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Preface

As we move from one line to the next in the following sequence of expressions,
the fog gradually clears:

y;jdf[39r’’#a-9875JKVxsclsjdli7@@
sruo fo dlrow siht ni gninaem si ereht
ours of world this in meaning is there
there is meaning in this world of ours

Without quite knowing why, or what happens to us, words arrange themselves
in a way that they seem meaningful to us. We cannot see or hear meanings (we
haven’t got sense organs for them), in the way we can see words or hear sounds.
Even after many decades of ‘naturalizing philosophy’ unclarity prevails over what
exactly a thought is that we express by a meaningful sentence, and how it arises
from or relates to physical processes such as the electrical activity of the brain. We
can describe many aspects of the transition from acoustical patterns to meaning-
ful expressions, but only if we presuppose what is to be explained, the human
faculty of language. Yet, whatever meanings are, nothing could be more evident
than that some linguistic expressions carry determinate meanings, while others
do not, and that we can have very speciWc and intricate intuitions on what these
meanings are.

Whatever mind and meaning are, then, this book adopts a fundamentally
‘realist’ attitude towards them as phenomena of the natural world. There are
linguistic expressions, some of which are meaningful; and we can describe their
meanings, experiment with them and study them, while bracketing, for the
moment, the ontological problem they pose. Meaning arises in organisms with
an appropriate internal complexity and evolutionary history, which we can form
hypotheses about; and it has empirically attestable properties that we can study
naturalistically. This book seeks to describe the structural principles on which our
human apprehension of meaning depends. More than any other introductions to
linguistic theory it emphasizes philosophical assumptions on the nature of mind
and meaning on which linguistic theory depends and that it has crucial implica-
tions for.

From the present perspective, studying the ‘mental’ is no diVerent methodo-
logically from studying the ‘natural’: this book centrally opposes amethodological
dualism. Moreover, just as the study of our ‘bodily’ organization has a funda-
mentally internalist aspect—what organs mature in ontogeny is a function of
genetic factors and laws of development—, it assumes that the study of our

Au: Change this as
Preface. Is this ok?
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‘mental organization’ should have this aspect too. In particular, it will claim,
contrary to prevailing externalist orthodoxy, and to the extent that meaning
patterns with linguistic form, that what meanings human linguistic expressions
carry has little to do with how these expressions relate to the world. Neither need
it relate to what beliefs we hold. On the contrary, how we relate to the world
generally depends on our grasp of meaning, our possession of certain concepts
and of structural principles that organize them.

In short, meaning is a structural and internalist phenomenon, relating to the
emergence of order and of complex organization in the human language faculty,
and other cognitive systems inside the mind interfacing with it. Linguistic form
(syntax) moreover, I argue, does not merely act as a negative constraint on what
expressions can mean, or which expressions are ‘well-formed’; it positively
explains why certain expressions mean what they do, what human meaning is
like, and why it is like that. I will describe this position on human syntax as
essentially parallel to one found in theoretical biology, where a position that its
ninetheenth century defenders called ‘formalism’ or ‘rational morphology’ allows
for the autonomous study of animal form, disregarding the external conditions of
existence that drive such organic forms in or out of existence on the evolutionary
scene.

Other than the functionalist, who will unfailingly ask the question ‘What is it
for ?’ , the formalist will emphasize principles for the emergence of structural
complexity inside the organism. Often, he will claim explanatory priority for the
latter, diminishing the explanatory role that functions and adaptation play. The
study of mind, in the present perspective, is the study of structural organization
in no other sense than the biological formalist’s study of organic complexity,
while addressing a level of reality more abstract than that usually addressed in the
life sciences. It is formalism applied to the structure in nature that the mind is. As
my bracketing of the ontological issue indicates, this naturalism will be a purely
methodological stance in which no ontological questions of ‘materialism’ or
‘physicalism’ are prejudged. The closest predecessor for the notion of form used
here may be W. v. Humboldt’s notion of the ‘Form of human language’, on which
Chomsky (1966: 19, fn. 39) remarks that it amounts to much the same thing as the
modern notion of the ‘generative grammar’ of a language. Interestingly, and in
contradistinction to the notion of form used in formal logic, it included both
syntactic and semantic structure.

Formalism and functionalism, S. J. Gould has suggested,
‘represent poles of a timeless dichotomy, each expressing a valid way of represent-

ing reality. Both poles can only be regarded as deeply right, and each needs the other
because the full axis of the dichotomy operates as a lance thrown through, and then
anchoring, the empirical world. If one pole ‘wins’ for contingent reasons of a transient
historical moment, then the advantage can only be temporary and intellectually limited.’
(Gould 2002: 312)
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This would give both formalism and functionalism equal rights to existence, as
complementary rather than contradictory perspectives on the same explanan-
dum. Though I am sympathetic to this view, this book makes the stronger claim
that in some cases a formalist perspective may be more useful and allow a deeper
explanatory depth. I further claim, following Chomsky, that human language is a
good example. Gould’s balanced dichotomy should alert us to the current
predominance of functionalist and externalist thinking about the mind, even in
research that falls outside the theory of mind that traditionally labels itself
‘functionalist’. My primary overall aim in this book is to give formalism in the
sense above a place in the current landscape of the philosophy of mind, and
introduce the kind of study of the human language faculty—namely, generative
grammar—that gives rise to my claims.

Apart from a methodological naturalism and internalism, this book wishes to
articulate a rationalist position. In this tradition, the mind is credited with
rational structures intrinsic to it as a natural object, structures it uses to interpret
the world and its experience. This crucially empirical claim about the structure of
mind is, from the present point of view, the essence of rationalism as a philo-
sophical tradition, which continues to this day. Rationalism is then a claim about
the intrinsic rational contents of the human mind—its analytic content—and a
commitment on its factual internal design. As in the case of an animal’s organ, or
the universe at large, our mind’s structural organization is a matter of empirical
fact. We want to know what this design is like, what its nature and organizing
principles are, hence what our nature is. Design can be good or elegant, and it can
be bad, ineYcient and convoluted, design that no rational designer would ever
have contrived. Looking at our human mind, we would like to know which of
these attributes describes it best.

Can we, in particular, give substance to the idea that the design of the language
faculty is a form of ‘elegant’ or ‘perfect’ design? Its design might be deemed
perfect if, say, it provided a maximally eYcient solution to some task it is required
to fulWl, but also if it was ‘necessary’, in the sense that it had all and only the
elements it needed to have to be usable at all, hence was a form of ‘minimal’
design. Perfect design is not what we expect in evolution in general, where natural
selection, in Jacob’s phrase, is a form of ‘tinkering’ with given organismic designs:
in general, evolution cannot engineer new designs from scratch to meet the
demand of some new task. It has no foresight into a future in which certain
designs will be needed. ‘Blind’ and mindless, it drags on and makes do with
whatever organismic structure does a job well enough. Hence we expect nature to
contain Xawed and makeshift designs, one famous example of which may be
human eye design, which a rational engineer, in Dawkins’ words, would ‘laugh
at’: photocells point away from the light source rather than towards it (Dawkins
1986:93).

Human language may well seem badly designed too, as indeed it has seemed to
many philosophers in the Fregean tradition, if we look at it under a certain
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perspective. As a communication device, for example, it is probably Xawed in
crucial respects, containing lots of structure that seems sub-optimal, redundant,
or worse. But the mistake may lie with our perspective. Perhaps language is
perfectly designed in the way of pairing sounds with meanings, using a minimum
of resources to accomplish this mapping, without these sound-meaning pairs
necessarily being ‘ready to use’. The question of mind design is not an a priori one,
and even if a hypothesis of perfect design were to fail, the apparent imperfections
in our object of study, which only an actual exploration of this hypothesis could
reveal, will be of interest. Where we Wnd an aspect of the design not as we would
rationally expect it, we will have something interesting to explain.

Our foray into the Weld of generative grammar will thus lead us to explore the
‘minimalist thesis’ that even minimal design speciWcations for features that the
faculty of language needs to have to play its role in the functional organization of
the mind—together with general, non-language-speciWc, properties of computa-
tional systems in nature—actually suYce to rationalize the structure which this
faculty is empirically found to have. There is no structure apart from the one it
needs to have. Any extent to which we could vindicate such a thesis would be
surprising, and it would clearly open up an entirely new perspective not only on
language, but also on human nature, on empirical grounds.

My aim to advertise a position may perhaps seem modest—especially from a
theoretical linguistic perspective—were it not for the fact that the formalism and
rationalism I will develop has been in eclipse for much of twentieth century
philosophy, with a concomitant loss of a former prime topic of the rationalist
tradition, human nature. Much current philosophy still rests on three pillars,
externalism, metaphysical naturalism, and functionalism, which are precisely the
pillars that centrally characterized Skinnerian behaviorism (Chomsky 1959). The
meanings of these terms have changed, but it is worth asking how much. There
are various philosophical tendencies today that are said to be ‘rationalist’, be it
because of their emphasis on the objectivity of reason (Nagel 1997), their com-
mitment to some substantive notion of innate knowledge (Fodor 1981, 1998), or
their defence of some version of a priori knowledge (Peacocke 2002). Yet, human
nature, as a theoretical concept, Wgures in none of them in any central way.
Aspects of all these rationalisms will Wgure in the present one, but the rationalism
developed here is a unique brand, as it combines with an internalism and
methodological naturalism in what I think is an unfamiliar way in philosophy
today.

So, on the one hand this book is addressed to philosophers, whom I invite to
join me in a journey through the world of theoretical linguistics, a Weld still
disconnected from much research and education in the analytic philosophy of
language. On a most general level, my message is that language is of an intrinsic,
not merely an instrumental, interest to us as philosophers: language is more than
a deWcient tool for the expression of our thoughts, a code for propositional
contents, an idiom to be ‘regimented’ by the means of modern logic, or an
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instrumental device for representing reality or for communication. The point of
language in its ordinary use, to put it somewhat drastically, is not to relate us to
the external world, but actually to free our mind from the control of the external
stimulus, from having to talk about the world as it actually is, as opposed to how
it might be, was or will be. The hallmark of human language use is its creativity,
or the lack of a connection to the immediate physical context and the adaptive
challenges it poses. As a consequence of that, humans alone may have a history.
Lacking language, all non-humans animals are stuck in the here and now.

On the other hand, this book is directed to students and researchers of all
persuasions who work in the language and cognitive sciences. I hope to convince
them that all research on the human language faculty, no matter how data-driven
it may seem, always rests on philosophical ideas and ideals. Indeed it must be,
given the prevailing unclarity on such matters as mind and meaning. Generative
grammar not other than cognitive or functionalist linguistics are also, and at
heart, philosophical projects. Realizing this, and patiently addressing the philo-
sophical issues involved, might help us to gain a deeper understanding of
intellectual divides that keep disuniting the Weld in unproductive ways.

It is particularly clear that the Chomskyan version of generative grammar and
the Minimalist Program (MP) as its most recent incarnation, are also and
inherently philosophical projects, at least if we understand philosophy in the
traditional sense of seventeenth and eighteenth century ‘natural philosophy’.
Moreover, Chomsky is the philosophical thinker in which I see the above trias
of methodological naturalism, internalism, and rationalism come together, and
although this book does not claim to be a correct analysis of his views, or even
attempts one, virtually all that follows is inspired by what I take to be these views.
The degree of perfection of the design of our mind, in the sense above, is the MP’s
main question. Crucially, the MP is a piece of (formalist) computational biology
for me: it is neither an expression, nor even supportive of functionalism, be it in
the broad sense above, or in the speciWc sense of the metaphysical doctrine in the
philosophy of mind that runs under this label, including the Fodorian ‘Repre-
sentational Theory of Mind’.

By and large, I regard contemporary work in the study of human language as
vindicating the denial by seventeenth and eighteenth century thinkers of a
‘representational theory of mind’. According to that theory, the mind derives its
content from the way it ‘mirrors’ an environment, and mental representations are
relationally deWned as inner signs or stand-ins for outer objects. I shall dispute
that this particular idea is prominent in any way in the ‘natural philosophies’ of
either Galileo, Descartes, Locke, Hume, or Leibniz. It is because I Wnd these
historical connections not only fascinating but positively helpful in understand-
ing our current philosophical predicament that this book devotes so much of its
space to early modern thought.

As a consequence of these aims, one half of this book (Chapters 1–3), will speak
more to philosophers, while the other half (Chapters 4–6) will speak more to
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linguists. But since my interdisciplinary eVort is genuine, my hope is precisely to
have linguists read the former half, and philosophers the latter, even though they
might Wnd just these parts occasionally more hardgoing.

Taking Minimalism as an inspiration, my Wrst aim, in part I, will be to
resuscitate a formalist framework for thinking about human nature, considered
as a central topic for philosophical inquiry, and as a basis for the philosophies of
mind and language. The study of the human mind, for me, is the study of
(human) nature, mentality being one of the latter’s crucial aspects.

In Chapters 4–6 I turn directly to human language and give an introduction to
the generative framework with an eye on philosophical and epistemological
implications, and the explanatory vision that motivates the generative enterprise.
Chapter 5 contains what I hope to be a self-contained introduction to current
generative grammar. Chapter 6 pulls the various strands of the book together in a
synthesis that is centred on the question of human mind design.
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