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Chgpter IV

THE NATURE OF LANGUAGE AND MEANINGLESSNESS

Whatever may be the source for generation of
meéninglesa expressions the distinction between meaningful
and meaningless expression finds its way in philosophy.
| Whether the concept of meaninglessness £ind its way
legitimately in philosdphy depends upon uhether meaningfule
-meaningless d:.stinction .I.s inherent in the. n&ure of
) l'angu‘age. Ané to inquire into the fact whether this
distinction is inherent in the nature of language we have
to look inta the general nature of language. inquire inte .
:Lts essential characteristics. Question arises in uhat o
sense -!:he distinCtion between meaningfulness aad meaning- |
1essness 15 inhez:ent in J.anguage. Unless we can set:tle ‘
whether 1anguage has some essential features and po:.nt out
them, we cannot decide whether: the judgeuent about
meaningfulness or meaninglessness is extemally :imposed
ana is- ;a;.heory oriented. or whether :Lt is :tnherent in the |
very nature of language. Le‘h us discuss i:he general nature
or charactex:istic featu::es of 1anguage. features which apply
to all languages. written or Spoken and enly those features
which secem to be :elevant ﬁoz the pmblem in hané. the |

features Which are responsible for deviation and novelty of
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expressions, in spite of inherent fixity and rigidity
of langusge.

1) Language is primarily a system of phonetic symbol.

Any sound that hwnan larynx can pmduce has a conventionally
| significant phoneti.c elanent. The s_peeCh apparatus which is
used in the articulation of language is same f.or all known -
'F‘commxmities. Hmnan being has the capacity to produce o
“distinctive sounds uhich everyone can recognize and reproduce.
shlthougn higher animals 11ke chimpanzee have a suitable vocal
' apparatus they can pr:oduce only 1imited number of sound
‘pattem, Language is not howaver a continuous flow of
‘phonetic sequences.' We divide patteming of phonet:.c
sequ.ences :J.nto symbclically significamr. ent:i.t:z.es such as |
“Uords. nhrases and so on. And these w ords are built up
‘arbitrar..ly, there is no 5efin*te pmcedur:e of framing the
word unit £rom the phonetics. The word :Ls the mean:mgml

and unanalyzable unit of language.

{2) - Language consists not only of a collection of parts,
‘words, phrases and so on but a set of rules for ordering
those parts to 'cjér;era'i;.e sentences of a language or more

properly to genérate the meaningful senténces of language.
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The gramnatical rules of the language categorize words
into diﬁﬁéﬁept 'pai‘&s ‘'of gpeech and c’:&ﬁbine thmsystma—
tically and produce indefinitely many sentences of endlessge
1'&'.'Varie'é' for.ms and r‘_'ontehts. This formal.procedures are
employed by 'l:he Speaker of any language. . May ‘be éhat the -
gramnar of one language is more- simple than others but it
would be meaningless if one says that one language is ‘more
_grarmaticgg, than others. All gra:mnars are equal: = equal in
the sense of being capable of pmducing infinite number: of
sent‘ences' ﬁrom the fixed vocabulacrys. - The following guotation
I think would not be mismatched here 2

vow 'the granunar of a .1anguage is simnly an
orderly descxip‘tion of the. way people in a
- given society talk of the sounds that pecple
. utter in various situations, and of the acts
Mwhich acccmpany ox fallow the sounds.

: Every 1anguage is aéequerte - adequate for expressing thoughts,
'feelings and making comunication possible, _A .fl.angua_ge
gontains two classes of woxds ﬁ?ﬁd-?lgﬁ»%, and function

- words  or more properiy words which reféf and words which

; Ber‘-rand Block and George I.-.’I‘rager. Osm;ine of
Linquistic Anelysis, Heverly Press,. Baltimore)
Md' 1942) p.ﬁ.
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orxder other words., The fom class consists of the woxds
which can be defined by other words or substituted by

other words or phrases in a sentence. For instance, the
word *father! can be defined by the properties of male
parent of someones But there ars words: :Like *t0?, 'the!.
which cannot be. defined or .substi'fz_:i;.lted. in this iféay_,bé:aﬁse
they have no synonymous wosdss -They have no synomymous words
"begaurse the?y have no propef‘éies, . But. thes,e type of words -
piay an importent . role in language, they have highly explicit
use in 1ea‘1guage. They can,be: deﬁiﬁggbnnly by the: :fune:‘i;:’g.on g
they pezfoxm in language. -ﬁri,eg has ‘&glled them function

(3) A:mthar design feature oF 1anguage ..s ‘that it has a
cr:eativa oF productive agpect. Max Black .-‘i:em}s this £ festurxe
as synthetic" resou’mes -of 1anguage.' This  feature of
language makes a language an open system. Chomsky alse lays
great stress on the e::eativity or Open-mdedness of humm
language. The openneas of language pe:m:l:!:s nal:ive speakex
to constmt and ua&erstmd from a 1imiteé number of vaca-
bulary in-f«ini-tely. meny intelligibl_e complazé utt-exances that
they have never been heard before - language users have the
power tca .ugmthesize new linguistz.c cmnpou.nds.  The vclzapaci‘ty

of the language_users to produce an infinite varlety of ,n,evé
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sentences is of course rulé~governede. We have to follow

the grammatical éu'les ‘for producing a new sentence that

we never heard before, -Generation and understanding the

new expression is a 'rulé-govemed creation'. . Crestivity..
does not merely mean 6f course the pmductiém of 'the
utterances that never occurred in the previous experiences

It ir’zéy‘ mean the style' and usé of the utterances in a new
context or situation, Without this festure of languags
human’ lengusge would be very much like animal communication
mediune. 4I am not mentioning znima) lsnquade because whether

animal communication system fulfils the criteria Of language

-is = debatable issue).

{9) =& “hough language is a symbolic system based on pure
and avbitrary convention it is hichly flexible in nature,

It i‘rl’ay'éhanée' according'] "l".o' the changing ncads of its usSCrs.

. banguage may be creative also in this sense that the users .
ér.;e free fat least at a certain degree) to invent new words
or old words with new meaning(s). Users are free to use
metaphoxs and irony of different types for their purposes-
Thig is because with too little given material we have to *.
ﬁerfo‘r{ni» too many jobs perfectly. Thus to express the enomity
of the blenish of murder which wag perpetrated by Macbeth,
Sh.ak‘eépeare writes "&11 the perfumes of Arsbia cannot sweeten
this little hend®, It may be the case that this enommity of
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the crime of Macbeth could not be properly expressed in
the stereotyped language,

(5) Language is by its very nature and essence, metsphd-
ricals It is very difficult to express abstract and complex
thoughts and ideas without metaphox, Metaphor has a kind of
artistic or decorative success, Artigtic ingenuity and
originality is manifested in the creation of metaphors., It
breaks the literal conventicon and discover a new world within
the known woxld. Man thinks so diversely that scometimes he
is unable to expregs his subtle thinking literally., J.L.
Austin says the metsphorical use of language as ’parasitic’
uges of language, Metsphor has not only arxtistic or decora=-
tive use, our ordinary language is also full of metaphors.
The phrase 'high status' which we use in our oxrginary language
is a metaphorical expressions Similar is the case with

'hend of a clock's:

(6) Language makes man free from the immediate present.:
Language permits us to say something that have never happened
and indeed that might never happen3'§ Xt makes imagination
possible,: ~Laxagp§ge not only describe the reality passively,
it rather cz‘eatesthe reality by 1its practices and imagina-
tion. {uanguége pe;;éoms the doub;e task -the tagk of
reporting the fact and also as the expression of feeling,



2665

imaginstion and emotion. The crestion of new meanings and
théﬁefo_re- the new knowledge is the property of human

lanéﬁaéeé;

(7 L@Q’uage,is a social institution established for the
pur.po;sé:' of cétnmnicafion, communication bstween different .
individuals or social groups., Every institution must have
some common mles md conventions. Every member of the .
institution must confom to these rules and conventions for
their commen interest.& So :Lf communication is to take place,:
the participants must share the common conventions, agreed. .
ways of bd’zav:i.ng to cooperate with each other. Otherwise

the very cencepl: of conmunication would mgke no sense at all. -

(8) Language :ls highly composit:.onal in nature. The
principle of compositionality states that the meaning of a
complax ‘ekpregsion is detenuined by the meanings of its
compéﬁ'ér’zt pax:l-.s and the way of their combination, For
exanple, the meaning of the sentence “The beauty of her face
is 1ike the beauty »éf -moori-f“ depends on the mesning of the
compdnérxt; ‘ péri-:s wvhich are ‘the’, ‘beauty’, ‘o£’, ‘hert, !face’,
Yis’ and the *1ike', which belongs to different linguistic
c':lass‘es' .-w.ké f;oun. | verb, adjecti#ez » adverk, article and so
One i-énguage ‘also possesses some gpgci_ﬁic ‘rules for combining
different words which belong to different linguistic classes -
into a sentence, according to many linguists and philosophers
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sentence iz the only bearer of meaning.

- T-hisv cém;pgsitional‘ natﬁre of léhguaéé is sometimes
campared with the numerical system of ma’chanatics. W‘e leam
only feu basic nmuerals and compese 1nfinite number out of
these basic mmerals. For exampls, leaming the nunbers
2, 3, 4, 6 end 7 we can construct the infinite number of
nm'xerical. unit like 2345‘-7,- 3246‘7;' 43267. 24367, 63427,
72436 .and 80 .on by the:h: infinite possible combination. But
the . &ffereme betwesh the two systens in regard to thelr
'cenpositionality 1:!.es in the fact that every cambination of
nuneral mekes a meaningful mumerical it ‘but’ every combina-
tion :éf words or phrases would not make a meaningful unit of
1anguage ieen the sentence. This ;l.s becéuse mathematics is
independem: of ‘rea-lity. Tt is full @f abstz:actions. While
the language is highly related with reality. So we cannct
accept @y fccmbinatéion of gymbol, . Gértain.;mannerafﬁombma-
tion of words are pemissible while the others. are not.
There are so maay restrictions on language may be it logical,
‘ epiétmoz.o'gic al," ‘met aphysical or conventional restyictions.
‘It seems to me that the problem of meaningfulrness. .and '
'»nieéwxingléssnfess_ has something to & with this composgitional
nature of iangua@e5 - ‘Compositional. pattern scmetimes. goes
t‘ii‘:ﬁ:bn'g. It goes wrong in geveral ways, some of them may be

dz'asuic than otherss Plainly the rules of gramer cmn



determine which combination of words are lcgitimate oz

makes senge and vhich combination @f words are nongensical

or geasclens, le@e the combinstion of words are being
eneluded £xom the lanonage and withdrawn £rom gireulat;l.gn,.l‘
Language io £illed with the questions of acceptabllity «
acceptability of the sequences of the vords or phrases.
Sometimes uwe axe mislod by the gramatical confusion and

make wrong combination o.f xaogés due to the wrong gra'matjcal
analogy. 4And "philosophical problems arisc® says Wittgenstein
“uhon lmguage‘ goes on holiday" .\-2 Wittgms%ein gives various
instances vhich ere the result of such gramatical confusions.

(1) Time Howus

{2) I feel the depth of water is n feet
{3) Thinking takes place in cur mind

' {4) I cen not have his togthache.

These sentences are the result of wrong gramatical enslogy,
some of than may be called as nonsensical end the others
regult £rom looking them out of cgnt‘m:t;. We kuow "River glcws“
ds a pe:ﬁm?}y_gmatmal gentence, This leads us ¢o make up
sentonces like "Time flous®s And think that this geatence.
glso makes sense literal;y.x_ Sometimes we superinpose the foim

of one sentence to meke another sentence with diffexent content.

k1 Iﬂudwig Wittgens‘hein. sophic nves
Basil Blachwell, Oxford 1976, &act: Ole,

2 1Ibig, Scction 38.
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May be that the sentence "Time flows" hag some metsphorical
use but literally it makes no sense at all,

The sentence "I feel that the depth of water is
n feet® combines well-known wofds but in a deviant way. We
know what *I feel' means and we alwo know what *the depth
of water is n feet' means but we éon't understand . them in
combination w.ithout any specific explanetion. The granmer
of the sentence has to be explained to make sense¢ Ona cen
explain this expression in th:l.s way as :!.t is illuetxated h
by Wittgenste:in. when I have a certa.m feeling of tens:!.on
in my ha‘zds,i the words 'three f.‘eet' epring up in my hend".
And the meening of the sentence ”I :Eee.‘l. the depth ef the
water ism feet" is just the explanation one gives to it

and’ nothing more.

Phus it follows that meaningless expressions are
not always artificially produced for 'specific purooses - the
purpose of giving an exemple o:: meaningless expression or |
making a joke. The possibility of expressions be:mg meaming-'
less is sometimes :l.nherent in the very nature of .'Language.
Meaningless expressions sometimes generate die to the vegue- A'
ness involved in the naturai lenguage, fmm the inherent

Basil Blackwell. oxﬁora. 1978.1 e



