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qualify the meaning ('having two sides equal'), it 
would not destroy or completely change the mean- 
ing that you had so far given to the word. But in 
most prose, and more than we ordinarily suppose, 
the opening words have to wait for those that fol- 
low to settle what they shall mean- if indeed that 
ever gets settled. 

All this holds good not only as to the sense of the 
waiting words but as regards all the other functions 
of language which we can distinguish and set over 
against the mere sense. It holds for the feeling if any 
towards what I am talking about, for the relation 
towards my audience I want to establish or main- 
tain with the remark, and for the confidence I have 
in the soundness of the remark- to mention three 
main sorts of these other language functions. In 
speech, of course, I have the aid of intonation for 
these purposes. But, as with the meanings of words, 
so with the intonation structure. The  intonation 
of the opening words is likely to be ambiguous; 
it waits till the utterance is completed for its full 
interpretation. 

In writing we have to replace intonation as far 
as we can. Most of the more recondite virtues of 
prose style come from the skill with which the rival 
claims of these various language functions are recon- 
ciled and combined. And many of the rather mys- 
terious terms that are usually employed in discussing 
these matters, harmony, rhythm, grace, texture, 
smoothness, suppleness, impressiveness, and so on 
are best taken up for analysis from this point of 
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view. Or rather the passages which seem to ex- 
emplify these qualities (or fail to) are best exam- 
ined with the multiplicity of the language functions 
in mind. For we can obviously do nothing with such 
words as these by themselves, in the blue. They may 
mean all sorts of different things in different literary 
contexts. 

1 have been leading up -or down, if you like - 
to an extremely simple and obvious but fundamen- 
tal remark: that no word can be judged as to 
whether it is good or bad, correct or incorrect, 
beautiful or ugly, or anything else that matters to 
a writer, in isolation. That seems so evident that I 
am almost ashamed to say it, and yet it flies straight 
in the face of the only doctrine that for two hundred 
years has been officially inculcated - when any doc- 
trine is inculcated in these matters. I mean the 
doctrine of Usage. The  doctrine that there is a 
right or a good use for every word and that literary 
virtue consists in making that good use of it. 

There are several bones that can be picked with 
that doctrine-as it has been expounded in many 
epochs and, in particular for us, from the middle 
of the 18th Century onwards. It is the worst legacy 
we have from that, in other ways, happy Century. 
At its best it can be found in George Campbell's 
Philosophy of Rhetoric-otherwise an excellent 
book in many respects. At its worst, or nearly its 
worst, the doctrine can be found in most of the 
Manuals of Rhetoric and Composition which have 
afflicted the schools-American schools especially. 
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'right and wrong,' 'better and worse'; or worry as 
to how by keeping "our attention entirely on a single 
word" we could settle anything at all about it- 
except perhaps about its spelling ! The important 
point is that words are here supposed just sheerly 
to possess their sense, as men have their names in the 
reverse case, and to carry this meaning with them 
into sentences regardless of the neighbour words. 
That is the assumption I am attacking, because, if 
we follow up its practical consequences in writing 
and reading and trace its effects upon interpreta- 
tion, we shall'find among them no small proportion 
of the total of our verbal misunderstandings. 

I am anxious not to seem to be illustrating this 
sort of misunderstanding myself here, unwittingly, 
in my interpretation of this passage. I know well 
enough that the authors probably had in mind such 
incorrectness as occurs when people say 'ingenious' 
when they mean 'ingenuous'; and I know that the 
Usage Doctrine can be interpreted in several ways 
which make it true and innocuous. 

It can say and truly, for example, that we learn 
how to use words from responding to them and 
noting how other people use them. Just how we do 
so learn is a deep but explorable question. I t  can 
say equally truly, that a general conformity between 
users is a condition of communication. That no 
one would dream of disputing. But if we consider 
conformity we see that there are two kinds of con- 
formity. Conformity in the general process of in- 
terpretation, and conformity in the specific products. 
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We all know how the duller critics of the 18th Cen- 
tury (the century that gave us the current Doctrine 
of Usage) the people Wordsworth was thinking of 
when he wrote his Preface, confused the poetic 
product with the poetic process and thought a poem 
good because it used poetic diction - the words that 
former good poets had used -and used them in the 
same ways. The Usage Doctrine, in the noxious in- 
terpretation of it, is just that blunder in a more per- 
vasive and more dangerous incidence. The nox- 
ious interpretation is the common one. Its evil is 
that it takes the senses of an author's words to be 
things we know before we read him, fixed factors 
with which he has to build up the meaning of his 
sentences as a mosaic is put together of discrete in- 
dependent tesserae. Instead, they are resultants 
which we arrive at only through the interplay of 
the interpretative possibilities of the whole utter- 
ance. In brief, we have to guess them and we guess 
much better when we realize we are guessing, and 
watch out for indications, than when lve think we 
know. * 

There are as many morals for the writer as for 
the reader in all this, but I will keep to interpreta- 
tion. A word or phrase when isolated momentarily 
from its controlling neighbours is free to develop 
irrelevant senses which may then beguile half the 
other words to follow it. And this is at least equally 
true with the language functions other than sense, 
with feeling, say. I will give you one example of 

See the Note at the end of this Lecture. 
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THOUGHTS, WORDS AND THINGS 9 

there is nothing to be said, but it is equally certain that 
there is an Art no less important of saying clearly what 
one wishes to say when there is an abundance of material; 
and conversation will seldom attain even the level 
of an intellectual pastime if arlequate methods of In- 
terpretation are not also available. 

Symbolism is the study of the part played in human 
affairs by language and symbols of all kinds, and 
especially of their influence on Thought. lt singles out 
for special inquiry the ways in which symbols help us 
and hinder us in reflecting on things. 

Symbols direct and organize, record and com- 
municate. In stating what they direct and organize, 
record and communicate we have to distinguish as 
always between Thoughts and Things.1 It is Thought 
(or, as we shall usually say, refei-ence) which is directed 
and organiíed, and it is also Thought which is recorded 
and communicated. Butjust as e say that the gardener 
mows the lawn when we Lnow that it is the lawn-mower 
%hich actually does the cutting, so, though we know 

that the direct relation of symbols is with thought, we 
also say that symbols record events and communicate 
facts. 

By leaving out essential elements in the language 
situation we easily raise problems and difficulties which 
vanish when the whole transaction is considered in 
greater detail. Words, as every one now knows, 
'mean' nothing by themselves, although the belief 

' The word thing' is unsuitable for the analysis here undertaken. 
because in popular usage it is restricted to material sub',tancs-a fact 
which has led philosophers to favour the ternis cntity,' ens or 

object' as the generai name for whatever is lt has seemed desirable, 
therefore, to introduce a technical term to stand for whatever we 
may be thinking of or referring to Object,' though this is its original 
use, has had an unfortunate history The word 'referent,' therefore, 
has been adopted, though its etymological forni is open to question 
when considered in iclation to other participial derivatives, such as 
agent or reagent But even in Latin the present participle occasion,tlly 
(o g vekens in equo) admitted of variation in use , and in Engiish an 
analogy with substantives, such as ' reagent,'' extent,' and 'incident' 
may be urged ï lius the fact that reforent in what follows stands 
for a thing ,ind not an active person, should cause no confusion 
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io THE MEANING OF MEANING 

that they did, as we shall see in the next chapter, was 
once equally universal. It is only when a thinker 
makes use of them that they stand for anything, or, 
in one sense, have 'meaning.' They are instruments. 
But besides this referential use which for all reflective, 
intellectual use of language should be paramount, 
words have other functions which may be grouped 
together as emotive. These can best be examined 
when the framework of the problem of strict statement 
and intellectual communication has been set up. The 
importance of the emotive aspects of language is not 
thereby minimized, and anyone chiefly concerned with 
popular or primitive speech might well be led to reverse 
this order of aporoach. Many difficulties, indeed, 
arising through the behaviour of words in discussion, 
even amongst scientists, force us at an early stage 
to take into account these 'non-symbolic' influences. 
But for the analysis of the senses of 'meaning' with 
which we are here chiefly concerned, it is desirable to 
begin with the relations of thoughts, words and things 
as they are found in cases of reflective speech uncom- 
plicated by emotional, diplomatic, or other disturbances; 
and with regard to these, the indirectness of the 
relations between words and things is the feature 
which first deserves attention. 

This may be simply illustrated by a diagram, in 
which the three factors involved whenever any state- 
ment is made, or understood, are placed at the corners 
of the triangle, the relations which hold between them 
being represented by the sides. The point just made 
can be restated by saying that in this respect the base 
of the triangle is quite different ¡n composition from 
either of the other sides. 

Between a thought and a symbol causal relations 
hold. When we speak, the symbolism we employ is 
caused partly by the reference we are making and 
partly by social and psychological factors-the purpose 
for which we are making the reference, the proposed 
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THOUGHTS, WORDS AND THINGS xx 

effect of our symbols on other persons, and our own 
attitude. When we hear what is said, the symbols 
both cause us to perform an act of reference and to 
assume an attitude which will, according to circum- 
stances, be more or less similar to the act and the 
attitude of the speaker. 

THOUGHT OR REFERENCE 

\ V X' 

SYMBOL Stands foc REFERENT 
(an imputed relation) 

* TRUE 

Between the Thought and the Referent there is also 
a relation; more or less direct (as when we think about 
or attend to a coloured surface we see), or indirect (as 
when we 'think of' or 'refer to' Napoleon), in which 
case there may be a very long chain of sign-situations 
intervening between the act and its referent: word- 
historian-contemporary record-eye-witness-referent 
(Napoleon). 

Between the symbol and the referent there is no 
relevant relation other than the indirect one, which 
consists in its being used by someone to stand for a 
referent. Symbol and Referent, that is to say, are not 
connected directly (and when, for grammatical reasons, 
we imply such a relation, it will merely be an imputed,' 

Cf Chapter V. pp lOI-2 
I See Chapter VI, p. ix6 

PDF compression, OCR, web optimization using a watermarked evaluation copy of CVISION PDFCompressor

http://www.cvisiontech.com


iz THE MEANING OF MEANING 

as opposed to a real, relation) but only indirectly 
round the two sides of the triangle.5 

It may appear unnecessary to insist that there is 

no direct connection between say 'dog,' the word, and 
certain common objects in our streets, and that the 
only connection which holds is that which consists in 

our using the word when we refer to the animal. We 
shall find, however, that the kind of simplification 
typified by this once universal theory of direct meaning 
relations between words and things is the source of 
almost all the difficulties which thought encounters. 
As will appear at a later stage, the power to confuse 
and obstruct, which such simplifications possess, is 
largely due to the conditions of communication. 
Language if it is to be used must be a ready instrument. 
The handiness and ease of a phrase is always more 
important in deciding whether it will be extensively 
used than its accuracy. Thus such shorthand as the 
word 'means' is constantly used so as to imply a direct 
simple relation between words and things, phrases and 
Situations. 1f such relations could be admitted then 
there would of course be no problem as to the nature 

I An exceptional case occurs when the symbol used is more or less 
directly like the referent for which it is used, as for instance, it may 
be when it is an onomatopoeic word, or an image, or a gesture, or a 
drawing In this case the triangle is completed , its base is supplied, 
and a great simplification of the problem involved appeaxs to result 
For this reason many attempts have been made to reduce the normal 
language situation to this possibly ¡noTe primitive form Its greater 
completeness does no doubt account for the immense superiority in 
efficiency of gesture languages, within their appropriate field, to other 
languages not supportable by gesture within £heir fields Hence we 
know far more perfectly what has occurred if a scene is well re-enacted 
than if it be merely described But in the normsl situation we have 
to recognize that our triangle is without its base, that between Symbol 
and Referent no direct relation holds, and, further, that it is through 
this lack that most of the problems of language arise Simulative 
and non-simulative languages are entirely distinct in principle Stand- 
ing for and representing are different relations It is. however, con- 
vement to speak at times as though there were some direct relation 
holding bteen Symbol and Referent We then say, on the analogy 
of the lawn-mower, that a Symbol refers to a Referent Provided that 
the telescopic nature of the phrase is not forgotten, confusion need 
not arise In Supplement I , Part V infra, Dr Malinowskt gives a 
valuable account of the development of the speech situation in relation 
to the above diagram 
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THOUGHTS, WORDS AND THINGS i 
of Meaning, and the vast majority of those who have 
been concerned with it would have been right in their 
refusal to discuss it. But too many interesting develop- 
ments have been occurring in the sciences, through the 
rejection of everyday symbolizations and the endeavour 
to replace them by more accurate accounts, for any 
naive theory that 'meaning' is just 'meaning' to be 
popular at the moment. As a rule new facts in startling 
disagreement with accepted explanations of other facts 
are required before such critical analyses of what are 
generally regarded as simple satisfactory notions are 
undertaken. This has been the case with the recent 
revolutions in physics. But in addition great reluctance 
to postulate anything sui gener:s and of necessity unde- 
tectable' was needed before the simple natural notion 
of simultaneity, for instance, as a two-termed relation 
came to be questioned. Yet to such questionings the 
theory of Relativity was due. The same two motives, 
new discrepant facts, and distaste for the use of obscure 
kinds of entities in eking out explanations, have led to 
disturbances in psychology, though here the required 
restatements have not yet been provided. No 
Copernican revolution has yet occurred, although 
several are due if psychology is to be brought into line 
with its fellow sciences. 

It is notworthy, however, that recent stirrings in 
psychology have been mainly if not altogether con- 
cerned with feeling and volition. The popular success 
of Psycho-analysis has tended to divert attention from 
the older problem of thinking. Yet in so far as pro- 
gress here has consequences for all the other sciences 
and for the whole technique of investigation in 
psychology itself this central problem of knowing or 
of 'meaning' is perhaps better worth scrutiny and more 
likely to promote fresh orientations than any other that 
can be suggested. As the Behaviorists have also very 

I Places and instants are very typical entities of verbal origin. 
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The next step in the theorem takes us on to words 
and their meanings. If we sum up thus far by say- 
ing that meaning is delegated eficacy, that descrip- 
tion applies above all to the meaning of words, whose 
virtue is to be substitutes exerting the powers of 
what is not there. They do this as other signs do 
it, though in more complex fashions, through their 
contexts. 

I must explain now the rather special and tech- 
nical sense I am giving to this word 'context.' 
This is the pivotal point of the whole theorem. 
The  word has a familiar sense in 'a literary context,' 
as the other words before and after a given word 
which determine how it is to be interpreted. This 
is easily extended to cover the rest of the book. I 
recall the painful shock I suffered when I first came 
across, in a book by Dr. Bosanquet, what he called 
the Golden Rule of Scholarship, "Never to quote or 
comment on anything in a book which you have not 
read from cover to cover." As with other Golden 
Rules a strange peace would fall upon the world if 
that were observed. I cannot honestly say I either 
practice the Rule or recommend it. There is a 
middle way wiser for the Children of this World. 
However, as I neither am nor hope to be a scholar, I 
have no occasion to practise it. 

The familiar sense of 'context' can be extended 
further to include the circumstances under which 
anything was written or said ; wider still to include, 
for a word in Shakespeare, say, the other known uses 
of the word about that time, wider still finally to 
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include anything whatever about the period, or 
about anything else which is relevant to our inter- 
pretation of it. The technical use I am going to 
make of this term 'context' is none of these- 
though it has something in common with them as 
having to do with the governing conditions of an in- 
terpretation. We can get to it best, perhaps, by 
considering those recurrences in nature which state- 
ments of causal laws are about. 

Put very simply, a causal law may be taken as say- 
ing that, under certain conditions, of two events if 
one happens the other does. We usually call the 
first the cause and the second the effect, but the two 
may happen together, as when I clap my hands and 
both palms tingle. If we are talking about final 
causes we reverse them, and the lecture you are going 
to hear was the cause of your coming hither. There 
is a good deal of arbitrariness at several points here 
which comes from the different purposes for which 
we need causal laws. We decide, to suit these pur- 
poses, how we shall divide up events ; we make the 
existence of the earth one event and the tick of a 
clock another, and so on. And we distribute the 
titles of 'cause' and 'effect' as we please. Thus 
we do not please to say that night causes day or day 
night. We prefer to say that given the conditions 
the rotation of the earth is the cause of their suc- 
cession. We are especially arbitrary in picking out 
the cause from among the whole group, or context, of 
conditions-of prior and subsequent events which 
hang together. Thus the coroner decides that the 
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34 THE PHILOSOPHY OF RHETORIC 

cause of a man's death was the act of a murderer and 
not the man's meeting with the murderer, or the 
stopping of his heart, or the fact that he was not 
wearing a bullet-proof waistcoat. That is because 
the coroner is interested in certain kinds of causal 
laws but not in others. So here, in sketching this 
causal theorem of meaning, I am interested only in 
certain kinds of law and am not necessarily saying 
anything about others. 

Now for the sense of 'context.' Most generally 

it is a name for a whole cluster of events that recur 
together - including the required conditions as well 
as whatever we may pick out as cause or effect. But 
the modes of causal recurrence on which meaning 
depends are peculiar through that delegated efficacy 
I. have been talking about. In these contexts one 
item- typically a word- takes over the duties of 
parts which can then be omitted from the recur- 
rence. There is thus an abridgement of the con- 
text only shown in the behavior of living things, and 
most extensively and drastically shown by man. 
When this abridgement happens, what the sign or 
word- the item with these delegated powers- 
means is the missing parts of the context. 

If we ask how this abridgement happens, how a 
sign comes to stand for an absent cause and condi- 
tions, we come up against the limits of knowledge 
at once. No one knows. Physiological speculation 
has made very little progress towards explaining that, 
though enormous strides have been made this cen- 
tury in analysing the complexities of the conditioned 
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reflex. The shift, the handing over, is left still as 
inexplicable. Probably this 'learning problem' goes 
down as deep as the nature of life itself. We can 
suppose, if we like, that some sorts of residual effects 
are left behind from former occurrences which later 
cooperate with the sign in determining the response. 
T o  do so is to use a metaphor drawn from the gross 
behavior, taken macroscopically, of systems that are 
not living - printed things, gramaphone records and 
such. We can be fairly ingenious with these meta- 
phors, invent neural archives storing up impressions, 
or neural telephone exchanges with fantastic prop- 
erties. But how the archives get consulted or how in 
the telephone system A gets on to the B it needs, in- 
stead of to the whole alphabet at once in a jumble, 
remain utterly mysterious matters. 

Fortunately linguistics and the theory of meaning 
need not wait until this is remedied. They can 
probably go much further than we have yet imagined 
without any answer to this question. It is enough 
for our purposes to say that what a word means is 
the missing parts of the contexts from which it draws 
its delegated efficacy. 

At this point I must remind you of what I said 
a few minutes ago about the primordial generality 
and abstractness of meaning and about how, when 
we mean the simplest-seeming concrete object, its 
concreteness comes to it from the way in which we 
are bringing it simultaneously into a number of 
sorts. The sorts grow together in it to form that 
meaning. Theory here, as so often, can merely 
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LECTURE IV 

SOME CRITERIA OF WORDS 

LAST week I was concerned with the interde- 
pendences of words in discourse, and the 

interinanimation between them. I began by ar- 
raigning the conventional Doctrine of Usage. I 
accused it of forgetting that a word is always a co- 
operative member of an organism, the utterance, 
and therefore cannot properly - in ordinary free, 
fluid, non-technical discourse -be thought to have 
a meaning of its own, a fixed correct usage, or even 
a small limited number of correct usages unless by 
'usage' we mean the whole how of its successful co- 
operations with ather words, the entire range of the 
varied powers which, with their aid, it can exert. 
The traditional Usage Doctrine, I said, treated lan- 
guage on the bad analogy of a mosaic, and conceived 
composition and interpretation as though they were 
a putting together or taking apart of pieces with a 
fixed shape and color, whereas, in fact, the interin- 
animation of the meanings of words is at least as 
great as in any other mode of mental performance. 
A note in a musical phrase takes its character from, 
and makes its contribution only with, the other 
notes about i t ;  a seen color is only what it is with 
respect to the other colors co-present with it in the 
visual field; the seen size or distance of an object 
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