemative 3. Derrida sees the identity of signs
through their genealogy and iterativeness so that the value of a
word cannot be tied to any particular moment or context, but only
to an infinite set of moments and contexts. Therefore, semantics is
necessarily non-fixed; signs have flexible significations; there is no
monosemy.

Thus, questions of the nature of polysemy tie up with the issue
of semantic value in general. If we saw polysemy not only as a
normal and unproblematic phenomenon but also as the default of
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semantic value, this would not only matter to researchers of
polysemy, but also greatly affect general assumptions made in

linguistics (and philosophy, semiotics, etc.).

This article is built of 13 sections that each take up one issue

relating to polysemy. Each section starts with a thesis which I will
call the 'traditional view', and ends in an antithesis which I refer to

as the'alternative view'. These theses and antitheses are

generalized, abstract, oversimplified, and extreme. (Some critic

might say that they do not exist anywhere as such, which may be

true, and I wish to emphasize their illustrative nature.) They cannot

be associated with one particular author or school of thought alone,

although I find that the 'traditional views' at least partly reflect

common assumptions in fields as diverse as lexicography,

traditional lexical semantics, formal semantics, and computational

linguistics. However, the stance of cognitive semantics may be

somewhere in the middle. I will use several quotes from cognitive-

semantic literature and show how some of them seem to reflect the

'traditional view' while others are clearly closer to 'altemative
views'. The traditional views basically follow from the

conventional assumption that polysemy is a special property of
some words, while the alternative views build on the 'radical' view
that polysemy is the default and the norm.

The main purpose is to offer a dichotomy where thirteen

constructed theses and antitheses illustrate opposing views on

polysemy. The sections are as follows:

1 . How the semantics of a word exists
2. Is there a mental lexicon?
3. Can we talk about semantics?

4. Does polysemy exist?
5. Is polysemy exceptional?
6. Distinct meanings vs. flexible meaning

7. The quantifiability of meanings
8. Polysemy as a classical on/off category?

9. Knowing about polysemy
10. Categorization within polysemy

I l. The nature ofintersubjectivity
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12. Sources and discovery procedures

13. Differing vs. differentiating

We will start (in sections 1-5) with those questions of existence that
we discussed in the introduction, and gradually proceed to
methodological issues (in sections 6-13). The two types of issues
are clearly linked, but they involve different types of discourses:
while the first have relevance to any sort of linguistics, the latter
mostly pertain to the research practices of polysemy studies.

1. How the Semantics of a Word Exists

Traditional view. Words have meanings that are in an essential
sense fixed, given, stable, definite, prefigured, and pre-existing.
The basis of this can, of course, be claimed to be social
conventions, but even so, linguists can treat social conventions as

given and stable. Some words can have only one meaning, which is
ofthe nature described above.

One prerequisite for this view is what many linguists seem to
think, namely that there are meanings in the world that wait for the
language to lexicalize them. Consider the following:

It seems reasonable that a category will extend in order to fill semantic
gaps in the language, i.e. to express meanings not already
conventionally lexicalized. (Taylor 1989: 1201, my boldface)

A proponent ofsuch a view does not seem to take seriously
what it means for semantics to be cognitively, socially, and
contextually constructed. One way to evade the problematic
contradiction between 'minds creating semantics' and 'language
having semantic gaps' is to claim that people may have
conceptualized, cerfain semantic values, even if they have not
verbalized them. This would, however, imply a fairly restricted
view on the relationship between language and thought.

Alternative view. If we accept a more radical claim, that
'language constructs reality (for us)', then we cannot assume that
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language is something that we cast over the pre-existing, readily
conceptualizable world. Rather, conceptualization (through

language) gives birth to a semantically value-laden world. If
'language expands', the world expands; i.e., if there are 'new
meanings' in language (either via new words or via polysemy), it is
language that gives rise to them.a They did not exist prior to their
verbalization. We create meanings; they are not given to us.

Example. Let us suppose that we introduce the compass to
speakers of a language that does not have an expression for it. In
the traditional view, we would think that a semantic gap is bom and

thus the language has to match the new meaning with a new
expression or a semantic extension.t I wish to suggest that in the

alternative view, the givenness of the compass as a

conceptualizable entity is questioned. It is rather thought that the

compass 'obtains meaning' and thus 'culturally perceived
existence' only through linguistic innovations. The essence of the

object changes in the process; it is perceived and understood

through already existing concepts, and if its function matches some

function of an earlier entity, the linguistic usage patterns may lead

to the spread of polysemy (of the name of the earlier entity). The
compass enters the culture of the new community only after the

language of the culture has adopted the new entity.
Thus, words do not have fixed, prefigured semantics that you

can 'pointillistically' pin down. Rather, the starting point is

flexibility. Meaning emerges in the unique context of situation, and

r Both of my anonymous referees oppose the possibility that language would
construct reality (for us - i.e., "as we perceive it" - a specification that they
may ignore). Onc of them suggests that the relationship between language and

reality would be more dialogical, while the other gives a more thorough
critique, including a note that "the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis has been rejected"
and claiming that existence and perception are language-independent and

therefore language only reflects reality.

5 This example comes from one of my anonymous referees as an argument

against the claimed contradiction between the different views.
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is based on uncertain assumptions, fuzzy default values, and room
for variability. We can find reflections of such views in various
sources, such as the following:

the essential instabilify of meaning. [...] ... the polysemantic character
of human speech... Like the sense itself, the semantic relationship is
essentially open. Polysemy will thus make for greater flexibility in
word-meaning than can be the case in the more rigid domain of sound
and form. (Ullmann 1957: 188) [The italics are Ullmann's, the boldface
mine.l

Some vagueness is inherent in every sign." (Weinreich 1966: 178)

... there is evidence that sense selection not only selects meanings but
creates them, tailoring meaning to context... (Deane 1988:326)

In particular, assumptions about meaning are born without any
definitive feedback about intersubjective agreement between the
interlocutors. What we have are assumptions about intersubjective
agreement, which are further strengthened or weakened by specific
pragmatic parameters. The assumptions about intersubjective
agreement over what are considered to be central meanings of
words may be stronger than assumptions about mutual
understanding of poetic, creative, and 'marginal' uses of words.
Traditionally, the problem of subjective differences in semantics
has been marginalized by postulating a distinction between
'denotation' and 'connotation'. This distinction is not held up by
this alternative view: for one thing, it contains no belief in an
objective (or intersubjectively completely agreed-upon)
'denotation'; in addition, even 'associative meanings' can be
socially constructed and distributed and thus at least partly common
to many people.

2. Is There a Mental Lexicon?

Traditional view.'Meanings' are cognitively stored entities that a
linguist can look for. In fact, we have a 'mental lexicon' where
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different senses ate 'stored' and 'accessed' in a similar way as in a
printed lexicon. Implications of this view are still very much live in
e.g. psycholinguistics, though these illustrative quotes come from
slightly older sources:

We use 'dictionary' with systematic ambiguity to refer both to an

internalized mental repository of lexical knowledge and to the usually

alphabetical collection of words and their definitions. (Cararnazza &.

Grober 1976:201 fn1)

... the lexical entry of a preposition in the mental lexicon, which we shall

assume resembles a standard dictionary. (Colombo & Flores d'Arcais
1984:53)

Descriptions of experimental settings freely exploit the mind-as-a-
machine metaphor:

... a subject assigns aratingby first computing a distance value between

the specif,rc sense-instance and the core meaning, and then mapping this

internal metric onto the experimental scale. (Caranazza & C¡rober 1976:

l 88)

... subjects tend to give lower acceptability ratings to sentences that

require a longer search through the stored list ofsenses. (Cararnazza&
Grober 1976:189)

Alternative view. Although it can be supposed that 'meanings'
in some way or another may also exist through cognitive
representations in speakers' minds, their representational status is

very problematic. Metaphors of mental lexicon usually derive from
the persistent mind-as-a-machine analogy, which some branches of
cognitive science (such as connectionism) are gradually

abandoning. Dominant theories of cognitive psychology in the

1980's have supported the metaphor of cognition as a'storage' of
e.g. linguistic information (with linguistic processes understood by
means of 'access' to and 'retrieval' from that storage), while some

connectionistic models would rather see cognitive processes as

dynamic pattemings and spreading activation in a distributed neural
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network. In this process, we form abstract, flexible models (i.e.,
schemata) on the basis of the usage events. This understanding of
cognition via concepts of neural networks and flexible schemata is
quite different from the storage model (e.g., mental lexicon),
although cognitive psychology can by no means claim having
established solid evidence to support either model.

For a semanticist interested in the workings of cognition, a

fairly high level of abstraction is probably sufficient in the
conceptual framework. Neurophysical 'realism' does not imply
descriptive accuracy for semantic description. V/hen polysemy
studies refer to 'senses' or 'meanings' of words, these entities
should be allowed to exist as methodological tools with no defìnite
commitment to an ontological-physiological reality. This could
account as a defence for cognitive semantics whose 'cognitive
commitment' (cf. Lakoff 1990) does not usually result in
experimental research on the workings of cognition.

3. Can We Talk About Semantics?

Traditional view. Although talking about the semantics of a

polysemous item can be difficult, we can still do this, because we
have to. The means can be minimalistic, if needed, for instance for
lexicographical purposes.

This assumption is the cornerstone of descriptive linguistic
semantics as well as lexicography, although the latter manifests the
assumption more explicitly. Dictionaries attempt to capture the
meanings of words by very minimalistic means, and many linguists
seem to accept the idea that dictionaries are a source for finding out
about the semantics of a word. Semantic analyses of a more
theoretical nature also create the impression of having produced
'final' and 'authoritative' descriptions of semantic value.

Alternative view. The ultimate impossibility of talking about
semantics must be taken seriously. We cannot escape the circle of
language as metalanguage. However, we can attempt to work on
semantic descriptions by maximalizing both the range of different
metalanguages used in a parallel manner, and the volume of
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explanations. The use of multiple channels and representations as

well as the richness of detail will enhance the approach towards

fuller understanding of semantics, even if there are no objective
measures to witness such 'scientific progress'. We may also need to
incorporate the notions of fully-fledged encyclopedic knowledge
arid holistic cognition in this endeavor. But even more importantly,
such descriptions respect the principle of flexibility and also allow
for alternative descriptions and interpretations. I believe that
cognitive semantics tries to follow this principle.

4. Does Polysemy Exist?

Traditional view. Because of the traditional views presented tn
sections I and 3, polysemy eústs. It exists through a fixed semantic

system which we are all aware of, and we can also grasp it.
To digress away from the traditional view, it is possible to

question the very existence of polysemy. One of the most important
alternatives that enables us to do away with polysemy is to regard
all semantic variation in the use of a linguistic item as deriving
from changes in the co(n)text.6 That is, words would not change

their meaning from one instance to another, but rather, their
meanings would become more specific in different ways as an

outcome of the spreading influence of the neighboring words,
which would affect them differently in different cotexts. Then the
word's 'own meaning' would be something that was very much
reduced and general. This seems to be a dead end, because we must
suppose that neighboring words fill up the unspecified slots in the

semantics of a polysemous word, so that these words should then
have richer contents than what we are supposing for each individual

6 Thi, 
"o*", 

close to generative-semantic analyses with highly abstract core

meanings and production rules. Some analysts ('autonomists') assumed a
meaning nucleus that was context-independent, while others ('contextualists')
claimed that all meaning is derived from the context. (Cararnazza & Grober
1976: 186)
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word. Words in the cotext are allocated semantic contents that
words should not have.7

Few linguists would deny the existence of polysemy today. As
for non-linguists, the phenomenon is less evident, but language
comparisons on the one hand and dictionaries on the other suggest
its eústence. As Lakoff (1987: 416) puts it, "the senses are related,
often in such a close and systematic way that we don't notice at
first that more than one sense exists at all." Experience with more
than one language is probably the most important source of
evidence for the average speaker's explicit realization that
polysemy exists. This is because the semantic 'territories' of words
in different languages do not usually fully match, but rather
coincide and intersect quite unpredictably. What about
monolinguals without exposure to other languages, then?

I have tested this in the United States in 1994, when I
performed an experiment in which informants had to fill in
questionnaires dealing with the polysemy of a given word (for an
introduction of the method, see Raukko l997lin print). First and
foremost, they had to produce - with no leading instructions or
previous training - examples of a word that would suggest (or
'portray') different meanings. It seems that my American
informants, most of them practically and many of them actually
monolingual, were in fact able to bring their implicit knowledge
about polysemy to a more explicit level. Some informants
witnessed that they had not realized the existence of the
phenomenon before, but did so during the experiment. Hence the
results of my investigation show that polysemy is a real, if not
explicitly familiar, phenomenon from the native speaker's point of
view.

7 In fact, contextual selection works the other way round: in the combination
of two richly polysemous words (such as get and back) the words bilaterally
limit each other's possible polysemy, though we must still accept that get back
as a collocation is also polysemous (e.g. 'return' and 'retreat'), which is partly
due to the fact the 'selected' meanings of get and back are flexible.
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Alternative view. Because of alternative views discussed m
sections I and 3, it is a debatable question whether polysemy
'really' exists, but rather than worrying about that, we should
seriously pose the opposite question: Does monosemy exist? The
following section will continue this train of thought.

5. Is Polysemy Exceptional?

Traditional view. Polysemy is a marked property of a word's
semantic value, worthy of a special term and special attention. As
perhaps not the least important indication of this markedness, the

complementary term monosemy, cf.'lack of polysemy', is a less

frequent term mainly devised for the purposes of polysemy research

as a negative counterpoint.s
If we accepted such notions as markedness and unmarkedness

in this context, and if we then believed that marked phenomena

more easily acquire labels than do unmarked phenomena, then the

unmarked situation would be that there is one meaning for one form
in language. At face value, there may be nothing dubious in the idea

that it would be natural for forms and their meanings to be in a 1:1

relationship; see e.g. Bolinger (1977). From this perspective

polysemy would be a marked phenomenon, worthy of a specific
label - and worthy of specific 'pathological' semantic inquiries - at

least if we understood it as distinctly stored meaning units. e

8 I am using the concept of markedness here as a meta-device without taking
a position on the ontological reality ofthe concept or its political echoes.

e Note that the 1:1 principle can be understood as supporting the view of
polysemy as flexible meaning (discussed in the next section). In this
interpretation, one form represents one coherent category, which can itself
cover a wide semantic tenitory. There are several other ways to understand the
principle; for instance, that speakers aim at such a principle but never meet it;
or that there is an abstract core meaning which gets specified in contexts (cf.

section 4); or that people explicitly think that monosemy is the norm but
implicitly have no trouble dealing with polysemy.



STRTuS oF POLYSEMY TN LTNGUISTICS 157

As already mentioned, cognitive linguists have noted that in
fact it can be seen as more typical for words (and morphemes in
general) to have several meanings than to have just one. More
generally, the benefits of polysemy are acknowledged.

... polysemy - the product of metaphorical creativity - is essential to the
functioning of languages as flexible and efficient semiotic systems.
(Lyons 1977: 567)

However, when linguists explicate the motivation for the
development of polysemy, they run the risk of making hasty
assumptions about the structure of cognition.

Polysemy is in all probability a semantic universal inherent in the
fundamental structure of language. The alternative to it is quite
unthinkable: it would mean that we would have to store in our brains a
tremendous stock of words, with separate names for any possible subject
we might wish to talk about; it would also mean that there would be no
metaphors and that language would thus be robbed of much of its
expressiveness and fl exibility. (Ullmann 1966: 232)

Explanations of this kind easily assume that there are
meanings in the world waiting for lexicalization (cf. section l) and
that there is a mental lexicon which has a limited capacity (cf.
section 2). It is often claimed that it is cognitively easier and more
economical to use one form for several functions and/or meanings
and to learn novel uses for familiar forms than to learn new forms.
What is more, we understand (and create) new concepts through old
ones, not only through syntagmatic association, but also via
polysemy; cf. Lakoff s (1990) claim that most if not all abstract
reasoning is based on image-schemas which again are the product
of our perspective on the world as bodily creatures in a physical
environment.

Alternative view.If is characteristic of language that categories
are flexible. A literal interpretation of the 1:l principle, that a word
should have a fixed meaning and only one meaning, would be quite
odd. Therefore polysemy is expected, not exceptional. Monosemy
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is not just exceptional, but improbable. It is available as a
theoretical option, or perceivable from a methodological viewpoint,
such as the practical needs ofa dictionary.

6. Distinct Meanings vs. Flexible Meaning

Traditional vlew. Polysemy means that a word has distinct, discrete

(though related) different meanings. This is an addition to or a

special case of the view presented in section l, so that the

characteristics of semantic fixedness are carried over from the

original one meaning to these different meanings.

Cognitive linguists do not explain why it would be necessary

for a word to have a countable set of different meanings if the other

alternative is that we can see meanings asflexible. The following
quote reflects a typical view:

Nobody ever denied that polysemy exists. Words have distinguishable,

related senses... (Annette Herskovits ot Cogling 1 6 Nov I 995)

Alternative view. Polysemy can be seen from the notion of
flexible meaningrO instead of seeing it as a set or network of
different, discrete meanings. These two views can be taken as

complementary perspectives on polysemy, or more extremely, a
view of different meanings can be substituted by a view of flexible
meaning.

Polysemy as flexible meaning refers to the idea that the

semantic value array of a word is seen as a mass-like entity, or as a

contingent range, which of course allows for heterogeneity e.g. in

r0 I use this term in a slightly different manner ftom meaningflexibility,whic,h
is often used to describe an attitude to semantics which, in a broader sense, is

compatible with my view of polysemy as flexible meaning. E.g. in the

conversation-analytical framework meaning flexibility is linked to such a
phenomenon as meaning negotiation - the way in which speakers

communicate on the basis of the fluctuability and indeterminateness of the

semantics of a piece of conversation.
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the form of varying (proto)typicality. In contrast, the view of
distinct meanings sees polysemy as a countable entity, traditionally
a list, more recently e.g. a network consisting of separate nodes
(Langacker 1988b). Figure 1 illustrates the difference with a visual
metaphor.

l-l

Figure I. Distinct meanings vs. flexible meaning.

I would like to argue that although the cognitive-semantic
program in principle favors a view such as portrayed on the right in
Figure l, concrete analyses all too often suspiciously remind one on
the left side in the figure.

The decision between distinct meanings and flexible meanings
makes a difference in how linguists can quantiff polysemy (as

discussed in the next section); quantification can of course either
relate to counting the number of meanings or to assessing the
'width of semantic value array', but the latter way to quantify
polysemy seems to be inherently much more metaphorical. Thus
the flexible meaning view is less restrictive when e.g. making
hypothetical comparisons of the 'degree of polysemy' of different
words. What is more, the choice of the view of distinct meanings
more easily manifests itself in aplea for strict category boundaries
between monosemy and polysemy; (cf. section 8), whereas flexible
meaning is more compatible with the radical view that polysemy is
the default.

One of the most important arguments in favor of a flexible
meaning view, as opposed to a view of different meanings, is that it
is usually quite artificial to separate different meanings, or nodes in

(:t)
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a meaning network from one another. It is not only a
methodological decision what counts as a meaning type; it should

also be noted that the repertoire of instances is continuum-like and

there is an infinite number of distinguishable meanings because

there are miscellaneous cases between nodes. Nodes can be seen as

prototypes, and between these there are less prototypical cases -
e.g. ambivalent instances that form 'paths' and 'watersheds'
between the nodes. Because the meaning difference is hardly
noticeable between two close cases, we cannot say that all instances

of a word represent different meanings, and yet if we want to
establish some set of prototypical different meanings, it is always
arbitrary to break the continuum somewhere in the middle. Even if
cognitive-semantic analyses programmatically appreciate and

exploit prototype theory, it seems that they do not follow to the
heart of the matter the idea of prototype categories allowing for
membership gradience (cf. flexibility) and continuum categories

(cf. fuzziness of category boundaries).
Cognitively, it would be suspicious to think that distinct

meanings of one word are stored in the mind distinctly, because

some recent schools of cognitive sciences have emphasized the role
of flexibility and distributed representation in cognition more
generally (see e.g. Hinton, McClelland, & Rumelhart 1986). The
simple existence of form identity guarantees the fact that not only
would speakers perceive links between different meanings of a
polysemous item, but they also start from the (folk theoretical)
assumption that one form conveys one meaning.rr It seems easier to

'r In fact, if there is any truth in the idea of a mental storage, it is more likely
that such an orgarizatíon would go by forms rather than by meanings or
senses, for forms are intended to be more distinct and distinguishable in
linguistic processing than meanings, which are rather created in the situation.

- This would again mean that in fact there would be no clear boundary

between homonymy and polysemy. Because this distinction is, however, one

of the cornerstones of the idea of polysemy as flexible meaning (i.e.,

hornonymy does not represent flexible meaning of one form), my anonymous

referee suggests that the 'traditional' and 'altemative' views ale not
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accommodate the 1:1 principle to the flexible meaning view than to
the distinct meanings view.

The question about different meanings vs. flexible meaning is
very important both ontologically (e.g. when we start to speculate

on the cognitive representation of polysemy) and methodologically
(when we produce our linguistic analyses).'2 It does not only affect
linguistic views on polysemy but has wider consequences

concerning the way linguists perceive the ontology of signs and
even the ontology of language.

7. The Quantifiability of Meanings

Traditional view. We can compare the degree of polysemy of
different words. We can also count the number of senses of a word.

Even cognitive linguists like to quantifr polysemy. They often
talk about the number of meanings and compare the degree of
polysemy of different words; consider (with my boldface)'3:

In the following, I will illustrate the approach on what is perhaps the
most polysemous of the English prepositions, over. (Taylor 1989: 110)

contradictory but complementary, which I am glad to accept especially in this
very context.

'' The question of whether cognitive linguistic analyses on polysemy have so

far revealed anything about actual conceptual representation was recently
(November 1995) discussed on the Cogling electronic mailing list; the main
trigger was Sandra & Rice (1995), which uses psycholinguistic techniques in
order to study the cognitive reality of polysemy networks. It became evident
that there is both disagreement on and lack of clarity about the nature of the
cormection between linguistic practices and assumptions about cognitive
representation. It is still quite diff,rcult to perceive, on the basis ofcognitive
semantic analyses, what it means cognitively to say that a word "has
meanings", or that a language user assigns several semantic values to one
linguistic form.

13 In the citations, Lakofl Gibbs, and Caramazza & Grober also interestingly
equate sense with use; this topic would again deserve lengthy discussion.
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Brugman's study is an extended survey of the highly complex network
of senses ofthe English word over. It covers nearly one hundred kinds
ofuses. (Lakoff 1987: 418)

The th¡ee 'main meanings' of a paper, i.e. ... (Taylor 1989: 105)

35 different uses ofs/andwere printed on 3x5 cards, one sense per card.

(Gibbs & aI. 1994:239)

Such a view goes against most of the alternative assumptions I wish
to suggest in this paper. Although the following authors use the

argument for quite different pu{poses (i.e., to defend a generative

position using construal rules), it is worth citing:

... the actual number of senses cannot be determined: we can always
construct a new sentence context such that a word will have a new
though perhaps only very slightly difïerent sense. (Caramazza & Grober
1976: 188)

Alternative vzew. Quantifying polysemy is problematic. If we
accept the view of polysemy as flexible meaning, it becomes

awkward to assume that meanings are separable and countable.ra

And if we accept the view that semantics does not exist as concrete
values or cognitively stored packages, but is rather a dynamic
construct created intersubjectively during language use, comparing
the degree of polysemy is also quite difficult.

't Here the point is not that every usage event represents a different meaning,
if we go into enough detail. Rather, it is signifrcant in semantic research that
people do abstract and generalize meaning types, but I claim that there are

both intersubjective differences and similarities in this categorization, as well
as differences depending on the perspective and level of analysis (e.g. intuition
vs. introspection).
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8. Polysemy as a Classical On/Off Category?

163

Traditional view. Either a word is polysemous or it is not. This
view is present in the quotations in both the previous and the
following section, and even if cognitive linguists may problematize
the process of finding the different meanings, they imply that a
clear distinction exists:

Even though the distinction between monosemy and polysemy is in
principle clear enough, it is in many cases tantalizingly difficult to
decide if two uses of a linguistic form instantiate two different senses,
or whether they represent two exemplars, ... (Taylor 1989: 100)

Alternative view. A weak version: there is no definite borderline
between monosemy and polysemy. A strong version: no monosemy
exists, so we do not need to establish a borderline.

9. Knowing About Polysemy

Traditional view.It is easy to know if words are polysemous or not.
And as follows from sections 7 and 8, it is easy to know how
polysemous words are if they are polysemous.

Polysemous words, such as stand, are pervasive in language (e.g. 97 out
of the [00] most frequent words in English are polysemous). (Gibbs &
al. 1994:232)

Nunberg is more pessimistic:

... there are virtually no words [...] for which we can 'give the
meanings'; while we can be assured that only one of the uses of the
word can be conventional, we have no empirical grounds for saying
whichuse it is, since exactly the same pattem of use would be generated
under any ofseveral analyses. (Nunberg 1979 174)

Alternative view. It is not easy to know whether a word is
polysemous or not, unless we accept alternative 3 (at the outset) at
its extreme and start from the assumption that all words are
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basically polysemous. If we accept this assumption, then we can

accept the possibility of degrees of polysemy, although it is not

easy to find out about such properties.

10. Categorization Within Polysemy

Traditional view. A linguist can (methodogically) differentiate

meanings from one another. This is easy because the different
meanings themselves (ontologically) readily offer plausible

distinctions.
Alternative view.It is very difficult to differentiate meanings

from one another. For one thing, we need to realize that

categorizations within polysemy can be 'ontological' or
methodological, 'realistic' or 'imaginary', and the purpose of
caTegorization produces different solutions. If we want to establish

semantic distinctions within polysemy, we need to ask to whom
they matter. A maker of a bilingual dictionary will want to
concentrate on such points in the polysemy of a word that are

potentially difficult for the foreign-language speaker who uses the

dictionary. A non-linguist will notice such semantic distinctions in
the polysemy of a native-language word that come up in verbal
humor and puns. In my own research (e.g.Raukko 1997lin print),
I have been using non-linguists' intuitions as evidence for
significant meaning differences in the polysemy of a word.

I l. The Nature of Intersubjectivity

Traditional view. Semantics is neither objective nor subjective - it
is intersubjective. But many social conventions are norms that
every native speaker knows how to follow. Similarly, polysemy is

basically the same for all (normal) speakers. ('Intersubjective'
could be seen, in this view, as just another name for 'objective'.)
There is an intersubjective consensus about the distinguishable
meanings of a polysemous word.

Alternative view. Semantics is intersubjective, and

intersubjectivity (: a significant degree of shared conventions,
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based on socialization and interaction) allows for subjective
differences, flexibility, and fuzziness - as well as for polysemy.
There are assumptions rather than knowledge about intersubjective
agreement.

Differences between speakers must not be overlooked; rather,
they must be made an essential part of research. It is also true that
differences between speakers in a test situation can interestingly
correlate with intersubjectively more salient and less salient
characteristics in a word's polysemy. Concretely, in an

experimental setting where informants are asked to produce
semantically different instances of a polysemous word, a meaning
type that all informants come to think of is probably more salient
than one that only a few produce.

12. Sources and Discovery Procedures

Traditional view. Becatse polysemy is basically the same for all
normal speakers, any linguist or lexicographer can find out the set

of different meanings on her/his own. Hence, using one's intuition
is a reliable method for polysemy research. One can also look at a
corpus and classify the instances of a word that one finds there into
categories that are based on what one sees in the cotext - through
the filter of one's intuition.

Alternative view. Any linguist - as a speaker - always has a
skewed vrew of polysemy.15 Therefore polysemy research benefits
greatly from experimental methods. We cannot find semantics in a
corpus, because semantics has to do with the interplay of language,
minds, and common context. Semantics is produced by interpreters,
who cannot bc prcscnt in a corpus, at least as we understand
corpora at present.

15 And even if linguists were to co-operate and together formulate compromise
hypotheses, they might still have little to do with nonJinguists' perceptions (or
explicit semantic knowledge) and speakers' cognitive properties (or implicit
semantic knowledge).
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Some cognitive linguists have admitted that analyses are

subjective and differ from one another, and that this very feature of
intersubjective disagreement is worth paying attention to:

A mature model of family resemblance categories needs to have at its
disposal some principled means for deciding between altemative
descriptions. [...] my account of over does not accord in every detail
with Brugman and Lakoff - on what basis do we prefer one description
rather than the other? (Taylor 1989: l2l)

The crucial element in the discussion of these facts is what criteria you
want to use to distinguish between different meanings - and one of the
difficulties springs from the fact that there are quite a number of
diverging criteria around. (Dirk Geeraerts on Cogling 30 Nov 1995)

13. Differing vs. Differentiating

Perhaps contradictorily on the surface, even ifl propose a view of
flexible meaning, it does not mean that it would be

methodologically senseless to look for 'different meanings'. This is
because a view of flexible meaning is not in contradiction with the
idea that the meanings of different instances of one word differ
from one another semantically. We just have to acknowledge that
idealized meaning types and realized meaning instances are two
different levels of linguistic representation. Speakers use words
flexibly, while analysts categorize the instances into more or less

neat boxes. Speakers may also have schemas of possible ideal uses

of words in their cognition, and it is possible to grasp part of this
semantic knowledge.

In other words, if we perform experiments where informants
are asked to produce semantically different instances of a
polysemous word, we have to keep in mind that the informants do
not provide us with a complete categorization of a word's multiple
meanings, but instead, they give us some general sense of
meaningful distinctions within polysemy - which is flexible in
nature.
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Thus: the semantic values of a word in different co(n)texts do
differ from one another; we can even differentiate these meanings
from others and make hypotheses of differentiable meaning types;
but this does not lead to the conclusion that we have established
distinct meaning types.

14. Discussion

I have discussed a set of fundamental assumptions about polysemy
by constructing two opposing lines of thought, the 'traditional
view' and the 'alternative view'. General assumptions about the
status of polysemy and the nature of semantic value were presented
in sections I through 5, while sections 6 through 13 concentrated
on methodological issues pertaining to the concrete research on
polysemy. Yet the latter should be seen as methodological
consequences of the former assumptions. Although I have wished
to avoid defaming the traditional views on polysemy, it is clear that
I have tried to present the altemative views as positive and
appealing. Therefore my perspective on what I consider as the
traditional views may well be overcritical, and vice versa, I may
have an idealistic and rosy picture of the altemative views.16

Why do I favor these alternative views? Some sceptic could
undermine my endeavor to upgrade polysemy to being the default
of semantics by noting that people occasionally see the object of
their personal interest as more global than it really is. I defend my
view by claiming that empirical work with polysemy has made me
realize that extreme monosemy is very unlikely. Moreover,
concrete problems of describing the semantics of polysemous
words have reinforced my preference for fuzzy and flexible notions
of semantics over clear-cut and f,rxed ones. Similarly, dealing with

16 It must also be repeated, to follow the advice of the anonymous referees, that
the opposing views are presented as oversimplified and artificially distinct -
against the ideas presented in the altemative views [!] - and they could be
taken as complementary perspectives, too.
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informants' responses has been revelatory so that intersubjective
differences have found their way into the analysis, and a view of
flexible meaning has seemed more appealing than a view of
discrete senses. Thus, ontological assumptions and methodological
solutions can have a bilateral relationship.

It is noteworthy that cognitive semanticists have started to

realizethe problematicity of choosing an appropriate description of
a unit's polysemy. For instance, as we saw, Taylor (1989: 121)

notes differences in his and others' analyses of over (and sets the

floor for a discussion about the differences of plausible tools vs.

less plausible tools), and Sandra & Rice (1995) take up the task of
psycholinguistically testing hypotheses about polysemy structure.

In so doing, they follow the path taken by relatively early instances

of the use of psycholinguistic methods in the research of polysemy
(Lehrer 1974, Caramazza & Grober 1976, Colombo & Flores

d'Arcais 1984).
All in all, we can conclude that cognitive linguists often (at

least programmatically) propose ideas presented here as 'altemative
views', but in their practical analyses there are still traces of some

of the traditional views.
I have treated polysemy on a general level, as a general topic

of interest some crucial aspects of which are relevant to all of
linguistics. In fact, I argue that background assumptions in the

research of polysemy are generalizable to a much wider audience

than those who explicitly study polysemy, and therefore by talking
about them we simultaneously talk about background assumptions

in linguistics. Not only are the implications for principles of
cafegorization highly generalizable; even more importantly, if
polysemy is the default of semantics, then most linguistics has to
take the general principle of flexibility much more seriously than

before.
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Anna Solin

Debating Theoretical Assumptions :

Readings of Critical Linguistics'

1. Introduction

This paper is concemed with critical linguistics (CL) artd critical
discourse analysis (CDA)2, approaches to the study of language

which analyse language as a social practice, language as action and

language as a force which constructs reality. The label 'critical'
signals a¡r interest in the way representations of reality in public
discourse are ideological and related to power relationships in
society.

In line with other work in discourse analysis, language is

analysed as a practice of constructing meanings from particular
perspectives. Thus, language use is not seen as the mere utilisation
of containers of pre-existing meanings, but as an active process of
constructing realrty. Thereby, all language use becomes signifrcantly
political in nature. Media discourse in particular has been analysed

by critical linguists, for example to find out what kinds of

rI would like to acknowledge the comments and feedback that I have received
on ea¡lier versions of this paper from several colleagues and friends: Karin
Tusting, Susanna Shore, Norman Fairclough, Two-Kimmo Lehtonen and the
two anonymous referees. They have made the writing of this paper into an

intensive dialogue instead of an isolated monologue, and for this I am truly
grateñll.

2 For practical reasons, the terms critical linguistics and criticql discourse
ønalysis are used interchangeably in this paper. For a discussion of their
diflerences, see Kress (1994).

SKY 1997: The 1997 Yearbookofthe Linguistic
Association of Finland, I7I-188
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representations are offered ofpolitically sensitive issues such as race

and gender relations or nuclear arms (e.g. van Dijk 1991, Fowler
1991, Chilton 1985). The aim of such analyses has been to link
linguistic processes with social practices, notably the establishment

and maintenance of power hierarchies.
The critical linguistic position on the relationship of language

and the social has been both influential and contentious. It has been

influential in providing ways of examining the role of language in
mediating and transforming social life. Some critics have, however,

voiced a concem that while addressing particular social and political
concems, critical linguists have ignored the need to build a coherent

theoretical and methodological framework. The approach has been

thought to contain inconsistencies and unresolved questions, ranging
from the conceptualisation of ideology and power to methodologies
of interpretation.3

Such inconsistencies are the theme of this paper. The paper

addresses the question of what kinds of different readings can be

made of critical linguistic theory, and focuses, in particular, on

'naive' readings. The discussion is based on the assumption that
critical linguistics is particularly susceptible to simplistic and even
contradictory readings. There are various reasons for this: many of
the theoretical issues which critical linguistics has to deal with are

highly complex and there are few signs of consensus on how they
should be resolved. Consensus on theoretical claims is made difficult
by the faúthat the field is rather heterogeneous: different scholars
within different disciplines promote different approaches (see e.g.

the selection of texts in Caldas-Coulthard & Coulthard 1996).

Another source of simplistic readings is that critical linguistics
is fast becoming a model of analysis which is used in avariety of
disciplines (e.g. within'cultural studies') andatavariefy of levels of
study. Despite the obvious benefits of interdisciplinarþ, there is a

3 For critiques of early critical linguistic writings, see Shanock and Anderson
(1981) and Thompson (1984: 124-126). For more recent criticism, see

Widdowson (1995) and Potter (1996: 223-227).
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danger that critical linguistics is interpreted in its most simple form,
without questioning the theoretical and methodological background
assumptions that the analyses are based on.

Thus, it is not unrealistic to assume that many newcomers to
critical linguistics make naive readings. In my experience, for
example, many students do their first critical linguistic analyses with
rather unsophisticated notions of how ideological meanings are

made and interpreted and how power is exercised through lariguage.a

Textbooks do not help much; they seldom present any
comprehensive discussion of potential conflicts or inconsistencies.

What this paper sets out to do, then, is to present and critically
discuss some simplistic readings that can be made of critical
linguistic theory * the motivation being that such readings can be and
are made by many. The readings are based mainly on the following
writings: Fowler et al. (1979), Hodge & Kress (197911993),
Wodak (1989), Fairclough (1989), Fowler (1991), and van Dijk
(1993). These texts are often used as key readings in courses on
critical linguistics, and it is therefore important to address them,
despite the fact that their authors may no longer promote the same
views.

Before presenting the readings, a few words of caution are
perhaps in order. It should be kept in mind that there are several
opinions on theoretical and methodological questions within CL
and CDA. The problems I am about to review have also been
addressed by many scholars in the field and developments have
taken place. I have tried to reflect the variety of standpoints in the
discussion, although the wealth and heterogeneity of writings
means that it is difficult to represent all views. Finally, it should be
emphasised that the readings present a simplified and generalised
picture of critical linguistics, and as such, do not do justice to the

o My own first impressions of CL provide some evidence of this. Here is a note I
wrote before undertaking a critical analysis of company magazines in my second
year at university: "The chemical companies give an image of an
environmentally friendly company; how do they try to hide the truth?"
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thinking of most critical linguists. Needless to say, it is not my
purpose in any way to undermine the project of critical linguistics,
but rather to examine some potential sources of contradictions and

debates in its framework.
Section 2 will present and discuss three simplistic theoretical

propositions that can be read into critical linguistics. Section 3 will
extend the discussion to present the issues in the context of my own
research on environmental discourse.

2. TheoreticalPropositions

I. Reality can be represented either truthfully orfalsely in lønguage.

This claim assumes that it is possible to represent reality in an

unmediated, neutral form; critique is then based on whether this
ideal is attained or not. Neutral representations are opposed to
ideological representations, which are deemed to 'distort reality'.
Ideology is, accordingly, conceptualised in negative terms, as the

opposite of 'truth'.5
The idea that reality can be distorted for strategic purposes

can be traced back to the classics of CL, where it is stated that

Linguistic form allows sigrificance to be conveyed and to be distorted. ...

Language ... involves systematic distofion in the service of class interest.
(Hodge & K¡ess 197911993:6.)

Our book was designed not as yet another academic study in
sociolinguistics so much as a contribution to the unveiling of linguistic
practices which are instruments in social inequality arìd the concealment of
truth. (Fowler et aI. 1979:2.)

More recent work also suggests that reality can be put 'under cover'

5 Diffèrent conceptualisations of the term ideologt are discussed in Thompson
( 191ì-l r
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Generally speaking, we want to uncover and demystify certain social
processes in this and other societies, to make mechanisms of manipulation,
discrimination, demagogy and propaganda explicit and tansparent.
(Wodak 1989: xiv.)

The distinction between distortion and neutrality establishes a
division between two kinds of language use: one a transparent, true
way of representing reality, and the other distorting and false. As a
result, analyses sometimes profess the aim of showing, for instance,
how syntactic choices in news reports distort 'what really happened'.
Tools for evaluating representations can be found in Hodge & Kress
(1979/1993), who argue that a representation is more transparent and
thereby less distorting if it encodes a causal relation instead of a non-
causal relation. Ifcausal processes (A did x to B) are constructed as

non-causal (x happened), this is taken to be a sign of 'mystification'
going on.

In fact, it seems to have become a trademark of a simple 'do-it-
yourself critical linguistics that agentless passives and
nominalisations are worse altematives than forms which include
agents. Clauses which present causal processes 'clearly' (e.g. Cars
pollute the at) are inherently better than clauses which do not encode
a causal process, but present processes through such forms as
nominalisations (Pollution is a problem).

Such a normative approach has methodological implications
which are usually not examined in the literature. I am not arguing
against the view that nominalisations or agentless passives can be
used to obscure relations of causality. But as several critics and also
some critical linguists have pointed out (Thompson 1984, Fairclough
1992a), it is not aplausible methodological principle that analysts can
read offideological functions (mystificatory intentions on the part of
the text producer and ideological effects over the audience) from such
language use, since meaning, it is argued, does not reside in texts but
in the way they are written and read in particular social contexts.
Therefore, the important question becomes how meanings are
produced and received in particular institutional, cultural and political
contexts by particular language users.
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There are also theoretical inconsistencies in the idea that

language use can be criticised because it is deemed to distort or hide

reality: this claim is in contradiction to the view held by most critical

linguists that language constructs realþ and that our experience of
reality is therefore always mediated through language. As Thompson

(19S4) argues, an emphasis on language can only undermine the view
of ideology as distortion:

once we recognise that ideolory operates through language and that

language is a medium of social action, we must also acknowledge that

ideology is partially constitutive of what, in ow societies, 'is real'.
(Thompson 1984:5.)

Potter (1996: 224) also points to critical linguists' uneasy relationship

with constructivist ideas: he finds a contradiction in the way critical

analyses often draw on an understanding of some 'actual' realþ at

the same time as arguing that reality is constructed and not just

transmitted through language use.

The question of distortion vs. construction poses a dilemma for
critical linguistics that has not been easy to digest. Constructivism
does not fit well with the idea of ideology critique' or the normativity
apparent in critical practice, nor is it helpful with regard to practical

and social aims. The political origins of the framework are in British
Marxist thought6, and the 'social' agenda is still for many critical
linguists equally important as the 'academic' agenda.T

Few solutions have been proposed to the problem, but it has

not passed unnoticed within CL. As Fowler (1996: 4) notes:

" Ihis is wiûressed not only in the way ideology and power are conceptualised but
also in the theoretical sigrrificance of thinkers such as Antonio Gramsci and Louis
Althusser.

7 Practical projects have ranged from providing simple tools for analysing

ideolory in language to promoting'critical language awareness' among the public
(see Fairclough 1992c).
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"Although the theory of critical linguistics is a value-free theory of
representation ... in practice the instrumentality of the model is
reformative". While the theory argues for a constructionist
position, the practice consists of something quite opposed to
constructionism, namely "fexposing] misrepresentation and
discrimination" (Fowler 1996: 5).

2. Power in society is about the powerful controlling and
manipulating the pow erles s through dis cour s e.

The issue of power in discourse is another source of simplistic
readings of critical linguistics. There are two issues worth noting:
first, some writings in CL seem to say that social situations are
generally characterised by unequal power relations (there are those
with power and those without power). The second naive reading is
that the powerful (e.g. govemment and media) exercise such a
strong influence on the public that they can be seen as dictating
public opinion.

In several critical linguistic writings, power relations are
conceptualised in terms of the powerful controlling the powerless.

power is the ability of people and institutions to control the behaviour and
material lives of others. It is obviously a transitive concept entailing an
asymmetrical relationship: X is more powerful thar/tras power over y.
(Fowler 1985:61.)

we can say that power in discourse is to do with powerful participants
controlling and constraining the contributions of non-powerful
par tic ip ant s. (Fairclough 1989 : 46, original italics.)

Discursive power is also conceptualised in terms of manipulation
and domination.

... hearers can be both manipulated and informed, preferably manipulated
while they suppose they are being informed. (Hodge & Kress 1979/1993:
6.)
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power is ... enacted by persuasion, dissimulation or manipulation, among

other strategic ways to change the mind of others in one's own interests.

(van Dijk 1993:254, original italics.)

In my view, a theory of power drawn up on the basis of these

parameters easily results in simplistic analyses of discursive

relations of power. We may, for instance, question whether it is a
very fruitful starting point for any analysis to reduce the social world
into two opposing groups. The division of language users into the
powerful and the powerless allows them only two kinds of
(permanent) roles or positions: they may be either rationally
calculating subjects who use their power to manipulate and control
other people to secure their own interests, or helpless objects and

victims of manipulation who have no power to resist the dominant
'elites'.

The terms domination and manipulation also introduce the idea
that the power relation between the 'power elites' and the public is
unidirectional; manipulation is not something that can be resisted.

Such a conceptualisation often brings with it other (questionable)

assumptions such as a view of communication and meaning as

transmission, which implies that media audiences, for example,
simply take in ideological meanings offered by the media. It
assumes that audiences are 'determined' by the meanings and that
there are few options ofresistant readings.

It must be noted, however, that recent work in critical
linguistics has introduced different conceptualisations of meaning
and power. Particularly Fairclough 099Ð argues that power
relations should be analysed in terms of power struggles, including
resistance to power, and how power relations can be transformecl in
the course of discursive events.8

In critical langrrage studies as in other spheres, there has tended to be a one-
sided emphasis upon ['power over' and domination], giving an overly

8 Fairclough is here influenced by Michel Foucault's analyses of power in
modern societies (see e.g. Foucault 1978,1984a).
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pessimistic view of the sociolinguistic and discourse practices of a society
... as simply an apparatus of domination. (Fairclough 1994:3246.)

In addition, the focus on intertextualþ in some recent critical
linguistic work (e.g. Lemke 1995, FairclouStlgg2b) has contributed
to a different view of meaning and consequently a different view of
the effects of discourse on audiences. Meaning is not seen as a stable
propeúy or feature of texts but as something created in interaction.
This view has it that texts do not carry with them the positions from
which they must be read; instead, people interpret texts in the light of
their e¡perience of texts they have previously encountered.
Consequently, a simple theorisation of power as manipulation is no
longer appropriate.

This discussion shows that critical linguists are by no means
unanimous on core theoretical questions. On the issue of where po\'/er
is located and how it is produced in discourse, there are two opposing
views. On the one hand, views such as van Dijk's emphasise the idea
of "power elites" (van Dijk 1993); power is seen as a predetermined
and static quality of one end of the power relation. Other work (e.g.
Fairclough 1992a, 1994) emphasises the aspect of struggle and
resistance, arguing that power relations are not fixed and monolithic,
but dynamic arìd locally produced.

With respect to analysing the effects of discourse on the public,
there are those who believe that the task of critical analyses is to
"deconstruct" the "underlying meanings" of texts which otherwise
remain hidden from readers (Wodak 1995:204),and those who argue
that meanings are not located 'in' the text but constructed in the
relation between text and reader (e.g. Lemke 1995). In the first option,
the issue is how readers receive meaning; in the second, how readers
make meaning.

3. Critical interpretations of ideological meaning are more
authoritative than lay interpretations of meaning.

The assumption here is that the critical analyst has privileged access
to the ideological meanings of texts and can provide us with an
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authoritative interpretation of the text. The naive reading goes as

follows: since it is possible for analysts to situate the text in a

sociocultural, political and intertextual context, they can gain better

access to its ideological meaning. For example, in a critical analysis of
media texts, analysts are able to get to ideological meanings which
remain hidden from most readers.

The idea that readings need to be justified in some systematic

way has tended to remain a non-issue within CL. As Fowler explains

in a recent overview of critical linguistics:

The plausibility of the ideological ascriptions has had to rest on
intersubjective intuitions supposedly shared by writer and reader in
common discursive competence, backed up by informal accounts of
relevant contexts and institutions. (Fowler 1996: 10.)

This is the issue that has perhaps attracted the fiercest criticism
from outside critical linguistics. Bell (1991: 215-216) criticises early
work in CL for drawing sweeping conclusions not supported by the

data: "they have often leapt past the groundwork to premature

conclusions about the significance of sometimes poorly described
linguistic pattems". Widdowson (1995) argues that critical readings
ãe necessarily partial since they usually propose only one reading of
texts instead of presenting different interpretations that may be

derived from them. For Widdowson, privileging a particular
interpretation undermines CL as analysis. "To the extent that critical
discourse analysis is committed, it cannot provide analysis but only
partial interpretation" (Widdowson 1995: 169).

Critical linguists have reacted to such criticism in several
rvays. Fowler (1996) attempts to recti$ the problem by calling for
"full descriptions of context and its implications for beließ and

relationships" (Fowler 1996: 10). However, providing readers with
"full descriptions" does not resolve the problem ofjustification. In a
constructivist framework, descriptions of context are not treated as

more authoritative than interpretations but are seen as constructions
in the same way as interpretations are; there is nothing essentially
factual aboutthem (see Potter 1996). For instance, different analysts
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are likely to offer different descriptions ofcontexts, depending on
their position and perspective.

Fairclough (1989, 1996) offers a more elaborate discussion of
interpretation and the position of the analyst.e He makes a distinction
between interpretation and explanation, the latter being

a mattff of analysts seeking to slrow connections between both properties
of texts and practices of interpretation ... in a particular social space, and
wider social and cultural properties of that particular social space.
(Fairclough 1996: 50.)

The aim of CDA is then not just to present interpretations (which are
necessarily tied to the analyst's position), but to arive at explanations
which link the practices by which people interpret texts to aspects of
the social contexts of these practices, for instance to power relations.
Fairclough (1992a, 1996) also argues for the necessity of studying
empirically the diversity of interpretations (e.g. ir the form of
audience researcþ, but admits that such work is currently lacking.

Despite the fact that the problem of interpretation is discussed
within CL, many analyses still reflect inconsistencies between theory
and practice. For instance, few texts acknowledge the dilemma that
the constructivist position presents to the status of critical readings: if
it is argued that all discourse constructs its objects, critical linguistic
discourse also constructs the objects it is interpreting. As Richardson
(1987: 148) puts it, the critical linguistic aim of making ,þresent-but-

concealed meanings visible ... plays down any idea of analysis as
constitutive of ideological meaning". Thus, the question seems to be,
again, how fifly critical linguistics can endorse a constructivist theory
oflanguage.

I would agree with those critics who ask critical analysts to be
more reflexive about the positions they hold in relation to the

e Fairclough (1996) is a response to the criticism presented in widdowson
(1995), which is followed by another critical reply from widdowson (1996). The
debate highlights many of the cental problems regarding the status of
description, interpretation and explanation in the critical linguistic framework.
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discourses they analyse and the discourses they make use of in the

analysis. Critical analysts need to be reflexive of their own
constructive activity as producers ofdiscourse, since as producers of
discourse they are themselves involved in power relations.rO As
Sharrock and Anderson (1981: 290) argue, critical linguists should

be wary of "exceptionalism"; that is, exempting themselves from the

arguments they apply to everyone else.

3. Discussion

I have now reviewed some simplistic readings that can be made of
the framework of critical linguistics, emphasising the dilemmas
and debates current in the field. The main contradictions revolve
around constructivism. Difficulties arise when critical linguistics
attempts to marry constructivism and normative critique, when it
claims that discourse has manipulative effects and when it tries to
argue for the authority of critical readings. These issues may seem

- at first sight - overly complicated and irrelevant, but as I hope to
have shown, they are central to the grounding of critical linguistic
arguments and to the consistency of the theoretical framework and
need therefore to be resolved in some way in all critical analyses.

In the following, I will discuss some of the theoretical ideas

presented above from the perspective of my own reseaÍch interests.rr

Representing reality

How can representations of reality be studied without making a

r0 On questions of reflexivþ, see Potter (1996).

rr My curent research studies the way in which environmental risks are

constructed in British public discourse. It focuses particularly on the effects of
intertextuality in the processes of collective meaning making by looking at how
texts from different institutions (media, science, governrnent, pressure groups)

interact in the construction and defrnition ofrisks.
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distinction between a neutral and a distorting representation? Potter
(1996) follows the social constructivist tradition in arguing that what
should be taken as the object of study is not whether representations
are true or false but the way in which people go about constructing
some things as reaVtrue and others as not realltrue. The emphasis is
on how and by what means we construct the world, not whether
there is indeed a real world beyond our constructions of it. As
Berger and Luckmarur put it:

the sociology of knowledge must concern itsetf with whatever passes
for 'knowledge' in a society, regardless of the ultimate validity or
invalidity (by whatever criteria) of such 'knowledge,. (Berger &
Luckmann 1966: 15.)

Another emphasis for Potter is how the constructions are used,
what purposes they are made to serve. Here there is a convergence
with critical linguistic aims. We can analyse whether and how
particular constructions are used by social actors to gain particular
goals without assessing whether or not these constructions are
faithful to reality. For example, my studies on risk discourse analyse
how different groups and institutions construct environmental risks,
attempting to explain why the constructions differ across different
domains. The aim is not to show that some constructions are more
appropriate or true to reality than others. The outcome of such
analyses is rather an understanding of how discourse is used to
construct risks, and how discursive constructions are used to
promote the agenda of a particular group or institution.

\l/here is power?

The question was raised earlier as to whether the idea of
manipulation fits the critical linguistic framework if this framework
is to take into account constructivism and intertextuality. If different
readers read different meanings into public discourse, it is
impossible to manipulate them in a simple way. But if manipulation
and control are not particularly good ways of conceptualising power,
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what are the altematives? Where does power reside, if not in top-

down relationships?
I would argue that effects of power are not created only or

primarily by language users as individuals or by powerful groups;

power can also be located in language systems, genres and

discourses, which restrict the options language users have.

Language users operating under such restrictions make their
choices as part of a collective, and some restrictions affect all
language users regardless of questions of power. In my view,

therefore, interpretations of ideology and power in language should

be based on an analysis of what alternatives are available in the

language and in the discourse community. If language users have no

altemative but to use a specific language form when operating

within a particular language system and genre, then it is diffrcult to
make any far-reaching interpretations of the ideological intentions

behind the choice of that language form.
Conventions pertaining to genre have a significant role in

shaping language use in particular institutions or communities,
such as those of the media and science. For instance, the choice of
individual journalists is severely limited by such things as space

and time restrictions and the norrns governing what a news report

should look like. Thus, the analysis of whether passives and

nominalisations function to hide agency in a news text should take

into account the influence of conventions and practices of writing,
editing and lay-out (see Bell l99I;Cameron 1996).

In scientific writing, relational processes and nominalisations
may be preferred to material processes which represent causal

processes transparently (Halliday & Martin 1993). For example,

representations of the type Pollution is associated with health risks

are both more typical and more acceptable than representations of
the type Pollution causes health risks,let alone Car exhausts kill
people.In both geffes, explaining why certain language features are

preferred to others is a more complicated issue than claiming that

individual writers make strategic choices either to represent reality
clearly or to distort it. Genre conventions are collective and the

power they exercise over representations is thereby also collective
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rather than individual.
Discursive restrictions are also collective. If discourses are

defined as systematic ways of constructing some subject matter or
area of knowledge (Fairclough 1992a), the way they exercise power
is by limiting language users' options for construing experience -
particular ways of representing things are considered to be more real
than others, more acceptable than others, more true than others (see

also Foucault 1984b). For example, medical knowledge can be

constructed from either a 'mainstream' perspective or an

' altemative' perspective; these would constitute different discourses
on the subject matter of medicine and offer particular choices to
language users in constructing medical knowledge. Power is
involved to the extent that constructing medical issues from a
position outside socially validated discourses can result in not being
taken seriously, or even being perceived as not speaking about
medicine at all.

Interpretation

There are some reasons for arguing that analysts can have
privileged access to linguistic and textual meanings in a text. They
usually apply an analytic method more or less systematically and
have a larger body of data to hand than most lay people. The data
allows for comparison across texts and gemes, whereby analysts
can gain an understanding of the intertextual contexts of texts.

However, I believe these privileges only apply to systematic
descriptive work. Interpretations are necessarily partial in that they
are presented from a specific position within discourses. In my
view, authoritative statements on interpretations can only be made
on the basis of an analysis of the diversity of interpretations that are
made about particular texts; i.e. on the basis of empirical studies into
the reception of texts. The claims that critical linguists make about
the constructive activity of discourse would be better grounded, if
the effects of discourse were not simply assumed or accessed
through intuition but studied in different discourse communities.
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4. Conclusion

The purpose of this paper has been to show that analysts are always
faced with particular options when choosing which assumptions

their studies should be based on. Let me conclude by discussing
perhaps the most important choice that analysts have to make:

whether being critical equals being normative.
Normativity has a firm foothold in the tradition of critical

analysis. For example, van Dijk argues that "any critique by
definition presupposes an applied ethics" (1993: 253). From the

very early days of critical linguistics, there has been an explicit aim
to raise people's consciousness about how language can be used to
produce inequality or create divisions in the social world. But
critique has also meant offering better alternatives, establishing
new norms.

But are there other ways of being critical? Fairclough
provides a different definition of criticism: "'critique' is essentially
making visible the interconnectedness of things" (1985: 747).

Critique is seen as a recognition that language use is involved in
causes and effects which language users are not necessarily aware

of. An alternative to van Dijk's "applied ethics" would then be an

analysis of such causes and effects without necessarily proposing
normative alternatives; to show connections between discursive
practices and social relations, to show how discourse produces

truths and knowledges and what effects this may have.
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Impticature of Contrast; Juhani Hiirikoslci: Non-subject Causer

Constructions in Finnish. Discussion and Squibs: Esa ltkonen: A Note on
Sigr Language and lconicity; Andrrw Chesterman: Why You See It and

Why You Don't; Timo Haukioja'. Structure-Dependency in Action; Heikki
Kangasniemi. Modality, Intention, and Meaning.

SKy 1991. Ed. by Maria Vilkuna & Arto Anttila. 154 pp. Typically
Typological: Anders Ahlqvisf: The History of Irish in a Typological
Perspective; Alho Alhoniemi: Zur Kasuskennzeichnung des Objekts im
Mordwinischen; Ulla-Maija Kulonen: On Ergative Constructions in Ostyak;
Sirk*a Saariner: Typological Differences between the Volgaic Languages;

Esa Itkonen'. Two Notions of Universal Gramma¡. Other Topics: Rirva
Laury'. On the Development of the Deftnite Article s¿ in Spoken Finnish;
Timo HauHoja: Why Doesn't Iconicity Help in Sign Language Acquisition?;
Maija Grönholm: On Slips of the Pen Made by Swedish-Speaking Students

in Finnish.

Earlier Yearbooks (SKY 1990: Largely Lexical, SKY 1989:
Predominantly Pragmatics, SKY 1988) are also available.
Please contact the Secretary of the Association for further details.


