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How can we take the outside world into account in the study of language and thought? This question has often been dismissed in 20th century linguistics, sometimes deliberately, for example by Saussure and Bloomfield, who insisted that language should be first studied as a system of signs, leaving the study of meaning and reference to future times. Other theories simply ignored reference, for example generativism, or outsourced it to logic and mathematics, for example Montague’s grammar and Pustejovsky’s Generative Lexicon. But can the study of language really do without the basic fact that when we speak, we speak of something, and that this something should be accounted for somehow by the theory. Yet how can reference be introduced into linguistic theory in its own right and not as an afterthought in a way that can shed some light on our use of language? 

The question of the link between thought, language and the world has been with mankind since at least Antiquity. Greek philosophers and their Roman and Medieval followers explored many aspects of the paradigm, which Boetius and Saint Thomas Aquinas summed up as follows in the now famous semiotic triangle. 
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The drawing of this triangle does not mean that the problem was solved in any way, only that it was eventually clearly exposed. The relations between conceptus, vox and res have since then been studied and analysed extensively until the present time, and indeed they have been the bread and butter of analytical philosophy, a philosophical tradition whose basic tenets we shall now endeavour, with some foolhardiness, to sum up in two short paragraphs.

The core analytical view is that words have meaning because referents have being. Natural objects such as trees, artefacts such as bicycles and mental states such as love do have some sort of ontological reality, and it follows that naming them is a meaningful enterprise. The semantic content of words is therefore the reality they name, and assembling words to think and speak is a way of assembling reality by proxy. We may combine words into propositions, which should ideally correspond to facts in the real world. If they do, they are true ; if not, they are false. Thus the arch-proposition the cat is on the mat is true if the object cat is on the object mat. A true proposition is true of the world, and logic is considered as a universal language which can account for the res, the conceptus and the vox. Yet there are words such as the in the cat is on the mat which do not refer in the same way, if they do at all, and philosophers and linguists have heatedly discussed and explored their semantics. 

Objects without being (such as Santa Claus, unicorns and Russell's bald kings of France) pose specific problems. What is the meaning of a proposition containing words which do not refer in the real world? A number of answers have been offered. To mention but a few : Russell considered propositions such as the present King of France is bald as false, which does not explain why we can actually utter them; Frege distinguished sense and denotation : some sentences, about for example unicorns, may have sense but no denotation ; others have posited possible worlds where sentences about Santa Claus may be true, for example in the imaginary world of some children. 

But where does this leave us today? To try to put reference back on the linguist’s agenda, the University of Reims (France) has organised a conference in 2007 called Res per nomen, “the thing via the name”
, with a selection of about thirty-five papers by authors from twelve countries in two languages, French and English. Proceedings have been published
. Most papers were of outstanding quality, and we thought they should have a chance of touching a wider audience. A selection of six papers on the French language have been published in the Zeitschrift für französische Sprache und Literatur
, Stuttgart, and the Editions et Publications de l’Université de Reims (EPUR) have selected the present twenty papers among the remaining texts. Twelve of them are concerned more specifically with reference. The others look into more linguistic questions from a variety of points of view. A smaller subset deals more specifically with phraseology. 

Reference

The book opens on a series of papers which put the referential paradigm into a historical perspective. In Note sur la physique de la linguistique cratylienne : ce qu’en suggèrent des recherches récentes dans le domaine de la poétique indo-européenne comparée, Fionn Bennett studies how the link between the word and the thing was thought of in ancient Greece and how it was grounded in the physical views that were held at the time. The world was thought of as created by the rhythms of a universal movement, and words as generated by the pneumatic flow of air shaped into sounds by the mouth. Cosmic and oral fluxes are thus two aspects of a one-and-only phenomenon and things and words share a common ontological nature. Thus words used in magical incantations had an effect on things. 

In his paper on John Wilkins’s Essay, les Mots et les Choses au XVIIe siècle : l’Essay de John Wilkins, Jean Pauchard discusses one of the many attempts made at the time to design a perfect “philosophical language”, i.e. a language which would unambiguously name all the objects in the world. The aim was to establish an unequivocal link between words and things which could produce easy and precise universal communication independently of languages, thus paving the way for better understanding between humans. This is of course an extreme and somewhat naive version of the standard analytical view that words have meaning because objects have being. It does not work because we have no access to objects outside language and our view of the world is therefore basically linguistic. Yet logical positivists and terminologists put the theory back on the agenda in the 20th century when they thought of terminology “as a symbolic system purified of the slag of historical languages”, as the Vienna Circle militantly claimed
. 

In De la critique négative des choses à la critique positive des modèles, Jean-Emmanuel Tyvaert explores the vox-conceptus-res triad first formulated by Boetius and Thomas Aquinas. He divides it up into a lexical triad (word, concept, thing) and a textual triad (model, proposition, fact) and reunites them in a “semiotic prism” which throws new light on the relationship between words and propositions, concepts and models, and things and facts. The author concludes that the Holy Grail of the final explanation is just that, a Holy Grail, whose essence is no more attainable than the meaning of things per se. Our understanding of the world is not as straightforward as some have thought it was. 

Georgeta Cislaru facetiously wonders if we perceive reality the way we perceive pudding: since we eat it, it must exist (La réalité vient-elle à nous à la façon du pudding?). Language has us believe that understanding the world is a straightforward business: since we experience objects, they must exist and their name is proof of their existence. But it also works the other way round: our reality is definitely linguistic and language certainly creates social reality. This paper explores the complicated relationships between language and reality and sums them up nicely. 

In The ontological status of names, Paolo Acquaviva explores the nature of proper names. He convincingly argues that there is no linguistically defined class of names and that linguistic expressions are only names when speakers use them so: Herod is a name when used in connection with a person, for example the King of Hebrews at the time of Jesus’ birth, but not in he’s no Herod. Names identify objects. In no way can they be these Russellian logical descriptions with bound variables which purport to clarify how we can speak of Herod and know if we have succeeded. It is the other way round: when we use names, “we set up a communally shared domain on individual entities”. In some way, “it is not so much things that cause names, as names that cause (what we see as) things”, concludes the author. Res sunt consequentia nominum. 

The following two papers are about Wittgenstein. In Signification et référence dans les Recherches Philosophiques de Ludwig Wittgenstein, René Daval offers a short and very clear outline of Wittgenstein’s views about language as a form of life in our entire being. Communication is not about producing something in other people’s minds: meaning is not representational and neither is it caused by the being of objects. These ground-breaking views are well-known within the circle of linguists and philosophers interested in Wittgenstein’s philosophy. Unfortunately they have not made much of a dent in mainstream linguistics, probably because they go against deep-rooted Cartesianism in the study of language and mind, largely unchallenged in the education of most linguists. 

In her paper Meaning, Use, Grammar: A Wittgensteinian Approach, Robin Reames-Henry explores the significance of Wittgenstein’s conflation of meaning and use. Wittgenstein takes the grammar of a word to mean the record of that word’s use. But what does that mean? Many studies, even inspired by Wittgenstein, have a persistent tendency to think of grammar as an organised system of logical categories, but this goes against Wittgenstein’s basic notion that language is not representational and neither is it the product of logical and conceptual rules. Such erring is evidence that the notion of meaning-as-use is not an easy one. The author offers as a solution an analysis of Wittgenstein’s “depth grammar”, which develops the idea that the real objects of grammatical arrangement are units such as idioms. Sentences are not a syntactic structure where slots are filled with lexical items, as many linguists would have it. They are an ever larger integration of phraseological entities.

Palle Leth’s paper on Les épithètes et la distinction référentiel / attributif shows that definite descriptions do not refer in the way taken for granted by most analytical philosophers, i.e. by virtue of a logical content which enables identification. Meaning is not just a means of pointing at things and of identifying them. Linguistic phrases such as definite descriptions always express a point of view on the object and they cannot be reduced to a coded index. In a nutshell, as was argued at the beginning of this introduction, the analytical assumption that words have meaning because objects have being is a fallacy and leads into a blind alley. 

The following two papers are about Charles S. Peirce. In La théorie peircienne de la référence, Jean-Marie Chevalier argues that Peirce has developed a unified and coherent theory of reference and he explores the relationships between reference, meaning, truth and existence. Peirce rejects the notion that words solely denote by virtue of pointing to objects. Meaning cannot originate in reference to a particular object because meaning is general: individuals are understood by virtue of understanding the universality of the denoted objects. 

Michael Reinsborough’s Reference in Complex Social and Technical Relations begins with a comparison between Saussure’s binary notion of the sign and Peirce’s semiotic triad and goes on to a critique of Umberto Eco’s referential fallacy. This sets the author on the path of a theory of reference. To do so, he looks into social and technical things and actions and the linguistic entities which name them. He believes such studies can shed new light on reference as social and technical relationships and depart from traditional Cartesian views which separate the world into object and subject.

Christian Bassac’s paper is the sole advocate of mainstream analytical views in this selection. In Evénements et référence, he discusses the introduction of an event variable in predicate arguments first suggested by Davidson in 1967 and compares it favourably to another approach advocated by Kim in 1993 because Davidson considers events as primes while Kim thinks they are derived from properties of the predicate and the time of reference. Yet, if linguistic expressions are viewed as formal relations, the question arises of the ontological nature of the entities used in the algebraic formulas. The author believes Davidson’s position is more satisfactory because he tackles the ontological problem head on. 

Philosophie et linguistique à la croisée des chemins? La problématique de l’indicible is the last (but not the least) paper in that first part devoted to reference. Badreddine Hamma intends to show the relevance of René Thom’s Elementary Catastrophes Theory to understand the speakers’ intuition that some sentences are acceptable while others are not. He argues that since it is the corpus of well formed sentences which is the basis of linguistic theory, it is of utmost importance that such a corpus does not rest on intuition alone. He convincingly argues that Thom’s Theory of Catastrophes may provide some reliable criteria to that effect.

Language

These papers on reference are remarkably close thematically: most of them take a critical view on the mostly implicit ontology of mainstream analytical philosophy and they argue that it is a fallacy to hold meaning as a logical and descriptive contents whose role it is to identify the referent by some sort of referential calculus. Meaning is basically linguistic, i.e. an ever renewed individual point of view on our experience within the boundaries of our common language, our shared treasure of ideas, as Frege would say. The themes of the more linguistic papers in this section on the other hand are more varied as they explore many aspects of language from a variety of points of view. 

Christopher Beedham offers a remarkable method of linguistic investigation in his paper La méthode des exceptions lexicales et la relation entre la langue et la réalité. He points out that our relationship with reality, which most people assume to be direct, is in fact mediated by language: it is the grammar which determines what we perceive and what we think exists. This goes for linguistic entities too. The author illustrates his argument and his method with the passive in Russian, German and English. Most theories implicitly hold that the passive and the active exist per se and that actual passives in particular languages exemplify it. Yet there are verbs which do not take the passive. The author examines those exceptions and formulates a convincing general description of how the passive works in Germanic and Slavic languages. If form determines meaning, it means that we should only reach our conclusions after careful and exhaustive observations and refrain from accommodating them to pre-existing entities handed down to us by tradition. 

In Agape et Nomen : assomptions et préférences dans Bartleby d’Herman Melville, Daniel Thomières explores the social relationships hidden behind language. When given an order, Bartleby’s only answer is “I would prefer not to”, which is very unsettling for his employer. Why is that so? Daniel Thomières argues that what we say is grounded in convention, in assumptions about reality and the relationships between humans. By saying “I would prefer not to”, Bartleby does not oppose those assumptions, he merely casts a doubt about them and generates interrogations about the relation between employer and employee, and therefore doubts. Daniel Thomières maintains that a merely linguistic analysis of utterances is unable get at the gist of language and the social relationships which it reveals. 

Catherine Chauche examines the genesis of naming in the well-known French linguist Gustave Guillaume’s theory of language. Her paper Traversée de l’univers-espace: naissance et formation du nom argues that naming things amounts to reconstructing the mental mechanism that governs the division between space and time in language.

Elisa Raschini studies how names are produced in emerging domains such as new methods of procreation and assisted-pregnancy. In Un acte de dénomination par approximation: l’approche discursive, she examines how lexical elements which name those new objects are coined and she finds that the naming process consists in reorganising existing names by approximation. For example, naming pregnancies obtained by sexual intercourse “normal pregnancies” opens the possibility of naming other sorts of pregnancies “artificial”, “quasi-normal”, “more or less normal”, etc.

Laurette Château bases her paper on O. Galatanu’s Semantics of Argumentative possibles. In De la signification au sens : du cochon à la tirelire, she applies the theory to a corpus of newspaper texts to study the pragmatic and semantic mechanisms which produce meaning and social representations, and which are the key to their understanding. More specifically, she examines how the meanings of the word cochon (pig / pork) are deployed and used discursively in the satirical paper Le Canard Enchaîné. 

The last three papers are about phraseology, a rather popular branch of linguistics in many parts of the world, but with quite different traditions. Russian phraseology is of course the oldest and probably the richest tradition. This book offers two papers by Russian authors which exemplify what is known as “idioethnical” phraseology. Meaning is certainly about man’s interaction with the world. But as all polyglots know, there are at least as many views on that world as there are societies and languages, and probably many more. This variety is caused by very different and specific social experiences, which are ingrained in language, and which idioethnical phraseology intends to discover. In Le vecteur de la dynamique sémantique des emprunts français en russe moderne : pourquoi le courage décourage et l’affaire n’est qu’un jeu de hasard, Julia Soukhoroukova studies how French loan words have been filtered into Russian by the local experience and have changed their meaning. The paper is nicely written and gives a large number of examples which produce a convincing explanation of the process. The other Russian author is Nina Kirillova, who studies the link between reference and phraseological units in her paper La dénomination phraséologique vue à la lumière de l’isotopie greimassienne. She bases her argument on A. Greimas’s Sémantique Structurale (1986) and his notion of isotopy.

Silvia Palma’s paper Le défigement, une sorte de délocutivité ? draws on the Spanish and French traditions: she examines idioms and how they can be transformed to suit such or such a linguistic need. She compares those transformations to a phenomenon noticed in Latin and discussed by E. Benvéniste known as délocutivité, and she offers a convincing understanding of how such phrases can refer. 
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