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Sapir as having denied that there are l inguistic univer­

sals. 

This is clear from Hymes 1970:258ff.; 

1986:53-54. 

and Kaldewaij 

31. Hymes (1970 : 258-266), in fact, has provided some histori­

cal perspective on the dynamics of Sapir's thinking on 

the relation between language and culture. But, though 

insightful from a historical point of v iew, Hymes's dis­

cussion does not resolve or 'dissolve' the ontological 

questions raised above. 

32. For references to the mentalistic dimension of Sapir's 

linguistic ontology cf., e.g., Chomsky 1964:9 7 , 108; 

McCawley 1967; and, of a more recent date, Kaldewaij 

1986:55-56. 

33. 

34. 

35. 

Kaldewaij (1986:56) notes that Sapir's view of the 

psychological real i ty of phonemes is strikingly parallel 

to Saussure's view\of phonological units: Saussure did 

not consider speech sounds as such to be significant from 

the point of view of the language system. What matters 

from the latter angle, rather, · is the - •·image acoustique': 

the psychological representation of sounds in the form 

of signs. 

Scattered through Sapir's works, there are many more 

such fragments: e.g. Sapir's (1921:46, n. 2) v iew that, 

as the object of grammatical description, the 'idea' of 

speech has priority over actual speech. For some discus­

sion of this view cf. Itkonen 1978:63. 

Note , incidentally, that Sa pir seems to differ from Saus­

s u re in r egard to the exis t e nc e o f a 'social mi nd ' o r 

'social unconsciousness'. To interlink the social and 

psychological 'sides' of l a ng ue, Saussure appe a rs to ha ve 

needed a 'social ps ychology' that prov ided for some kind 

Of I e sprit COllec t if I • 
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36. This discussion of Dummett's linguistic ontology is based 

mainly on Dummett 1986. The basic claims of this ontology 

h~ve however been expressed in earlier studies as well, 

including Dummett 1975; 1976; and 1978:chap. 23. 

37. In earlier work, Dummett (1975:134-135) used the expres­

sions 'a shared language• and • (a kind of) superlanguage' 

to denote what he now calls 'a common language'. 

38. Some of these flaws have been outlined in par. 3.1 .1 of 

SPIL 22 ( 1 990) . 

39. Chomsky knows of only one attempt 'to face the problem', 

Trevor Pateman's (1987). But he finds this attempt flawed 

for reasons to which we will return in par. 5.6 below. 

40. 

. 41 . 

4 2. 

For Chomsky's criticisms of the identification of know­

ledge of language with the ability to use language see 

also his rejection of Kenny's (1984:138ff.) contention 

that he, i.e. Chomsky, is seriously confused in drawing a 

distinction between knowledge of language and the ability 

(or capacity) to use language . . 

Chomsky (1988d:3ff.) argues that his mentalistic/biol­

ogistic conception of language, by contrast, is capable 

of providing a satisfactory account of these phenomena 

since it incorporates the necessary conceptual distinc­

tions. Central amongst these ar~, first, the distinction 

between knowledge of a language and the ability to use 

that knowledge and, second, the distinction between a 

'generative procedure' and the 'internal representation 

of such a procedure'. 

Recall that, on Chomsky ' s (1988c:5) analysis, what Dum­

mett believes to be the 'fundamen~9l sense of language' 

involves 'complex and obscure sociopolitical, historical, 

cultural and normative-teleological elements'. 
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43. Dummett (1986:474-475) has shown an awareness of some of 

the problems involved in the use of the notion of a 

'language community': 'lvhat, then, is a language commu­

nity? It obviously cannot be defined geographically: it 

cannot be defined without using the concept of a language'. 

44. Pateman (1987:75, n. 17) adopts two conditions for '(in­

tentional) objects of belief': that '(1) an object of 

belief may not exist as anything other than an object of 

belief (so that though people believe in witches or Eng­

lish, it does not follow that witches or English exist) 

and (2) that the objects in the chat-clauses of beliefs 

are referentially opaque'. 

45. Chomsky (1988d:22, n. 4) observes that the fluctuating 

and transient nature of such beliefs of a person means, 

in terms of Pateman's conception of languages, that he or 

she may 'speak a great many languages, changing from 

moment to moment, depending on how he or she chooses to 

identify with one or another community ... '. 

46. 

47. 

48. 

49. 

Pateman (1987:57) takes a linguistic fact to be 'the kind 

of fact for which a grammar or a rule of grammar can be 

written'. A soci~l fact he characteiiz~~ as 'a-fact that 

pre-exists any individual considered distribucively but 

does not pre-exist every individual considered collective­

ly I • 

For a more general discussion of the limitations of Witt­

gensteinian arguments against the possibility of private 

languages cf. Pateman 1987:122ff. And for a critique 

of (idiosyncratic) details of Itkonen's use of 'the Witt­

gensteinian approach' cf. Carr 1990:101-102. 

For this point of Chomsky's cf. par. 5.5 above. 

As has been argued by Carr (1990:102-104), there are other 

problems with Itkonen's linguistic ontology. Thus Carr 

contends that Itkonen's portrayal of linguistic objects a s 



50. 

51 . 

52. 

53. 

54. 
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'fundamentally normative' is quite problematic. On Carr's 

analysis a 'fairly major defect' in Itkonen's proposals 

is that 'he excludes the objects of grammatical inquiry 

(sentences and their properties) in his philosophy of 

linguistics by claiming that the objects of inquiry are 

normative rules describable by means of rule sentences'. 

Carr, moreover, fails to see how notions such as 'func­

tion', 'constituency', 'hierarchicality', 'modification', 

'complementation' and so on notions that Itkonen 

would have to adopt on Carr's view to 'improve' his over-

simplified rule-sentences could be said to be norma-

tive. This brings us to a final example of a questionable 

aspect of Itkonen's conception of 'linguistic knowledge' 

not discussed above: his (1978:127) contention that 

'There is no language without consciousness, and no con­

sciousness without social control of it'. It is unclear 

how this contention is to be reconciled with the fact 

that a speaker has only tacit knowledge of the vast majo­

rity of the rules postulated by a descriptively adequate 

grammar of his/her language. 

Cf. Johnson, Dandeker and Ashworth 1984:35, 115. 

Cf. Johnson, Dandeker and Ashworth 1984:115. 

Cf. Johnson, Dandeker and Ashworth 1984:76. 

Cf. Johnson, Dandeker and Ashworth 1984:149, 150. 

Johnson, Dandeker and Ashworth (1984) contend for example 

that: 

(a) 'In empiricism science and metaphysics are both 
connected and disconnected. . .. metaphysics are 
allowed into science in accordance with the rules. 
of empiricism ... ; yet once allowed in, such 
ima ginat ive insight s ope n up empiricism to ques­
tions that undermine a strategy based entirely on 
e x perience as the sole source of knowledge.' 
( p. 31 ) 
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'In a particular version of the 'subjectivist 
strategy', 'the inherent weakness and tensiqn 

is that it is finally forced into the 
sterility of the claim that all knowledge is 
locked for ever in the head of each individual 

we can know nothing outside ourselves 
(i.e. solipsism).' (pp. 76-77) 

(c) 'The core tension of substantialism manifests 
itself as a problem of validation. How is it 
possible to determine the truth or certainty 
of a statement about social reality when ob­
servation as a means of validation is rejected?' 
( p 0 11 8) 

(d) The 'tensions' in Durkheimian rationalism 
spring from its epistemology. Specifically, 
they spring from the rationalist belief that, 
'although the empirical world is the object of 
explanation, rational analysis 'must purge 
individual thought of those elements that are 
acquired by virtue o f liv ed experiences . . . ' 
(p. 162) 

Thus we have seen in par. 5.4 above that Sapir rejected 

the idea of postulating such an entity . 

Halliday's linguistic ontology includes 'language as 

behaviour', 'language as knowledge', 'language as system' 

and 'language as art', as he (1978:11) indicates by means 

of the four boxes in the following diagram: 
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Halliday (1978:13), moreover, contends that it· is possible 

'to embed one perspective inside the other: to treat lan-

guage behaviour as if it were an aspect of our knowledge 

of language (and hence to see it in terms of the capacity 

of the human brain), and also, though in a rather diffe­

rent sense, to treat the individual's knowledge of lan-

guage as a form of behaviour. In other words we can look 

at social facts from a biological point of view, or at 

biological facts from a social point of view'. How these 

views translate into more conventional ontological catego­

ries and distinctio~s is unclear to me. Even scholars who 

are sympathetic towards Halliday seem to find it quite hard 

to fathom concepts central to his thinking and to follow 

his reasoning, as is clear from Butler's (1985:chap. 5) and 

Berry's (1982) discussion of his work. 
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