110
Scecial Meanine and the Conditions For its

My purpose in this- paper Lis to 0'1ve a general -account of
social meaning and of the conceptually necessary conditions for
its p0331b111ty. Because of the time available, I have not been
able to avrgue in a comprehensive fashion for the numerous claims
made hereln, but have concentrated by attentlon on the most central,
heses.’ -

In o:der to give dirvection to_ our enqulrles.. I shall propose
a schemg which I shall employ in the analysis of any meaning
phenomena: These can be thought of as three components of the
meaning act, that is, any act 1nvolv1ng the expres31on, ascrlptlon
or comprehen51on of meaning. The empirical basis for this dis-
tinction lies in the three senses of the tevin "mesning" which we
distinguigh in communication. Ve speak of (1) the meaning of
sentence S (2) . the meaning of the sertence 5 wien uttered in a
: partlcular context and (n§ what the gpeaker meant: by uttering S.
Thus we have meaning characterized as (i) independent of a parti-
cular person or context (ii) as dependent on context (iii) as
dependent on’ the partlcular person. Any adequate theory of meaning -
must account for these three senses.. ‘of the tem.,

My procedure will be to introduce four components of the
meaning #ct and to argue for thls categcrlzatlon partly dirvectly
and partly 1nd1rectly by nelylng on its usefulness in explanation.
Uy claim is that everything to which we ascribe meaning can be
encompassed in this scheme:
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(1) The Conceptual component is the primary psychological
counterpart of the meaning ~ it is therefore an essential com=~

ponent of any ascription of meaning, whether this be to "public"
phenomena such as utterances or actions or to "private" phenomena
such as beliefs, (The cognitive processes which underlie the
conceptual component are clearly important but beyond the scope
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of this paper. - Ror the moment, we: suppose ‘this conceptual component
to be basic) Conception is conceived here as intertwined with the
psychological process of thinking, ‘The euot1ve-exn;ess1ve component ’
becomes important when discussing meaning in such symbols as
artistic works or ritual acts.  Here, to understand the meaning

may involve having certain emotions. Notice that in most cases),:

we have a conceptual component as well as emotive component when

we speak ofi the meanimg of such symbols. I believe that-the

purely emotive case - if it existed - would not constitute a
meaning sct. 4 plrely emotlonel experience: to wnlch no. conceptual
content is asoribed, would not:be meaningful. :

{2) The sypbollzatlon component is the set of symbols Whlch

are. ysed to express:the conceptual - component, that is; the spec1flc
: thought "or - judgment +  These symbols: can be said to 51g fy the
conceptual compomnenti ‘I shall argue 'that ‘theé symbol chosen may

be individual or social. -Note that the symbolization act(s) may’
also reflect the emotional comporent of -the meanings, - ‘This may

be done .by.the use of a oaftlcular symbol or by the way - that symbol
is uttered... ... - . :

: (3) " contextual or- réferential component' one may -under-
stand the weaning of & Sentence Without thereby understanding what
is said - for this may depend on the reference of the demonstratives,
 both within the context of the account and:the objective context
of coumunication. The sentence ""The old lady is not very easily
fooled" may have different truth conditions according to, for -
example, the pointing gestures in the communication %1 e. whether
the speaker points to herself .or someéone else) or according to
its relations to other sentences in an account, as in & fictional
story.

Note that the conceptual and emotlonal components exist within
the person and hence are dependent for their existence on the -
existence of persons. Thus in the commmication situation, the
primitive meaning accrues to the speaker and is induced in ‘the
hearer, via the mediation of social signsiy In other words, the
thought or belief in the speaker, after the use of signs, excites
8 gimilar conceptual pattern in- uhe hearer,

My claim is that all meaning acts involve the: conceptual component
and therefors thiseis the primitive -eomponer t of méaning.

However, I do not consider it to be logically necessary, though

it may be an empirical fact, that all meaning involves symboli-
zation. The schema, ag presented above, 1s not complete until we
have differentiated between types of symbols, Now, various

thinkers in this century have.-argued against the view that _
meaning is limited to language and have claimmed that it extends

to a vast array of phenomena. Thus Cassirer says in Symbolic Forms -

MWhen the physical sound, -distinguished as such only by pitch
and intensity and quality, is:formed into a word, it becomes an
expression of the finest intellectual and emotional distinctions.
What it immediately is, is thrust into the background by what it
accomplishes with its wediation, by what it "means". No work of
art can be understood as the simple scene of these elements, for
in it a definite law, a specific principle of aesthetic formation
are at work. The synthesis by which the consciousness combines a
series of tones into the unity of a melody, would seem to be
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itotally different from the synthesis by which a number of -
syllebles is articulated into the unity of a "sentence". “But
+they have one thing in- common, that in both. cases the sensory .
“particulars. do not stand by themselves; they are articulated .. .-
into a conscious whole; from which:.they take their qualitative. .
meaningp. C : e e o .

Similarly, Saussure in, linguistics, Piaget in -child psye. .
chology, Lémi-straussain;anthropology, Harré and Secord. in social
psychology (The Explanation of Social. Behaviour: 1972) have pointed
to disparate phenomena to which meaning extends. Pilaget argues.
in Structuralism - '

- "since Saussure and meny others, we know that verbal signs
exhibit only.one aspect of tlhe:semiotic function.and that linguistics
is only a limited though :especially. important segment -of that .- .
more inclusive discipline which Saussure wanted to establish under:
the name of “general semiology". . The symbolic.or semiotic function
comprises, besides language, all forms of imitation: mimicking,’
symbolic play, mental imaging, and so on ... How othexrwise could:
we explain that deaf-mute children (those, that is, whose brain
has not been damaged) play-at make believe, invent symbolic games
and. a language of;gestures?"-~ = e e

It has also been generally recognised that the tokens we use
in expressing meaning also originate from. wvarious sowrces. Some
are conventional signs, having weaning for any member of the linguis-
tic. community. Others are totally subjective, signifying meaiing
only to the individual employing them., - Still other tokens  have
rneaning only within a small community of initiates.. -

Saussure develops three categories of tokens - (i) the index,
which is causally connected to that which it signifies, (There
is the same ontological priority here as is found in Grice's
category of natural meaning.). (i1) the gymbol which is individually
motivated e.g. as in dream symbolism, and both. these are different~-.
iated from (iii) the sign which is arbitrary and conventional.  As.
against this, Piaget offers a distinction between' signs (which
"depend upon implicit or explicit agreements based on custom") and
symbols ("which may be of individual origin as in symbolic play
or dreams"). But .for Piaget these two are not distinct:categories
but "the two poles, individual and social of the same elaboration - -
of meanings". = I .shall take up this suggestion that we think. of the
plethora of meanings in terms of a continuum, S ' '

However, I believe Piaget's characterization to be inadequate.
Tor, we may ask, wheyre does what Saussure calls the index fit .into
his dimension of meanings. A more serious problem is:  that at
" his individual pole he. has lumped together two distinct forms of
symbolization, namely, (i) the case where a person chooses an
individual symbol to_represent:his_meaning_andu(ii) the case where
a person unconsciously selects a symbol; ‘as in dreams. The difference
between.the:unconscious symbolization:and the censcious choosing -
of a symbol by the individual is surely critical.. Dream symboliza=-
tion.is mysterious precisely because there are quesiions of inter—
pretation by the dreamer himself. On the other hahd, it is generally
the case that the symbolic artist is eware of that which he is
symbolizing and of choosing the specific symbols he uses. .
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This suggests a four-fold distinction which can be represented
in te rms of a continuum of Smeolization thus ~

objective sign .socially individual 1y unconsciously
(causally . chosen sign :  chosen ~ selected
connected to {eege =~ symbol = symbol

that which is language) : e«gs aspects of - e.g. dreams’
signified) symbolism in

art

e can. characterize the above continuum in terms of the
extent to which it depends on a particular individual for its
neaning. Thus the meaning of the objective sign is determined by
its objective cause.- It is common to many cultures and depends
on recognizing the relevant causal conditions. The socially choden
gign depends for its meaning on more then one individval and is,
by definition, possible only in a social situation. The
individually chosen symbol is consciously selected by the
individual, and only has the meaning ascribed to it by that
individual. However the conceptual content which the person
signifies by use of that symbol may be dependent on other persons
in that the individual would not have gained these concepts without
other persons. Thus, when an artist uses- aspects of nature to
represent his thoughts on the social situation, his symbol is
individual but the existence of the coticeptual content sighified
depends on the fact that there are other personsg. "The unconscious -
symbol-has its meaning dependent entirely on the' ihdividual.,

This may also be true of the symbolic play fotind in young children.

In postulating tuis categorization, I have not begged the
question against such thinkers as Levi-Strauss and Jung who -
respectively see a social and objective meaning in- unconscious
gymbolism. For I have not rejected the- p0351b111ty that unconscious
symbolism may reflect aspects of conscious: symbolisn or even some
form of innate symbolism. What is 1mportant is that the immediate
basis of the meaning of  the symbol is ‘the unconscious mind, whatever
the ultimate source of the symbolism may be. My c¢haracterization
does, however, seem to rule out Jung's:claimg regarding the existence
of the so-called collective unconscious. In fact, it only rules -
out the extrewe interpretation of this as a suprapersonal ent ity =
and even if this latter claim were to be substantiated, the scnema
could -easily be amended to accommodate thlu fact.“

Notice that the. above four are different 'poles in the conp
tinuum ~ any use of symbols need not fall solely into one of these,_
types but may be at an intermediate point in the continuum. Thus
we can have a symbol which is used by a suall group of persons
and conveys meaning only to théem. This would-fall at an inter-
mediate point (say P) on the spectrum. The four poles (and
intermediate p01nts) along the continuum of symbolization can be
represented in terms of our earlier schema. Consider, first, the
case of the individually chosen meaning. Here, we have the
individual's primitive meaning being symbolized by the use of an
individually -chosen symbol - one -that is not conventionally used
to signify that meaning in society. In fact, the sSymbols used
need not, thoumh tliey may, have meaning for anyone but the indi—
vidual employing them.
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The case of the socially chosen sywmbol can be represented
within the schema. - But, in this case, the signs have a meaning
which is independent of the individual; this is not to say that
their meaning is independent of all persons. On this view, social
meaning arises from the use of conventionally agreed signs to -
represent prinitive meaning.: Thus we can say: A set of signs - !
has a social meaning only in the case when it is consistently
used by a group of persons to signify the same conceptual content
(or specific primitive meanlng).

We can now glve an account of how communication takes place.
We can think of this in terms of a series of steps -

(1) the speaker formulates his primitive meaning i.e. a
-partlcular thought or: conceptual pattern. -

(ii) the speaker 1ntends to convey that meanlng bj utterlng
. :the social :signs which he believes, represent that
prlmltlve meanlng. :

(iii) the relevant set of signg is. uttered
(iv)-. the hearer apprehends the uttered s1gns

¢(v);=these s1gns evoke the prlmltlve mean:mb patterns W1th
whlch they are. assoclateu. , , -

Notlce- (a) I am pursulng the prlnc1ple that whatever is.
in the speaker Whlch allows him to formulate his meaning must -
have a- counterpart_rn the. hearer which allows him.to understand :
the meaning;. (p )- it is not: a necessary consequence that the
sane spec1f1c meaning of the speaker will be induced in the
hearer. This will oceur in cases of perfect communication, But
the system is liable to break down in at least two places - both -
involving a dlsparlty between the primitive meaning and the
meaning of the uttered signs. These are the case where there is
a dlfference between the speaker 8 meaning and e ‘meaning of the -
signs he uses to convey that ueaning and the case where there is
a dlfference between the actual social wmeaning of the signs and
the prlmltlve meanlng they evoke in that particular hearer. . In-
cases where there is. mlslnterpretatlon of gigns in this way, an
appeal. to other persons in order to establlsh the actual ‘secial
meanlng of the signs is. llkely. - :

’ lhe full meanlng of the speech act is - glven by tahlng'all
three components of it into account. In communication, we are
all aware of the possibility of what is called misinterpretation.
The frequency of clarifications in commynication illustrates.the
lmportance of making dlstlnctlons such as those-in our schema,

Thus” 1n,01V1ng the full meaning of -a soc:allj meaningful utterance h"

we must (a) give the conyentional meaning of the signs, (b) aduit -
the pOSSiblllty that the speaker's meaning may. differ. from the. .
meaning of the uttered signs and teke. account. of this and (c) take.?
account of tne role of the context of utterance.

I shall not be. able to, present arguments for the thes1s I
shall ‘now propose, but the case - as one similar to it - has been ..
argued by Kent. and to a.lesser. degree: by . Strawson. It isa '
necessary connltlon for. the level of concéption, Whlch allows a
being to think proposltlonally and to link such propositions.
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together in thought, to be achieved that that being be self-conscious
and hence, in my terms, a person. I am not arguing that self-
consciousness is a precondition of all concention, only of the
level described above. Tuis level:of conception is significant
because it is a necessary condition of language. There are two
defining characteristics which I use for self-counscious being

(i) the being must be capable of ascribing all of its experiences
to- itself as its experiences (follow1ﬂ Kent and Strawson) and
(1i) the being must be capable of some action at will (following
Hampshire and Shoemaker). It is a necegsary condition for self=-
consciousness as defined that the person's expcrience represent
an objzctive world.and himself as being in that world. This
requires that he must consider himself as embodied in those
particulars which allow him to act in the world.

WYe must now turn to the conditions for the possibility of
social meaning. I shall say that we have a social meaning situ-
ation where we have a set of symbols S being employed by several
persons provided that all persons use the same element of 5 to
express similar or the same conceptual content and the- adherence
to this rule is due, in the most part, to interaction between those
persons. ‘e mugt justify the introduction of the provided that
clause above., My a*gument here is that the two possible ways in
which system S can 'arise and be used as above could not con-
ceivably count as 3001a1 meaning. ' -

These two cases are (a) Suppose that the whole system S were
provided innately or-in some pre-programmed way. Further suppose
that each individual is programmed so that he ‘always uses the same
elements of 3 to express his meaning. Our schema ‘can accommodate
this case as social meaning; but it cannot allow the case where
we have the above conditions plus the proviso that the adherence
to the above rules for expressing meaning is never due to pérsonal
interaction. To see why this would not be social meaning, consider
the case where one member of this societly is wrongly prograimed
so that he associates elements of S with meaning content otler than
its social meaning. ‘In this case, the person is using a private
symbolization and he has to be covrected if his utterances are to
have socidl rieaning. But in the case where personal interaction
has no role in tic perpetuation of the system, it would not be
possible to correct him-and hence he would be using a system of

rivate symbolism, BHven if it were never the case that the person
needed correction, it- would still be dependent on t1e social
situation to ensure that he did not. :

Case (b) is where the objective world is such that, as a
causal consequence of our apprehension of it, we all come to use
the same system of sywbols and to euploy that system in the sanme
way to represent the same conception. But again here the perpetu-
ation of the system must be due to social interaction ~ Tfor it must
be conceivable that one can ve corrected. Otherwise it would not
be a system of social meaning at all. All this so far has been
concordant with the views of Wlttgensteln - except that he wishes
to make all meaning, social meaning - a thesis we must now consider.

Por it would be a radical objection to our whole nrocedure
that we have denied the private language argument and we must meet
it. There are various formulations of the argument; the one which
affects us most is that version which claims that no meaning and
no symbolization is possible without there bein;: a society of persons.
An argument of the following kind could be applied: It is a
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necessary condition for the coherent use of syubols that the verson
be using that sywbol in the same way.on different occasions. In
order for the porson to actually be using the symbol correctly, it
is necessary that there be other persons who perform the task of
correcting his mistakes, To this it wight be replied that a
person .could (1) rely on his memory (11) have innate. cognitive
faculties which ensure that he applies the rule correctky. .
Jittgenstein could of course wnaintaiu that the peison's meuwory is
unreliable or that the cognitive structures may change. But the
availability of other persouns Joes not cnsure continuity - for all
the persons in the group could have mewory or cognitive failures.
Jhat thegroup does is to maite it more - probable that mistakes

will be corrected - but it does not ensure that they will bhe. All
this is not to deny that the availability of other persons speeds
up cognitive development - but this is a rar cry from de :onstrating
that meaning and symbolism would be impogsible without other
persons.

The first condition for social meaninz is that each person
represent himself as being in a social meaning situation, It is
a minimum prerequisite for this that the persous uses a set of
symbols S such that each narticular elerent of 5 is ascribed a
specific primitive meaning and his continued ascription of that
neanin- to that element of -3 1s conceived by,him as being due to
sore entity or entities - themselves capable of the ascription of
meaning = other than himself. TFor this to be so, the experience
of a person X must be such as to represent entities which evoke a
system of symbols in certain regulated ways such that X conceives
of these eﬂbltleS as ti:gmselves capable of. thought and symbolization,.
This follows from the above gtatement, In addltlon to this the
person must conceive of those entities from wiich the symbols
emanate as porsons, as self-conscious beings capable of intentional
activity. In ovder to do this, he must represent the soatio-
tenporal (ar analogous) partlculars from which the symbols emanate
as part of the body of the person.

_ Notlce that 1t does not necessarlly follow that the entltles
represented as evoking the symbols be in fact an entity capable
of the ascription of meaning, but only that the person (X) represent
him as such. - To 1llustrate this case, consider the 31tuat10n of
a person who finds hlmoelf in a world of robots. . These robots are
controlled from a distance by a super-gscientist who never appears
on the scene., The robots utter the system of symbols. and proceed
to correct the person when he makes mistakes. The person coies
to ascribe to the robots the relevant cognitive ability. Yet he
is wrong in so doing, for the ability lies in one.distant person.

If this first condition is necessary, then, in the human
cage, a child would not be a meuber of the social meaning community
until he recognizes that his ascription of particular mecnings,to
such .symbols as linguistic signs is due, at least in part, to tne
intentions of otuer persons that he should adhere to this cours
I am not supposing thot this recognltlon involves the eutertalnlnv
of some highly complex.proposition, but I am suggesting that a con-
siderable level of cognitive development is required.

But now a form of scepticism arises., Can we ever establish
that the social meaning situation really exists, for it could be
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the case that I merely represent it as existing? This is obviously
a fundamental metaphJs1cal question of the kind: Are .there other
PErsons -0y melely my. experience. of other persons? I do not -
pretend to give an answer here or cven t st an absolute answer

is p0551b1e.fuﬁhdt is clear, however, is that for purposes of com=—
mmication and the achievement of ends, we nust all ascribe an:
obaect1v1ty to persons; e must-hold that they exist. Some phil-
osophers, llke Kant, have argued that we must ascribe.as much-
exigtence $0.others as we do to ourselves. However, all we require
here is that for purposes of understanding and acting in the world
in which we live, we must ascribe to it an objective existence,

If that world is represented as contalnlng othcr per301s, we must
ascribe existence to them also.

leen then that an obJectlve world W1th persons in 1nter-
action is a basic condition for social neaning, can we establish -
any further conditions or is the above sufficient? - To explore
this gquestion, we require to.consider the different. categories of
social symbolism, The three intuitively basic distinctions are
(i) language (ii) action and (iii) art and other representational
symbolism, These areas are different in the humsn ease because
hey involve different symbols.: But is this .difference incidental
or does it reflect a difference in function? Further,. even if tliese
are genuine cntegorles, is it the case that any, or more than one,
is necessary ior s001al meaning to be posolble?

- To cope with these problens, let us consmder the ‘situation
where we have a group of persons who "~ have not yet employed
any sySuem of signs in a coordjinated way. Since it is necessary
that each person act in the world, we can divide his activities,
at the non—personal 1nueractlon 1eve1, 1ﬂt0 two cateworles.

(l) Thgse acts 4 which X conceives of as causally efficacious
in achieving a particular end, provided that the achievement of
this end does not require thot otier people understand that end.

In fact, X can achieve this end without there. being other persons
available -to understand it. For example, cutulng»a piece of wood
using an axe or even constructing an axe. Notice that what we have
here is a.rule which X applies in achieving a particular end. - The
act-ig gpecified in terms of the meaning ascribed to it by X =

not in ferms of the actual goal achieved., I shall call such acts
basig: actlons. S : :

(2)‘ lhose acts A' which X enploys prlmarlly for communicating
hlS meaﬂlng to others and for the interpretation of their meaning,
provided that. these acts-are not conceived as causally efficacious
unless. they are understood by those others and resnonded to accordln gly.
I entitle; these "specific communication acts'. ~

_pr;we must'consider what is required for these two types of
act to have social meaning, In the communication case, soecial
meaning .is..only pogssible-when we have X and Y using the'saue systen
of syﬂbolsvln;uhelr commynication acts and when each symbol has
the same, or very similar,. primitive neaniny for both. The symbols
here are specific acts, e.g. the evoking of a specific sound or
the use of parts of the body in a particular way. 1 shall call
these comunication acts.  But how does pocial meaning arise with
reNard to basic actions, vhere there is no requ;rement of communlcatlon.
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It is clear that a basic action A has social meaning if and enly
if it is a rule in the particular society in which A is performed
that each person perform A only when thot person is attempting to -
achieve what within that society is conceived as a particular end
and this rule is adliered to by the majority of persons in that
society. ‘7e ascribe the same social meaning to a person's basiec -
action when'we suppose.that he is following the rule of using that
action to achieve. the same end as other ersons who use it provided
that this end is not the communication of meaning. Because these "
basic actions have a social meaning, they are social " SmeOlS and

I shall refer to them as "soc1al action symbols"

Ue have thus explalned tne conceptual~d1fference between
communication symbols and social action symbols. These acts do
not correspond exactly to- the basic. human categories of linguistic
act and non-linguistic action. For some non-linguistic activities
are purely communicative and therefore have the same funetion as
linguistic acts, for example, in Brltaln the use by two flngers
p01nted in a V-sign. SR - :

The 1mportant quest1on now is whether both tnese tymes of
social meaning are necessary, or whether we can hdve one without
the other. e can consider’ two cases - . ' -

(1) The hypotmetlcal case in which we have basic action with
social meaning but no communicative acts. For instance, vhere
persons adopt -a similar mode of ‘action in achieving the same end,
as when mushroom pickers adopt the rule of side-stepping to
prevent one colliding with the other. Let us suppose that we have
a wide mange of sSuch rules and even rules in which the participation
of other persons in aclieving the desired end is essential. The
question is: Can we have these rules without a single act of
conmunication . be1ng requlred?

_ ‘Let.us consider the most extraordinary case - the one in
which the participation of other. persons is not required in
performing basic actions. Bach person acts according to what-
he conceives to be the rule for achieving that end and  he perceives
that others seem to do the same. It may in fact be the case that
the others do perform the same. action. But can he ever know that
the other persons are carrying out tle same action in ovder to
achieve the same goal., He can suppose that they are - but without
communication he cannot know that they ascribe that meaning to
their action. This lack of knowledge is clearly a serious matter -
in fact it undermines the: claim that he has soecial meaning. For
he would have to be satisfied that tlieir actions were atteupts to
achieve the same end as the end he is tryin~ to achieve when he.
performs that action and he would have no:way of establishing
this. Yet until this is established, the actions camnot he said
to have social nmeaning. He could be projecting his own meaning
into them, . This claim is reinforced when tre consider that the’
above conditions could be satisfied by entities which were not
themnselves c¢apable of ascription of meaning. In fact if all "
attempts to communicate were to break down, he could come to the
conclu51on that they were not capable of: monltor:Lnb meaning

ﬂlthout communlcatlon, then, it seems that the person would
have no reason to believe that all persons ascribe the saine meaning
to the action. It could be objected here that he could gain the
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conception- that he was following a rule which had been determined
by .the society if they corrected .his misapplicdation of that rule.
Perhaps he performs A1 and is stopped and the other person perforus
A5 and punishes him until he also performs A,y But even in this-
primitive situation, he has to differventiate cases where he has
received approval from those when there is no approval, cases where
an. act means "this is the right way" and another meaning “this is
the wrong way". But these are communication acts, Wotice that
even if we admit these kinds of communication acts, we could not
establish that there was social meaning until the languapge learnt
was rich enough to allow us to articulate at least basic differences
in intention. : ‘ : ' '

What all this shows is that communication acts are necessary
conditions for the possibility of social meaning. Iurther, if our
last argument is right, a considerable complexity in the system of
communicating symbols is necessary to establish the social meaning
of basic actions beyond doubt.

But while communication is a necessary condition for social
meaning, is it sufficient? This brings us to the second case =~ in
which we have a group of persons employing the same symbols in
conveying meaning but not in achieving any goal to which the same
end can beé ascribed., The case, as stated; does not ring truve -
for a very important reason., This reason is that each com-
munication act can be considered, from one point of view, as a
basic action. Bvery act of communication which has social neaning
requires not mewrely the intention of the person to convey a particu-
lar meaning, but also the intention of the person to adhere to the
rule which prescribes the use of those specific symbols whenever
one wishes to convey that meaning. For it is theoretically
possible for the person to use a different set of symbols Ffrom
that which has the social meaning in attempting to communicate his
meaning. The individual'ls adherence to this rule in achieving
communication of meaning is an act which itself has meaning.

My utterance of the words "the war has ended" is at the same

time a communicative symbol and an adherence to the rule that

I should use that communicative symbol, instead of some other
symbol in communicating my meaning., Thus we can see that each
individval communication act is an action having social meaning

ag well as a communicative symbol to which is ascribed a particular
meaning. Hence the communication act is extremely important - for
it requires both tynes of social meaning,

But, now, could it be the case that we have only one social
action rule - to employ the required set of symbols when intending
to communicate meaning? There are two. cases here (1) The case
vhere persons can act in the world of their experience, but yet
de not conceive of themselves as acting with others, or ascribing
the same neaning to their acts as others, except in the achiieve-
ment of commwunication, and (2) the case where persons cannot
act in the world as experienced except in the communication context.
The latter case can be excluded at the outset - for the person must
be capable of changing his point of view at will. Thus he must be
capable of some non-communicotive actions. Case (1) is important -
for it seems that we cannot establish its necessity without con-
gidering other necessary features of persons, In fact, if it were
the case that these could be a society of persons in which no
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confliet arose no matter which course of action one took in attempt-
ing to achieve one's end, and in.which cooperation was not relevant
in achieving one's . ends, then perhaps no non-coumunicuative actions
would be necessary. . But notice that we have ‘already presupposed.

a certain cooperation in ‘achieving the gocial meaning of  communi-
cation symbols. Each person follows the rule of using the specific
gymbol in conveying a specific meanings In the light of this; my
claim is that the modes of social interaction which are necessary
for social meaning in communication are the same as are requlred
for other forms of basic soc1a1 actlon. ;

To estubllsh thls, I shall recon31der our condition of social
meaning that there be several persons in interaction. Given our
characterization of persons, can we say anythinga p»iori sbout the
‘modes of -interaction of these persons? I have said that each
‘person must be able to act, to express his will in the world., Ve
can: conceive of three types of limitations to the modes of action
available to him in expressing his will:: Ce

) (1) Limitations due to the nature of the objective world
in which he finds himself. and {o the ways in which he can wse hlS
body. In our world, basic phy31cal 11m1tat10ns.

(i1) Limitations due to his psychological powers and states.
Thus he may be incapable of conceiving. any altemative ways of -
achieving the required end. Or he may have to postpone or forego
the pursuit of that end because he has other basic desires Wthh
are more urgent., : : :

(111) Limitations on his available courses of action which’
are due to the fact that there are other persons or based on his
interaction with those persons. In this plurality of cases, he
adjusts his modes of achieving certain ends to accommodate the
fact of other persons or their demands on hlm.

It is this third case that we shall consider in some detall,
for it is this that is central to the possibility or':-social
meaning. I shall now introduce a conceptual framework for under-
standing this third case, ‘le have supposed that each person -has
his own will which he is free to determine in various ways. Now '
it is a necessary condition for socirl meaning that most individuals
determine their will so as to conform to a unlversal rule in -that
particular group.

--I shall divide the ways in which this determination of the
person's will (so as to follow the universal rule) into: two ba81c
catogorles, which in turn sub=divides; - :

»(1)..Self-determlnatlon,-where-the individual's decision to
follow that universal rule is not based on the influence of other
persons,. -There are two cases here (a) the individual decides to
follow that rule because he establishes that the course prescribed
is wmorally right or good and (b) the person decides to follow the
rule because he has determined, without the influence of others,

. that this is the best and most avppropriate way of achieving the =
desired ends. a S ‘ o
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(ii) Other-determination where the individual decides to
follow the universal rule because he has been determined by the
activities of other persons. - I shall divide these into two groups,
:(a) positive other- determlnatlon and (b) negablve other—determlna-
tion., '

Case (1) is the moral determination of the will. Some
philosophers, like Kant, have argued that all moral decisions
involve the determination of .the will according to a universal
rule, Thus he says in the Critigque of Practical Reason: :"Practical
Principles are propositions which contain a general determination
of the will having under it several practical rules". . For Kant,
these universal rules are prescribed by reason and not by other
persons or external deslres. Hotwithstanding whether all moral
decisions involve .such universal rules, it is clear that moral
_decisions are likely to :be an important determinant in ch0031ng
to follow some unlversal ‘rules.

case (ii) in which the individual pursues the universal
rule hecause he has been detemined by other persons to pursue
that goal involves the: exercise of power, in its broadest social
sense, This importance of the concept of power has been stressed
by many; for example, Bertrand Russell in his book Power says:
"I shall be concerned to prove that the fundamental concept in
social science is power, in the same sense in which energy is the
fundamental concept of physics™. I shall define power thus:
"An actor A has power over B insofar as A can determine the will
of B to carry out an action set down by A , provided-that B
would not have performed that action at that time and place if:
A had not determined that he should", This characterization,
which applies to groups as well as individuals, is similar %o,
or encompasses features of, many definitions of power in the
literature. Power can be divided into many for:s, depending
on the means employed.or on the level of ‘personal interaction,
For my purposes here, 1 shall divide into persuasive power and
coercive power formis, corresponding to positive and negative
other-détermination., Notice that not all exercises of power
over the individval are aimed 2t determining him to conform to
a prevalent universal rule - on the contrary the exercise of
bower may deteruine him to break such a:rule' = ege When a gangster
forces a bank clerk to hand over money. - R

The individual can differentiate these cases of other-deter-
mination which require him to follow prevalent or newly determined
universal rules and those which regquire him to pursue a different,
possibly ad-hoc course, I shall call the group which determine
what these rules are, and/or that they continue to apply, the
basic power groups of the society.  An individual may be a permanent
member of some basic power group and hence play a part in deter-
mining the universal rules and their perpetuation, or he. may be
wholly excluded from such groups or he may play some part 1n the
determination of some of the rules. .

Given this conceptual framework, can we say anything a priori
about which of the above conditions must hold if social meaning
is to be possible, that is to say, do we need all four modes of
the determination of the universal rule for there to be a social
meaning, or do we need only one of these? Various philosophers
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such as Rousseau and Hegel have argued that both morality and the
exercise of power are necessary, -But their argument is not at'the
- same level of generality as our own, in that they are talking about
-human beings with a particular history vwhereas I am considering

the case of persons in general.

Let us therefore con314er the three cases at our 1evel of
gererality. The first society would be one in which everyons
adheréd to a _set of communication rules and basic action rules: not
because they had been coerced or persuaded to do so but merely
because. they felt a mordl obligation to pursue those rules.,

This would be tantamount to a society of angels. Notice that each
individual could conceive of alternative courses of action but
would never pursue them, Conflicis. of interest irould either never
arise or- they would be automatlcally settled. Can we ruleé-out such
a case? : . -

: e need to develop it further - we nust explain the origin
of the rules which are here adhered to. If their origin is not

in 'society, then the case-collapses as:-a case of social meaning =
for we require some role for personal interaction. Perhaps then
they learn the rules from society and agree to:adhere to each and
every ‘one because they recognige its-moral worth., PFurtheér no one
‘ever proposes a rule which is not considered as morally right.
This case comes close to certain .philosophers conception of
utopia e.g. Hegel.,. VWhat is crucial from our point of view is
whether they would feel duty bound to correct someone who had
‘departed from the path, not necessarily coerce him but persuade
him to change his mind. . Now it is clear that they must feel

duty bound to do this; otherwise the situation cannot be said

to be .a social meaning one . in which the' socidl neéaning rules are
sustained by the participation of others. But if we admit that
they .would feel ibound: to .correct such a person, then, irresypective
as to whether this possibility is ‘actualized, the universal rules
can still be said to be sustained by. the exercise of power = for
it is exercisable -in the: case. where the woral incentive breaks
down. - Tlius. either we must suppose that the members of the

society would not act to sustain the rules ~ in which case- the systen
is mnot a social meaning system . - or they would act to exert
influence on someone who broke the rules and this requires the
exerc1se of power.

The oecond case .is where we have only other-determlnatlon and
no. self-determination involved, Iveryone acts because he has
been either persuvaded or coerced by others. into following.the -
universal rule.. Bubt persuasion can only occur when there is an
" appeal to morality or when.there is an appeal:to his interests
whether these be immediate and practical or long~term and meta-
physical., Coercion, on- the other hand, presupposes the existence
of some agreeable state which he does not wish to forfeit e.g.
his life,or some disagreeable state which he does not desire, and
that the other person has the ability to revoke or invoke this
state. In both cases, it seéms that ve require either some form
of morality or a serics of states of affairs in which the person
has an-interest. . If the person were not moral or had no interests
at all which the other persons could affect, then it would be
impossible for them to exercise. power over him and to ensure that
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he- accords with the universal rules. In fact, it is a necessary
condition of social meaning that all persons have an interest or
a moral commitment to the perpetuation of communication and hence
-a commitment to.follow the rule of using the same symbols to con-
vey- the.same meaning conteint. Thus I wish to argue that it is

a necessiry condition for social meaning that there ‘be other-
- detemination by various persons in society and that there be
either some moral commitment to at least some of the universal
rules or some common self-interest factor vhich underlies their
perpetuation. :

If our account of the necessity for power relations in the
maintenance of the communication system is correct, then we would
expect that the set of symbols used in human linguistic communica-
tion varies more according to changes in power and prestige in
society and is not entirely determined in some innate fashion,
This “thesis is maintained by several linguists, including Dr.
Seuren in Oxford.

FPinally is it a necessary condition for social meaning that
the society have a history? Let us suppose that there is a series
of individuals who are drawn from difTferent English speaking
socleties and placed together in a geographical group. Is this
not a society which has a common language and which yet has no
history? The whole of this case rests on the force of the term
"society" here. I do not wish to define a society as a group
of individuals sharing the same system of communication., Let us
call any such group a "linguistic community". Now, it is clear
that we could never absolutely deternine the limits of such a
comnunity, by using the system of communication as the only
criterion. For it is always possible that in some other part of
the wniverse there exists persons who use an identical system of
8ymbolization and they would have to be included in the group.

Of course, we could determine that a society is all persons in a
particular spatial location who use the same system of communica-
tion, Such a definition would allow that the "society" could have

. no history -~ as in case above. But notice that even in this case

it is necessary that each person recognize that the communication
system they are employing has a common origin - otherwige they could
not be sure that they were employing symbols in the same way and

the society would require to develop a history to establish this.

Now, it is partly an arbitrary mutter as to what criteria
we use in determing what is or is not a society. The social
group suggested above does not seem to me to be adequate - for it
is possible for such a group to exist quite arbitrarily and for
very short periods of time. Thus the people taking a three hour
plane journey would form a society in that sense. The reason why
I reject the claim that a group of persons whose only mode of inter-
.action was communication is that such a group would be without
“ciilture. For culture reéduires basic 'social actions in thie sense
prescribed above. A group of persons who merely communicated bub
did not interact in other ways would not have the common practices
which go to constitute a society, WNor could it be established
beyond doubt that they shared the same system of beliefs -
metaphysical, moral, political or otherwise if they did not
carry out actions which other members of society would interpret
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as a consequence of being said to genuinely holid those beliefs.
What this sug-ests is that the meanings ascribed to social

action are interwoven with tlie conceptual framework of beliefs -
which persons in that society possess. 1 think we can define a
society as a group of persons who have a set of basic social
actions in common and who ascribe the same meaning to such social
actions., Vhat this set of social actions is is an empirical question -
which will be determined in part by the contingent characteristics
of the human being. What is not contingent, however, is that a
society so defined must have a history in which the social action
forms have evolved and gained their meaning.

A final word on anthropology and sociology. It is clear
that the study of the meaning of the action symbols is, on our
account, crucial. But what happens when an anthropologist cannot
~accept the reason provided by the persons in that society for
pursuing that particular act? There are two schools of thought
here -~

(l) the extreme structuralist who maintains that there is

a hidden meaning to these acts but who supposes that that
meaning must always be. found Ulthln the conceptual framework
ol the society involved.

(2) the extreme functionalist who maintains that these acts
have a latent function of which the people are not aware
and w ich may not even have a role in tieir system of con-
cepts,

Both views seem to me dognatic. It is possible that there are
comiron functions in human societies but that these functions are
achieved through complex series of symbolic actioms. In that case
the social scientist would need to Imow both the uvniversal func-
tions and the complex system of symbolism before he can give a full
explanation,

Andrew C. Theophanous

1, ThlS is a slightly revised version of a paper read at Rom
Harre g Tuesday seminar during Trinity Term 1972,




