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PREFACE

Without any grounding in Western philosophy, Chinese
students of English may find it difficult to understand various
linguistic theories and hypotheses that grow out of Western culture.,
much less to develop their own opinions on the issues that these
theories and hypotheses deal with. The purpose of this book is to be
of help in this regard. It tries to present a philosophical context for
linguistic developments in the West (mainly in the English speaking
world) so that students from China can approach English linguistics
with a better sense of direction.

Clarifying this purpose already hints at a number of
disclaimers.

First, I aim this book at a readership with no prior knowledge
of Western philosophy; it does not suit anyone who is already
studying or working in the field of philosophy. At the same time,
since it is written for students of linguistics and applied linguistics, it
does assume that readers will have some knowledge of Western
linguistics. For this reason, when linguistic terms pop up in
discussion, they are not always defined or clarified. Also, in order
to make the text more accessible to students, simple language often
replaces philosophical jargon. This, however, may result in
inaccurate simplification of some theories, and I apologize for this.

Second, I do not intend this book to give a comprehensive
overview of the philosophy of language in the West. Rather, it only
touches upon the philosophical schools and theories that are related
to major linguistic theories in contemporary English speaking
countries. A very important 20th century divide exists between
analytic philosophy and continental philosophy, but since modern
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linguistics in English speaking countries has grown under the direct
influence of analytic philosophy, the book will narrowly focus on
this tradition. Continental philosophy, “continental” referring to
continental Europe, has also developed important theories about
language, but since it treats language as fluid and open to
interpretation and negotiation, people usually do not feel it has
much influence on how linguists may analyze language. Although it
does play an important role in the development of critical linguistics
and critical discourse analysis, its major influence is on literary
criticism and the study of literature. Critical linguistics, after all,
has not yet been extensively introduced to China. This is why the
book has ignored continental philosophy; it makes no mention of
names such as Nietzsche and Heiddegger, or Foucault and Derrida,
despite the fact that they each may have extensively discussed
language.

Third, I do not intend this book to present a survey from an

i

“objective,” nonpartisan perspective, partly because this would be
impossible since being selective of philosophical theories already
means being subjective. The only solution, it seems, is to lay bare
my own stance and let readers judge and criticize. It is certain that
my own bias and mistakes will show up in discussions, but while
they may mislead some readers, for which I, again, apologize. I do
hope that they will lead others to think critically. After all, readers
should be encouraged to engage themselves, take sides, and support
their opinions with their own thinking. Instead of going after a
bird’s eye view of the philosophy of language, they should “fight”
their way into the field.

For this reason, I suggest that readers of this book read it with
a critical mind. This has nothing to do with modesty, but rather, it
is an attitude that one should hold when reading any philosophical
discussion by anyone, at any time. People should be careful with
any discussion in this book and should compare it with other
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readings; more importantly, they should think, reason and reflect
on their own language learning and teaching experiences.

I am very grateful to Linell Davis, Don Snow and Janet
Roberts. Linell commented on an earlier draft of the manuscript
and encouraged me to complete this project. Don and Janet
patiently read several drafts, did much editing, and offered many
invaluable suggestions. Without their help, this project would not
be possible. All the errors remain mine since I kept making changes
to the manuscript they had edited and cleaned up.

I would like to thank the students from my Philosophy of
Language class who discussed many parts of this manuscript and
gave me many ideas, some of which have been incorporated into the
book.

I should thank the K. C. Wong Education Foundation in Hong
Kong and the British Academy in London for providing support
during my sabbatical when I was drafting this manuscript. I should
also thank Cardiff University, UK, for letting me use their library
resources.

Ting Yenren
Nanjing University
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PART ONE

Early Development

Unit 1 Language in Ancient Chinese Philosophy

If it is difficult to know when humans started to use language.,
it is not much easier to know when they started to practice
philosophy. No one can tell when our ancestors started to ponder
over abstract issues of existence, reality, knowledge, goodness and
so on. Whenever they started, however, a large part of their
reflection would have been on language, its nature, role. growth,
and the mechanisms that make it work. It is indeed the case that
language was important in both the Chinese and Greek philosophical
traditions.

Language in Confucianism

It is said that theory of language is a key part of Classical
Chinese thought. With limited space, it is only possible to look at
Confucianism as an example, rather than provide an extensive
review of ancient Chinese philosophy.

One may make a,case for saying that Confucius (551 —479 B. C.)
was, among other things, a philosopher of language since the role
of language, or, the role of names, occupied an important place in
the thinking of this ancient Chinese sage. To put it briefly, he
proposed the adjustment of what is real in accordance with what is
ideal, and the ideal, to him, is encapsulated in names. This is
demonstrated by two anecdotes in The Analects, the book his
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students compiled and published on the basis of their notes of his
teachings and remarks.

Anecdote 1: Once a disciple (Zilu) asked Confucius what he would do
first if he were to rule a state — all his life, he dreamed of working as a
state minister. He replied, “The one thing needed first is the rectification of
names (iE #4).” A literal interpretation of the phrase “rectification of
names” is making actualities (52) agree with their names (%). That is to
say, ecach name has particular implications for the real life object it stands
for (or, its actuality), and rectification means that these objects should be
made to accord with the implications of their names. The ruler of a state
should set right, in thought and in reality, that which has been confused
and distorted.

Anecdote 2: A duke once asked Confucius what was the right principle
of government. He replied succinctly, “Let the ruler be ruler, the subject
be subject; let the father be father and the son be son.” This is the same
idea of the rectification of names. In each clause here, the first “ruler,”
“subject,” “father” or “son” is an individual found in real life, an actuality;
the second is the name, carrying with it all the implications of what it
stands for. With the rectification of names, an individual, whether a
sovereign, a minister, a father or a son, should know his place — women
had no place in Confucianism — and should act in a way that matches the
social role assigned to him by his name.

Confucius was born at a time when China was undergoing
profound social changes: many old aristocrats had lost their power
and privileges while many untitled landowners had made their way
to top positions in the court. The ideal of Confucius was to stop such
chaos and establish a well-ordered society. To him, if a sovereign
exercised care for his subjects and the subjects remained loyal to the
sovereign, the state would be well ordered just like a family in good
order. By rectification of names, he meant really rectifying society
with his concept of an ideal social order. This meant, to put it
bluntly, putting people in the slots to which they belonged in the
social hierarchy and, more importantly, making all of them behave
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themselves in these slots and be content with their lot. Critics point
out that he was asking for one-sided obligation and compliance of
subject to ruler, son to father, younger brother to elder brother,
and women to men.

Philosophically, Confucius held that since the sanctified kings
in the past like Yao and Shun (58%%) ordained the names, these
names represented the ideal order, which should not be challenged
or disturbed. Therefore, people should regulate and determine their
social practice and social role according to these names. In other
words, reality follows language. It is not language that reflects
reality but reality that should reflect language; language takes
precedence over reality.

It is amazing that today, over two millennia after Confucius,
we may still find some Confucian flavor in the philosophy of
language in the West. Confucius saw each name as having some
implications that constitute the essence of the thing or class of things
to which the name applies. The name “ruler,” for instance,
contains in its meaning all the moral and behavioral requirements
for a ruler. This view of names, as we will see, is rather similar to
what is held by description theory, a very influential 20th-century
approach to the meaning of words (to be discussed in PART TWO) .
Philosophers of language in the 20th-century Western world liked to
play up the role of language, and this was similar to Confucius
touting the role of names. As we will see, these philosophers either
regarded language as the only thing in the world we hold for
certain, or as capable of solving ideological disputes, or as shaping
and determining our thought and practice. These scholars would
love our ancient sage and his “rectification of names.”
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Controversies among Ancient Thinkers

Confucius’ theory on the rectification of names met with
important resistance from some of his near contemporaries. Mo Zi
(88 ¥, 4807— 4207B.C.), for instance, took issue with him by
arguing that the standards for right or wrong (shi and fei) can only
be the utility for the country and its people; they cannot be fixed in
names. In other words, the meaning of names had to be explained
in terms of matters in the real world; it could not regulate thought
and behavior. The most direct criticism, however, came from Xun
Zi (Fj+F, 3139-238 B.C.), who pointed out that instead of making
actualities accord with their names, names were, in the first place,
made to denote actualities. Names were given to things, he argued,
so they are alike if things are alike, but different if things are
different, and the use of a name to designate a particular actuality is
entirely arbitrary. Anachronistically, we may capture his point with
a Shakespearean phrase: a rose by any other name smells just as
sweet. “No names are necessarily appropriate themselves,” Xun Zi
claimed. For him, such arbitrariness is lost only after the naming
takes place. With this school of learning, as we can see. the picture
is completely reversed:. language reflects reality, and reality takes
precedence over language. What we have here is a commonsense
realist view many of us would share. The only thing is that many
philosophers do not like to pay much attention to such reasoning; it
is too commonsensical to hit the headlines.

There were also near-contemporaries of Confucius who
reinterpreted the theory of rectification of names. The Legalists (3
%), for instance, differed from Confucius in that they sided with
the upstarts during that period of change and chaos. In their
interpretation, the doctrine meant holding actualities accountable
for their names; that is to say, the “rulers” in power should attach
particular names to individual functionaries of various levels of
officialdom and hold those functionaries accountable for carrying

4
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out the duties designated by the names of their posts. With the
Legalists, what was an important political, ideological doctrine of
Confucius became a trick of government, a strategy for
consolidating political power. For them, while names should still
regulate people’s behavior as in Confucianism, those names were no
longer passed down from the sanctified kings in the past but were
made by the rulers themselves. '

The battle over the role of language was prolonged and
complicated. Many other schools of thought and individuals also
participated in the battle. One of them, for example, was Gongsun
Long (/#)JE,3207 —2507B. C.), from the School of Names (%4
%), who was well-known for his paradoxical claim that “White horse is
not horse,” the interpretation of which remains controversial to this day.

The purpose of the brief discussion here is not to do justice to
the philosophical polemics of 2,000 years ago. Rather, it is to show
the importance of language in Chinese philosophy. Although this
manuscript focuses on Western thought, language is not only a
subject of Western philosophy. It would probably merit a separate
manuscript to give a full account of the philosophy of language in
ancient China.

Unit 2 Language in Ancient Greek Philosophy

The motto “publish or perish” is a modern phenomenon.
Confucius only published one book during his lifetime, The Spring
and Autumn Annals. His students put out The Analects years after
his death; it is made up entirely of the dialogues Confucius had with
his students and others. We can find parallels in the West.

In ancient Athens, Greece, about the same time as Confucius,
the great thinker Socrates (470 — 399 B. C.) had never published
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anything when he was killed at the age of 70. Perhaps the only thing

we know about him is the remark he made towards the end of his
trial: “An unexamined life is not worth living.” It was his student
Plato who collected and wrote up his teachings and titled them
Dialogues , so called because all but one of these thirty or so pieces

of writing were exchanges of ideas that Socrates had with his

students. It is clear that in these Dialogues, Plato said a lot through
the mouth of his teacher, and for this reason, the publication came

out under the name of Plato. Also for this reason, when we discuss

Plato’s ideas today, we can be certain that Socrates himself also had

a part at least in shaping some of his students’ ideas.

Socrates
(469—-399 B.C.)

Socrates(/'sokratizz/) left no literary
legacy of his own. He was born into a
sculptor’s family, and he had the experience of
serving as a soldier and working as a

stonemason as a young man.

During his teaching, he liked to hold
dialogues with students, questioning their unwarranted belief in
popular opinions, even though he often offered no alternative
views. He was also known for his disdain for material wealth and
for refusing to accept payment for his teaching. Despite his
popularity among students, wealthy parents were often displeased
with his influence on their offspring. Three Athenians accused him
of corrupting the youth and interfering with the religion of the
city, and since he refused to renounce his philosophy, the court
ordered him to kill himself by drinking hemlock (i.e., water in
which this poisonous plant had been soaked). He died in the
company of his friends and disciples.




