The Autonomy of Grammar

First, a caveat: this is not a theory, designed to explain the universe and everything. It is a way of seeing the relation between language and the world – or not even that, more a way of avoiding the kind of assumptions that lead us into philosophical dead-ends; because no-one here, I am sure, would deny that such dead-ends do exist, problems that are not just unresolved, but appear unresolvable. Admittedly, such problems also provide careers for struggling philosophy graduates, and income for publishers; but one of Wittgenstein’s odd predilections was for finding a way out of such problems, rather than digging deeper in.

I should also say that neither the word ‘autonomy’ nor the word ‘grammar’ should be taken at face value. Wittgenstein does not use the word ‘grammar’ as we normally use it: he includes everything about language, including – especially – the lexicon and semantics, which grammarians usually leave out. And only if you accept that extraordinarily generous application of ‘grammar’ can it be said to be ‘autonomous’. Like the grammar we are used to, however, his ‘grammar’ is definitely rule-governed.

I had a choice of three start-points for this talk: in chronological order they are – 

1. Frege’s original problem with mathematics: how do I infer, for example, from 2+5=7 that two volumes of liquid added to five volumes equals seven?

2. De Saussure’s course of lectures on synchronic linguistics at Geneva University

3. Wittgenstein’s colour exclusion problem.

I chose to reject history in favour of what I hope will be clarity. So I start with Wittgenstein in the thirties, latest by at least 25 years.

Earlier, in the Tractatus, he had taken the view that the proposition that a point in time and space is red contradicts the proposition that the same point at the same time is green. Call it PR contradicts PG. The revolution in his thinking happened, and may even have been brought about by, the realisation that they are not contradictory, because each statement, or attribution, is complete in itself. It automatically, implicitly, entails the exclusion of any other colour-attribution. They each take up the same logical space (which is not the same thing as physical space). The rule that PR cannot co-exist with PG, the rule of mutual exclusion, is therefore a rule about the use of colour-terms, a rule of grammar.

It is a rule derived from our system of colour attribution; not necessarily a rule imposed by the natural world. The rule is not, therefore, a proposition describing the  world. It is not a fact that we can discover, a posteriori, because we already know it.

This relation of red to green is not a feature of the world, it is internal to the system, the pattern of use, the grammar. Like the rules that black is darker than white, that white is never transparent, that nothing can flash black.

So when I say: “That point is red”, the compete colour-system is applied. Just as, if I lay a ruler against a pencil and say it is six inches long, the whole system of length-measure is applied. Neither colour or measure can be analysed any further. All alternative attributions are exclude (that is what ‘alternative’ means).

(Colour-space analogy. Also analogic with dist. features)

Such a view of the relation between language and the world was philosophically – though not linguistically – revolutionary. All the effort had gone into working out the relation from the other direction: Plato wished to ‘carve nature at the joints’, as if we could all know where the joints are. To LW where the joints are depends on who is making the decision, for what purpose, in which language-game. This is a view he shares with Heidegger. Language was seen as a reflection of the world – the Tractatus calls it ‘the great mirror’. The world, ‘reality’, was (and still is) seen as determining language; and it was primarily a static, world of objects and states of affairs. (We even talk of ‘mental states’ when the mind cannot exist if it stands still). So philosophers ask questions about the ‘real’ nature of objects, or stuff, or abstract qualities, and God, and spirit and justice, and mind…As if, by pronouncing the word in a sentence, you had it in your hand as it were, examining it and testing ‘it’ out, probing for its essence. As if you had, by means of language, something other than words to examine. The word stands surrogate for the object: if there is a word, there must be an object.

The model for this was ostensive definition – St Augustine’s story of how he learned language: his elders would point out something and say its name – chair, bed, pussy-cat…”But”, you say, “That’s not a pussy-cat, that’s Fluffy. And he sleeps on the floor. Is the floor a bed?”

Therein, says LW, lies the problem. Ostensive definition defines nothing. If I point to that chair I might be indicating metal, blue, furniture, man-made, belong to Rewley House…The pointing game depends on a deep background of understanding of language already, and learning, about concepts, nouns, categories, of what matters and what we are talking about here and now The object pointed to, like the patch on the colour-chart, is just a sample, being used within the language; and particularly within the training, the learning, that is part of the language, part of the grammar. If I say “Look: you can see – black is darker than white!” and point to samples, he says those samples are part of the language-game, part of the grammar.

So you can see, LW’s grammar is not what most people would call autonomous at all; it is very much a part of living. But it is autonomous from the world-picture; it is not determined by how the world is, only how we deal with the world. In a relatively arbitrary way.

The arbitrary nature of language was an important concept to de Saussure, whose book appeared posthumously in 1913. It is the record of lecture he gave on linguistics. He had been, like others, a professor of the history of languages. His revolution was to emphasise the study of language as a synchronic system, as it exists and is used at a point in time. Here are some extracts:

De Saussure 1915, Cours de Linguistique Generale – extracts in my own, rather free, translation.

The linguistic entity exists only by the association of signifier with signified; it vanishes once you lose either of these elements; instead of a concrete object, you have only an abstraction…A chain of sounds is only linguistic if it is the support of an idea; by itself it is only material for psychological study. 

The same is true of the signified, once you separate it from its signifier. [Concepts] only become linguistic entities by association with their acoustic images; in langue, a concept is a quality of phonic substance, just as a specific sound is a quality of the concept.

This two-sided unity has often been compared with the unity of the human being, composed of a soul and a body. This is a good analogy. One might better think of a chemical compound, water for example; by itself, neither of the elements has any of the properties of water.

The machinery of language works entirely by means of identities and differences…We speak of the Paris-Geneva express when we mean all the trains that leave for Geneva at 0845, and we mean the same train, though all the rolling-stock may be quite different. And we call a street the same even if it has been totally rebuilt. Why? Because it is founded on certain conditions unrelated to the material that forms it – for example, its relation to other items, and its differences from them. Whenever the same conditions are realised, you get the same entities. Moreover, these are not abstract, because a street or an express cannot be conceived of without some physical realisation.

Values: take, for example, the knight in chess: is it an element of the game in its own right? Assuredly not, because in its pure substance, outside the game, it represents nothing for the player – it has no value. Suppose it gets lost or broken, can it be replaced with something else? Certainly; not just with another knight, but even with something quite unlike – which will acquire the same identity, because it will have the same value. [you can also call it by a different name] So, in semiological systems like language, where elements are balanced against one another according to set rules, the notion of identity is assimilated to that of value.

Taken by itself, thought is like a mist, with no part necessarily distinct from another. There are no determinate ideas, and nothing is clearly defined before the appearance of language…The characteristic role of language is not therefore to create a material, phonic means of expression for ideas, but to serve as an intermediary between thought and sound, in conditions that necessarily produce, in the end, reciprocally defined units [my emphasis]. Thought, naturally chaotic, is forced to delimit itself in being broken up...Imagine the air in contact with a sheet of water: if the atmospheric pressure changes, the surface of the water breaks up into divisions, that is, waves; these waves give us some idea of the union, the ‘coupling’, so to say, of thought with phonic matter. 

It is also comparable to a sheet of paper; thought is one side, sound the other. You cannot cut one side without cutting the other…This combination produces a form, not a substance. [The form of ‘la langue]).

The arbitrariness of the sign: the choice that joins a particular slice of sound to a certain idea is perfectly arbitrary. If this were not so, the idea of value would lose some of its character, because it would contain an element imposed from outside. But in fact, values remain entirely relative.

In its turn, the arbitrariness of the sign enables us to understand why only society can create a linguistic system. A collectivity is necessary to establish values whose only reason for being is in usage and general consent.

How is this value differentiated from what we call meaning? Value, in its conceptual aspect, is doubtless an element in meaning. Meaning, however, is only the counterpart of the acoustic image, within the limits of the word considered as a closed domain, existing for itself. But this is the paradox: on the other hand, the sign itself, (that is, what unites the two elements) is also, just as much, the counterpart of the other signs in the langue.

Values are always constituted by, first, something different, capable of being exchanged for something else whose value is thus determined; and, second, similar things with comparable value. For example, in order to know the value of a five-franc coin, one must know, first, that it can be exchanged for a specific quantity of something different, such as bread; and second, that it can be compared with a similar value from the same system, such as five one-franc coins. A word can, in a similar way, be compared with something different – an idea, and with something alike – another word. Its value is only truly determined by what surrounds it. (The structure).

Arbitrariness and difference are two correlated qualities. What matters in the word is not the sound itself, but the phonological differences, which allow us to distinguish this word from all others; it is only these differences that carry meaning.

It is impossible that sound, by itself, a physical element, can belong to langue. Langue uses it as raw material that it puts to work. All conventional values show this character of not being tied to the tangible substance that supports them: it is not the metal a coin is made of that constitutes its value. Langue is not physical; it is constituted by the differences that separate its acoustic image from all others (the same is true of writing, though the raw material has changed).

In language there are only differences. In language, as in all semiological systems, what distinguishes a sign is what constitutes it. Difference creates the character. La langue is a form, not a substance. It is a play [set] of oppositions. 

Syntagmatic and paradigmatic relations. The syntagmatic relation is present: it rests on terms equally present in a series (such as the words of a sentence). A term acquires value only because it is opposed to what precedes it and what follows, or to both. The paradigmatic relation is with what is absent: that is, terms in a virtual, memorised series (like the list of synonyms you might find in a thesaurus, which are available for choice, or the endings in a verb table).

The key ideas here are:

1. The identity, and inseparability in the sign, of signifier and signified. Only when joined do they have identity.

2. The identity, the value, derives from a system of differences. These are in the paradigmatic dimension, the contrasting, or opposed, members of which are absent in the sentence.

3. “A collectivity is necessary to establish [relative] values whose only reason for being is in usage and general consent.”

No-one knows if LW ever read de Saussure or even heard of him. What is certain is that de Saussure’s new ideas revolutionised the study of language, and then anthropology, and had a profound influence on literary studies in the last century. There have been many distortions and even perversions of the idea of structuralism, but the fundamental view that phenomena can be examined as systems of differences, of oppositions, not related in any necessary way to an external reality, has been extraordinarily fruitful.

Now back to Wittgenstein. Here is a quote that may indicate some influence:

“We say that we use the command [Slab!] in contrast with other sentences because our language contains the possibility of those other sentences”. PI §20

But there is another striking concordance. Note what de Saussure says about meaning: “Meaning, however, is only the counterpart of the acoustic image, within the limits of the word considered as a closed domain, existing for itself.” [My emphasis].

And here are some paragraphs from the Investigations:

§503. …when I have asked someone something and he gives me an answer (i.e. a sign) I am content – that was what I expected – and I don’t raise the objection: but that’s a mere answer.

§504 “But how am I to know what he means, when I see nothing but the signs he gives?” then I say: “How is he to know what he means, when he has nothing but the signs either?”

§508…(I am not used to measuring temperatures on the Fahrenheit scale. Hence such a measure of temperature ‘says’ nothing to me.)

§509 Suppose we asked someone “In what sense are these words a description of what you are seeing?” – and he answers: “I mean this by these words.” (Say he was looking at a landscape.) Why is this answer “I mean this….” No answer at all?

How does one use words to mean what one sees before one?

Suppose I said “a b c d” and meant “The weather is fine”. For as I uttered those signs I had the experience normally had only by someone who had year-in year-out used “a” in the sense of “the”…and so on. Does “a b c d” now mean: “the weather is fine”?

§510 Make the following experiment: say “It’s cold here” and mean “It’s warm here”. Can you do it? –And what are you doing as you do it? And is there only one way of doing it?

Here are some more examples, of my own:

· “Sssh!”, a finger to the lips, a rest in musical notation, “Be quiet!”, “Shut up!” and “Ta gueule!” all have roughly the same meaning. They mean roughly the same thing; but there is no ‘same thing’ that they mean.

· “Pass me a 5mm grommet, please.” “What is a grommet?” you ask. Or you could say: “What does ‘grommet’ mean?” or “What do you mean by ‘grommet’?”. All expect a similar answer; but each may lead to a different assumption of the underlying ‘reality’. Each has a potentially different metaphysical underpinning. The first may lead to a philosophical mistake. (The difference between use and mention).

Meaning comes from sentence structure, from the choice of item among those possible (Pinker estimates an average of 10 at each place in the sentence) – that is, the paradigmatic relation, from association (connotation), from experience of usage, and use or function in this context – not necessarily in that order. Meaning is what the utterance, or the utterer, is doing. It is also what the hearer or the reader understands, which, in the case especially of writing, can vary widely over audiences and time.

Meaning lies on the surface: it is the surface: this is more obvious with semiotics. A pin-stripe suit is a significant choice; but no meaning lies behind it – it is its own signifier, constituted by all the other choices possible. Regimental ties and flags, on the other hand, can be a semiotic system, often using their own sign-language. But what does bunting ‘mean’? It means what it is – the significance is its presence, not its absence. We ‘understand’ it because we know the sort of places in which we expect to see it. We can try to explain what it is about those places that is signalled by bunting: to a foreigner, perhaps, we might ‘translate’; but that is part of its grammar, instructions for the use of…not the ‘meaning’ that lies behind bunting.

Back to our title, The Autonomy of Grammar. I said that it is not grammar as we know it, neither is it autonomous. The two are connected.

It should be clear by now that LW’s use of the word ‘grammar’ includes far more of language than the normal usage, or Chomsky’s usage. He is actually much more concerned with the lexicon, in grammarian’s language, and semantics. Language is a ‘form of life’ and intimately bound up with living. 

His lifelong obsession with language begins with a project very much like that of Frege and Russell – an attempt to bind language to the world, to distinguish the truth-relation from any other (he invented truth-tables). But then his continual wrestling with this problem led him to the realisation that languages are systems, and that many statements apparently about the world are actually a priori statements that define merely the system they are part of. They are relational, to each other, and to the system. They are not dictated by the world’s nature, or structure, and do not necessarily specify the ‘joints’ at which nature is to be cut. Whether this insight comes either directly or indirectly from de Saussure, nobody knows. But this is the Autonomy of the title – autonomy from a metaphysical ‘reality’ out there somewhere. It is a philosophical autonomy.

But once detached, language has to be reattached; obviously it cannot float free of our worldly concerns (though it should float free of our philosophical wordly concerns). The result is that language turns out to be far more intimately connected with our lives than was imagined by Frege, Russell, or the Logical Positivists: it incorporates our learning, our training, our needs, our customs, our uses and usage – it’s a part of what we do.

At the beginning, I mentioned Frege’s problem. This was, as I understand it, how to account for the applicability of numbers: how to infer from mathematical signs the relations and operations they should denote in the real world. He was reacting against formalism, the doctrine that says numbers are just an empty set of signs, with their own rules. How, for example, do I infer from 2+5 = 7 that if I add five unit volumes of liquid to two such volumes, the resultant total volume is seven unit volumes? From this grew the interest in how numbers and signs, including words, are necessarily linked to reality. The philosophy of the twentieth century follows.

Let me hazard an answer in what I believe is Wittgenstinian mode: suppose someone who stored liquid in gourds, for example, were asked “How much do you get if you pour the contents of that small gourd and that medium-size gourd into the big gourd?” We shall have to leave aside for the moment he problem of what, in this society, was meant by “How much?” and assume that the question was taken seriously. I suggest that the answer could be found in the following way.

Our ingenious water-seller, for that is who she was, decided to start by dividing the contents of the small gourd into two, by balancing two bowls on scales. She then marked the level of water in the bowl. Now she had calibrated it – she had a measure, a standard, a unit. Then, all she had to do was see how many of these units were contained in the medium-size gourd: it turns out to be five exactly. So she counts up on her hands, and gets to seven – or ring finger, as they called it then. And by pouring water back and forth between the gourds she finds out that it always comes out the same. The meaning, the application, the inference, comes from the practice – in every sense of that word. The unit was arbitrary.

In fact, measurement systems begin with using body parts as standards: fingertip to nose equals two fingertip to elbow equals three hand-spans equals six thumb-joints – arbitrary units that make up a system.

The same with colour, the same with a lexicon.

If you still have doubts, go to a paint shop and look at the colour charts from different manufacturers. Then ask the assistant (if you can find one) if you can paint the same wall scarlet blush and meadow green at the same time.

That will teach you grammar.

PMS Hacker:

It is patent that Wittgenstein would have challenged the idea that the sense of a sentence, i.e. what is said by the use of a sentence on an occasion, is composed of the meanings (or senses) of its constituent expressions.  The meaning of an expression is not a kind of ‘entity’ (not even a so‑called abstract entity).  It is, with due qualification, its use; and it is given by an appropriate explanation of meaning.  Such an explanation of meaning is in effect a rule for the use of the explanandum.  But it makes scant sense to suggest that what is meant by an utterance (a sentence in use)  is composed of the uses of its constituent words.  Nor can it be said that the meaning of an utterance is composed of the rules for the use of its constituent expressions.   Indeed, what is said by the use of a sentence cannot be said to be composed of anything. It is what is explained by an appropriate paraphrase.  But there is no canonical method of paraphrase, and typically various paraphrases are acceptable. 

Heidegger:

“The life of actual language consists in multiplicity of meaning. To relegate the animated, vigorous word to the immobility of a univocal, mechanically programmed sequence of signs would mean the death of language and the petrifaction and devastation of Dasein.”  Quoted by Inwood, p43.

Inwood goes on: There is no pre-packaged portion of meaning sufficiently independent of the world and of entities within it to correspond, or fail to correspond, to the world. Words and their meanings are already world-laden.

Rorty's account of language as a contingent and shifting web of

vocabularies issues from a curious subterfuge wherein this internally

related system of vocabularies is identified as such "from outside", by

someone detached from a first-order involvement in language.  His

nominalism rests unselfconsciously on the assumption of a prelinguistic

disclosure of the world as an infinite manifold of discrete particulars,

and of language as an arbitrary system of signs.  His pragmatism is thus

structured by an antecedent (and illegitimate) viewing of us and our

webs, one that places these webs within a reductive ontological frame.

