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Linguistic Relativity in a World of Events

If you ask A to explain how he got B's agreement so readily [as to
what he was referring to in his talk], he will simply repeat to you, with
more or less elaboration or abbreviation, what he said to B. He has .
no notion of the process involved. The amazingly complex system of
linguistic patterns and classifications, which A and B must have in
common before they can adjust to each other at all, is all background
to A and B.

Whorf, 1956: 211, my emphasis

In this chapter, I want to connect with some of the themes already
explored in the previous chapter — to do with how we might talk about
the only partially formed features of still developing social realities in a
world of events and activities, rather than things and substances. But
here, I want to do so from a slightly different perspective, one which
explores more deeply the different formative powers of different ways of
speaking, and the importance of Whorf’s (1956) linguistic relativity
thesis to these issues. Indeed, it seems to me that Whorf’s work has
been misunderstood in the past in at least these two ways: (i) as being to
do only with what linguists would call syntax, rather than with what
Wittgensteinians would call ‘logical grammar’; and (ii) as being to do
with patterns of already spoken words, rather than to do with the
‘shaping’ power of words in their speaking.' Indeed, this misreading of
Whorf, is (it seems to me) itself a case in point of the very principle of
linguistic relativity at work. We can (perhaps) sec this, if we examine
how he himself introduced its nature to a lay audience. He began by
mentioning the revolutionary changes that have occurred in the world
of science and the new ways of thinking they have introduced, and then
went on to say:

I say new ways of THINKING® about facts, but a more ncarly accurate
statement would say new ways of TALKING about facts. It is this USE OF
LANGUAGE UPON DATA that is central to scientific progress. Of course, we
have to free ourselves from that vague innuendo of inferiority which clings
to the word ‘talk’, as in the phrase ‘just talk’; that false opposition which the
English-speaking world likes to fancy between talk and action. (Whorf,
1956: 220, his emphases)

In fact, just as for Austin (1962) so also for Whorf: you can (actively)
do things with words. It is this that seems to have been missed in past
rcadings (and speakings) of Whorf. And it will be through an account
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of the formative function of talk (that I shall elaborate below) that we
will be able to ‘see’ (to use an inappropriate metaphor) Whorf’s work
in a new light.

In this connection, if we turn to more recent times, to Rorty’s claim,
in his Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (1980: 12), that ‘it is pictures
rather than propositions, metaphors rather than statements, which
determine most of our philosophical convictions’, we can see that claim
also as a version of linguistic relativity. He is suggesting that,
traditionally, our philosophical talk about mind and language has been
shaped by a whole set of visual or specular metaphors, and that it is
these metaphors, rather than the nature of our mental activities
themselves, that have determined the forms and dimensions of what we
feel it important to debate in our philosophical investigations. Where,
‘the picture which holds traditional philosophy captive is that of the
mind as a great mirror, containing various representations — some
accurate, some not — and capable of being studied by pure, non-
empirical methods. Without the notion of the mind as mirror, the
notion of knowledge as accuracy of representation would not have
suggested itself” (Rorty, 1980: 12). If we want to change our
philosophical ‘views’ (sic) of the world, ‘we have to get the visual, and
in particular, the mirroring, metaphors out of our speech altogether’
(Rorty, 1980: 371). Thus as Rorly seces it (says it) - and I have argued
this also, especially in the previous chapter - intellectual progress is not
a matter simply of winning the argument, but of changing the agenda
of argumentation by changing the metaphors, the vocabulary in terms
of which academic, intellectual argument is conducted (Rorty, 1989).
And this is, of course, precisely my aim here.

Here, as in previous chapters, I want to explore the implications of
an account of language in which language is not primarily a device for
‘picturing’, ‘depicting’ or ‘mirroring’ (truthfully or otherwise) an
already existing language-independent reality, but is primarily a
formative device for use by people in coordinating their individual
actions (Mills, 1940; Wittgenstein, 1953). Thus, rather than simply
represcnting ‘reality’, speaking and writing should here again be “seen
as’ (talked of as)’ ‘giving', or ‘lending’ a form or structure to a state of
affairs, situation, or circumstance appropriate to it having currency, so
to speak, in the way of life in which the language is used. In other
words, something which is only partially specified and thus open to
further specification, is given further specification linguistically, but
only according 1o communicative requirements; that is, only in a way
that promotes, as Mills (1940) says, ‘the coordination of diverse
action”, or, in Wittgenstein's (1953) terms, ‘going on’, in the living ofa
certain ‘form of life’. Thus our ways of speaking and writing work
practically, to formulate the topics of our discourse and to give thema
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structure appropriate to our forms of li i i
. s of life, which otherwis
in themselves lack. erwise they would

0.9.»: grammar, rational-invisibility, and illusions of
discourse

Such a view of linguistic functioning — of speaking and writing as not
working by the usc of alrcady fixed codes simply to represent ‘reality’
9:. of them as being continuously creative or formative processes v“:,
which we oozm::nﬂ the situation or context of our communication as
we communicate ~ is, for us, to repeat, utterly revolutionary. As Harris
A._ 980, 1981) points out, it calls in question one of the great myths omo:,q
time, a myth which since antiquity has been a part in one form or
another of the Western tradition. In that myth, it is supposed that
words stand for things either ‘out there’ in the world external to the
_msmc.mmo-cmoq (in what Harris calls the ‘reocentric’ version of ‘sur-
ﬂomm:oﬁ._m__maq, or (in its ‘psychocentric’ version) for things to be
_oom:o.a _E.oBm:w. ‘in the mind’ of the language-user. And what [ want
to do in this chapter, through an examination of Whorf’s (1956) work
upon the jm:m:mmnm of the American Indians, is to illustrate what it
might be like not to think, or talk, in this way about ourselves. But to
gos,_c:zp,z:n how a quite different way of talking about A,::ﬁo_.ér, in
_nr.:sz. of .c<c=?. ?_: as Whorf says ‘ceventing’)  could _m:a ~,c us
xperiencing ourselves in quite a different we : imin: i
oxpen imim”o eeves Eﬂﬂmwo 1differcnt way. As a preliminary to this
The mq.mg Is to attempt to make clear that, when Whorf spoke of
grammatical categories, he did not always mean what linguists now
talk of as syntax, that is, recognizable patterns of already spoken words
often he meant something quite different. He distinguished copinom
what he called overt and covert grammatical categories -~ what he al
called PHENOTYPES and CRYPTOTYPES -in the following manner O<MM
mEBE::Q._ categories, or phenotypes, are syntactically :::._Sa n
some nxv_._n:. formal way within the sentence in which they appea
where ﬁ.:o: formal nature is determined by their place in the _Ww_:.qm
patterning of that sentence. Covert categories, or cryptotypes, are Ew
a_qoqoi...._.:o class membership of the word is not apparent LE: M:QM
is a question of usingit. .. then we find that this word belongs to a class
:1 ,.zcim requiring some sort of distinctive treatment 4.:,.
distinctive treatment we may call the REACTANCE of :ﬁ.n.mﬁ.m Oq_m
m_wm? mov. He called such a category a CRYPTOTYPE because mmm <m
hidden’ category, “they easily escape notice and may be hard to a.nm:o
”:4:_ yet may have a profound influence on linguistic behaviour ( _cmow
12). IFor tnstance, ‘names of countries and cities in English form m.
cryptotype with the reactance that they are not referred to U,v\ personal
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pronouns as object of the prepositions “in, at, to, from™. We can say “f
live in Boston” but not “That's Boston — I live in it * (1956: 92).
Instead of ‘in it’ or ‘at it’ we say ‘here’ or ‘there’. As I see it, this is what
Wittgenstein (1953) would called an aspect of ‘logical’ grammar. And
when he says ‘grammar tells us what kind of object anything is’ (1953:
no. 373). it is by examining the reactance related to our talk of ‘it’, that
we are able to make clear to ourselves what that ‘it’ is for us. Thatis a
part (see Chapter 3) of Wittgenstein's method of doing philosophy.
And this is the reason for my claim above: that to interpret Whorf’s
talk of grammar in a merely syntactic sense was an inadequate
interpretation. The reactance occasioned by the use of a word only
shows up in the context of its use, in its speaking.

Second: Following on from this, the account of language I have
given thus far in this book represents our ‘basic’ ways of speaking as
working ‘instructively’ - in their speaking - to invoke or provoke in us,
as both responsible listeners or readers in a certain society, a creative
process in which we determine what it is that is officially ‘rationally-
visible’ to us (Garfinkel, 1967). Their reactance is such as to suggest
that it is this, rather than that, kind of thing we are talking about. In
other words, our ‘accounting practices’ work to ‘instruct’ us in how to
‘see’ an otherwise indeterminate flow of activity as having this, rather
than that. kind of form to it (a form which otherwise it would not in
itself have). Our ‘seeing’ is ‘in-formed’ by the terms in the dominant
discourse of the day. But it is worth mentioning beforec we go any
further, that by the same token, those self-same, official accounting
practices will also work to render other aspects of what occurs
‘rationally-invisible’ to us.

To elaborate: in our everyday lives we are, as 1 have already said,
embedded within a social order which, morally, we must continually
reproduce in all the mundance activities we perform from our ‘place’,
‘position’, or status within it. Thus we must account for all our
experiences in terms both intelligible and legitimate within it, and
currently, we live in a social order that, officially, is both individualistic
and scientistic. Everything which occurs must be made sense of in its

terms. It is because of this tha. we have concentrated far too much
attention upon the isolated individual studied from the point of view of
an uninvolved observer. And ironically, what has been rendered
‘rationally-invisible’ to us in us making sense of our world in this way,
are the sense-making procedures made available to us in the social
orders into which we have been socialized. These are procedures which,
as | have said. have their provenance in the history of our culture, and
in terms of which. as Garfinkel and the ethnomethodologists have
shown, we perceive the flow of activity around us as ‘visibly-rational’.
We do not, however, see them as procedures which we ourselves
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perform -as the epigraph quote from Whorf, above, illustrates — th
are seen in other terms: as the operation of cognitive mechanisms ..o«
595&.:9_ people; as structures with their own dynamic i__.._:r
determine ,Uoov_n.m observed behaviour. It is in these terms too L.M~
language appears not as a formative activity, but as a kind of _m ical
ow_o:_c.m i..::: individuals; indeed, it is impossible to ‘see’ lan :mm nm
formative in such terms. In this view, communication s mm:d m_o "
matter of A telling (transferring information) to B in his mn :nﬂvﬂw_ru
Indeed, N.So:ﬁq aspect of the rational blindness induced in us by o :
current individualistic modes of accountability, is our ?::wn ”:
::.:T:Mo sufficient significance to the second-person standpoint in _:no
to "you’s, to the ‘involved’ or ‘participatory’ standpoint in which S:m:.
are :.6:%: to be ‘I's meanings are perceived and understood as such;
5& is, 303 within the situation containing them both, the situatio .
which third-person external observers are ‘outside’ A.:, It is o:_z
second-person listeners who have the right to expect .ma? oaow
spcakers to be as they present themselves as being (Goffman womov 4
Thus, unlike third-person outsiders, they present mvomxoqm, with :
”MHMM_VM” wwnzmw_m:mﬂozmﬁm.:a that they must act into, if listeners m«w
y to undertake i
oo e undertak h..n duty of attending only to what speakers
.._,:_a” An even more important phenomenon, perhaps, and cer-
.E_:_« more g%:ao::m, as we have already to an extent mmns is the
Imaginary entities our ways of speaking convince us exist ,_,:m% are
illusions which arise from projecting back into the n:nzo:g.nnm of our
concern, our methods of representing it — so that it appears to us as if
we are simply ‘mirroring’ in the structure of our representations the
structure o%. reality. This tendency leads us, as Goodman (1972: 24)
says, to ‘mistake features of discourse for features of the év,oﬂ of
discoursce’. I have alrcady discussed aspects of this problem m,: O“Hm te
5, JE :.03 I would like to take that discussion further. P
. Consider the following examples: (i) We speak of understanding as a
mental m.:Onomm, and wonder what goes on in our heads which nswc_,om
:w.S do it, and we set out to attempt to discover its nature. ‘But’
Wittgenstein (1981: no. 446), . P

don’t think &. understanding as a ‘mental process® at all. - For that is the
way of spcaking that is confusing you. Rather ask yourself: in what kind of
casc, _.:ao.q what circumstances do we say ‘Now I can go o:.. That :‘~ o_,
wvﬁ.rim [in terms of ‘mental processes’] is what prevents us ::S s i.”vﬂn

facts i::c_.: prejudice . .. That is how it can come about _,:u_ _:o,-nso_.:m, n_m
representation produces something imaginary. So let us not think swmsm c‘
find a specific mental process, because the verb ‘to understand’ is th : 55&
because one says: Understanding is an activity of the mind Therean
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The idea that there must be a process in our head arises, not from what
we know about our own inner mental processes, but from the influences
of our own ways of talking upon us. :

Another obvious illusion is (ii) the feeling that every ‘thing’ must
possess a fundamental, underlying, systematic structure, amenabletoa
single logical description — the true description of what the thing ‘is’.
But is there always such a structure there to be described? Goodman
(1972: 30-1), in discussing ‘the way the world is’, argues not:

There are very many different equally true descriptions of the world . . . no
one of these different descriptions is exclusively true, since the others are
also true. None of them tells us the way the world is, but each of them tells us

a way the world is.

For, not everything is a fully completed, objective thing; many ‘things’
are incomplete, and on the way to becoming something other than
what they were when they were last observed — the world included. And
what Goodman says of the world, Wittgenstein (1980, I: no. 257) says
of things in general:

Mere description is so difficult because one believes that one needs to fill out

the facts in order to understand them. It is as if one saw a screen with

scattered colour-patches, and said: the way they are here, they are

unintelligible; they only make sense when one completes them into a

shape.-—Whereas I want to say: Here is the whole. (If you complete it, you

falsify it.)
Thus, as | have suggested before, it is in the very nature of our
surrounding circumstances, that they can only be partially specified
and lack a final specification as to their actual structure.

Fourth: However, as an incomplete process, practical activity is still
open to, or able to take on, or to be lent, further specification. It seems
to ‘invite’ one or another kind of completion; and this, as Goodman
and Wittgenstein suggest, is what often happens in our attempts to
describe it: we describe an incomplete process by its supposed final
product. William James (1890: 196) describes this tendency as ‘the

psychologist’s fallacy™:

The great snare of the psychologist is the confusion of his own standpoint
with that of the mental fact about which he is making his report . . . Bothiit
itself and its object are objects for him. Now when it is a cognitive state . . .,
he ordinarily has no other way of naming it than as the thought, percept,
elc., of that object. He himself, meanwhile, knowing the self-same object in
his way, gets casily led to suppose that the thought, which is of it, knows it in
the same way in which he knowsiit, although this is very often far from being
the case. The most fictitious puzzles have been introduced into our science

by this means.
And this is my point here: unless we become sensitive to the manner in
which our ways of spcaking form and shape the topics of our discoursc,
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we w:m.:.ozn: be investigating fictions of our own devising without
recognizing them as such. Psychologists are attempting to discover
how voo_u._n would perceive the world if it was as they depict it to c.n. asif
full oM. ‘things’ and ‘substances’. But is it? In an attempt to mamiam this
question, I would now like to turn to a study of Whorf's (1956)
writings, and in particular what he had to say about a very different
world from ours: the Hopi world of events, or ‘eventing’.

Metaphors we (English-speakers) live by

In his chapter on ‘the relation of habitual thought and behaviour to
language’, <<._511 (1956: 138) explores two questions: (1) Are our
concepts of ‘time’, ‘space’ and ‘matter’ given in substantially the same
».os.n. g experience to all men and women, or are they in part
conditioned by the structure of particular languages? (2) Are %o_.n
traceable affinities between (a) cultural and cn:mio:nm_.:o::m and (b)
mmamm-wnm_n linguistic patterns? To both questions, Whorf .msmin_.m
Yes'. Let me turn first to what he has to say about the use of nouns and
noun phrases in talking about things in general.

The ioq._a of the Standard Average European (SAE) language® is
Whorf claims, a world of matter or substances, of things, in mnnnﬂmm
thought o?.& ‘stuff”. We have two kinds of nouns for use :.H talking of
such stuff: 5&@55_ (or count) nouns and mass nouns. 5&5%&:
nouns are used in speaking of bodies with definite outlines: ‘a tree. a
m:nw.. a man, a hill’, while mass nouns are used for :oiomn:no.cm
continua without implied boundaries. However, as Whorf points out
<<r pereetve ?f natural occurrences in _his way, as unbounded G:n_:ﬁu
air, waler, rain, snow, rock, dirt, grass, and sca’ perhaps, but :ﬁ
distinction is more widespread in language than in the ommazmd_o
appearance of things. For, in the context of their occurrence we
pereeive most such substances as possessing a dcfinite outline
However, 5@: outline can be different in different contexts. The :Em,“
noun has to be further individualized by the use o?a&aozm._ ::m—:m:m
devices. This m,m partly done by the use of the names of body-types: ‘stick
,2. iooa.‘. ‘piece of cloth’, “‘pane of glass’ and so on; but &mc m
_=:oa:n_=m the names of containers: ‘glass of water’, .Umw of flour’ mzw
so on. These very common container formulae, in which ‘of " has an
obvious, visually perceptible meaning (‘contents’), influence our ?ﬂn::
w_voE ,:5 less obvious body-type formulae, says Whorf: ,m:n_nw.m
?o.cow . .U.m:nm... ete., seem to contain something, a ‘stuff”, ,mc.vv,Eznn..
or ‘matter equivalent in some way to the *water’, *flour’, etc.. in ::m
container .ﬂoqﬂ::_mn. The formulae in both cases are w:dz.m,,. \..,Ei
item 1:_,._,\35. Our ways of talking are such as to require :ﬁ.g.o S_rmﬁ.q.”,
many things in terms of such a binomial structure; that is E,o cz_w iuw\
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in which they can be ‘given’ or ‘lent’ an intelligible character. Hencee,
says Whorf, for SAE people, the philosophical ideas of *substance’ and
‘matter’ are instantly acceptable as common sense; they represent in
general the ways in which we already talk in particular ‘about our
reality’.

Nowhere is the power of linguistic analogy in the creation of
imaginary entities more apparent than in the creation, among the stuff
and substances of our universe, of the formless stuff we call ‘time’. Such
terms as ‘September’, ‘morning’, ‘noon’ and ‘sunset’ are with us nouns,
and they have little formal linguistic difference from other nouns, says
Whorf. There is for us some ‘thing’ to which such phase-nouns, when
we use them, seem to refer. In constructing it, we also apply here - in
talking of ‘a moment of time’, ‘a second of time’, ‘a year of time’, etc. —
the same linguistic formula of formless item plus form. We imagine that,
just as ‘a bottle’ contains a quantity of liquid, so ‘a summer’ actually
contains a quantity of time, marked out by ‘beginning’ and ‘end’
boundaries (which then puzzle us as to when exactly they occur). Butin
Hopi, all such phase terms, like ‘morning’, ‘winter’, etc., are not nouns
at all but, says Whorf, a kind of adverb. Nor are these ‘temporals’ ever
used as nouns, either as subjects or as objects. Thus they would not say,
as we do, ‘in the morning’, but ‘while morning-ing’. Indeed, as Whorf
says. Hopi is a timeless language in the sense that, what we feel must be
explicitly recognized as features of the passage of time, arc not

recognized as such in Hopi. Neither is there any ‘thingifying’ of time as
a region, extent, or quantity: nothing is suggested about it in Hopi, says
Whorf, other than the ‘getting later’ or ‘latering’ of it.

More recently, Lakofl and Johnson (1980) have made many of the
same points as Whorf about our English ways of talking; they have
explored, as they put i, “the metaphors we live by’. They also discuss
container-metaphors, as well as what they call orientational metaphors
(such as consciousncss is UP; unconsciousness is DOWN), structural
metaphors (such as TIME 1S MONEY - Don’t waste time) and ontological
metaphors (such as THE MIND IS A MACHINE - My mind just isn't
operating today). In discussing time, they point out that the major
metaphor used is that of TIME PASSES US, which gives rise to the two
subclasses of TIME IS A MOVING OBJECT and WE MOVE THROUGH TIME,
such that it is not inconsistent for us to say both ‘In the following weeks
" *and‘In the weeks ahead of us . . ." - which initially might seem to be
contradictory, implying that the future is both behind and in front of
us. Like Whorf’s, their work also demonstrates the ineradicably
metaphorical nature of our ways of talking.

The essence of metaphor is, they say (1980: 5), ‘understanding onc
thing in terms of another’ (my emphasis). Therc is, however, both a
auperficial and a deep sense in which this claim may be understood.
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m._vcl._c_.:__z.. it can be read simply as mcaning a shifting or dis-
placement of words from a supposed literal to a metaphorical no_:e.:
of usage: a form of words which already makes sense in one context i

:mo.a tomake a similar kind of sense in another. But they make a dee Mw
claim, that ‘metaphor is pervasive in everyday life. Our oamsw_‘

conceptual system, in terms of which we both think and act M
fundamentally metaphorical in nature’, they say (1980: 3). In omr.“—.
words, En otherwise utterly undifferentiated flow of mn:ic.\ in which
we are involved is always given or lent an intelligible form linguist-
ically, a moqs which enables one to perceive it as ‘accountable’; that is

as an organization of ‘commonplace events’. In this deeper m@:mn :6:,
é:_n. :.63 may be what one might call canonical or vmnm&m.-:m:m
linguistic usages, there are no literal usages — if by literally speaking one

means describing what is there independentl i i
i pendently of the shaping function

Metonymical forms of talk

Is it the same for the Hopi? Not quite, Whorf claims. While full of
figures of speech, of course, their language, he says, has neither the
:ana. for nor analogies upon which to build a concept of existence as a
a:m:.@ oq. JSormless-matter plus things-with-forms (that is, bodies and
quasibodies made from, consisting of, or co:E_.:msm, the basic
substances of the world). The general character of the Iomz. €0Smos is
marked out by the use of verb or predicator forms (if ‘verb’ is the right
term to use here in discussing a language not one’s own), not by :omnm
and nominals. ‘“The Hopi microcosm’, says Whorf :owﬁ ‘seems Lo
have analyzed reality largely in terms of EVENTS (or better :o«o:;:m:v:
and ”8 goes on to describe the different natures of the ‘eventing’ o»
CVCNLS:

events are &51&23 the expression of invisible intensity factors, on which
n_r..ﬁr.:».. their z:_c._:« and persistence, or their fugitiveness and T»Gﬁ?:.ﬁ
It implics that cxistents do not *become later and later’ all in the same iu, :
but some do so g growing like plants, some by diffusing and <m=_m5=v>
some by a procession of metamorphoscs, some by enduring in one sha :m:
m:dﬁ.oa by <_ojo_: forces. In the nature of each existent able to Bmsz.n%a»w a
anma_.ﬁ E:o_n." i1s the pawer of its own mode of duration: its growth, decline
stability, cyclicity, or creativeness. Everything is thus already ‘pre .M:na. n.oq,
by the way it now manifests by carlier phases, and by what E._wvo later
partly has been, and partly is in the act of being so .vn(cvﬁna. (1956: 147) .
f:;o ,_.v_.mss_:m for the futurc’ is one of the central activities in our
form .& __.ﬁo. and is the activity towards which science is Eo:m,_: of as
Q:::v:.::m. for the Hopi, Whorf claims, it is ‘preparation’. Hopi
preparation, .::<<0<2, is quite different from our U_:E::m. Both
involve thinking. But we talk of our thinking as having to do <,<:r us
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constructing or formulating - as a result of a means-end, cause-eflect
analysis - a plan (or theory, or set of principles, etc.) which we then
have ‘to put into practice’ in some mysterious way. The mysterious
hiatus between theory and practice arises for us hecause, given our
ways of talking, ‘matter’ is only changed and fashioned by other matter
impinging directly upon it, and it is quite unnatural for us to think of
our thought as pervading and as being able to affect the world around
us directly in any way. What is unnatural for the Hopi, however, is the
thought that it does not! While our thought takes place in an imaginary
space — ‘in our minds’, we say, ‘somewhere privately within us’, either
‘in the forefront or the back of our minds’ - the Hopi world has no such
imaginary space. The corollary of this, as Whorf points out, is that
thinkings and feelings to do with ‘eventings’ in the world are located
there, out in the world in which the eventing takes place - as a natural
part of the whole into which they arc interwoven.

Thoughts and feelings arc thus, for the Hopi, treated as directly
connected to events in the world in some way: if one’s thinking — about
the health and growth of some plants, say — is good, then it will be good
for the plants, if bad, then the reverse. But the kind of thought meant
here is not ‘theoretical’ thought, the preliminary formulation of
possibilities in imaginary space, but ‘practical’ thought, the invoking of
the appropriatc imagery, the thinking of onesclf ‘into’ the context of
the possibly required practical activities, the conducting of appropriate
‘thought experiments’, the attempt to increase one’s awareness of what
actually ‘is". to rid oneself of goals irrelevant to the task in hand, and so
on. That kind of thought power is, says Whorf, the force behind
ceremonies, prayer sticks, ritual smoking, etc. ‘The prayer pipe is
regarded as an aid to “concentrating™ (so said my informant). Its
name, na'twanpi, means instrument of preparing”™ ™ (1956: 150).

““I'hose who gather around to smoke the pipe before peace negotiations

are already. in practice, halfway towards a more common, cooperative
form of life. Such a form of activity - of working within a present
situation, thus to accumulate within a part of it a sufficient influence to
affect an aspect of the whole - is, we might zmv\.m:nﬁosv\amnm_“.s part is
taken as representative, or as invoking the whole. But if, as Whorf
implies, everything is in some sense everywhere in the Hopi world, then
it is entirely reasonable to hold that what one does in one part of a field
of interwoven activities, ripples out, so to speak. and affects what
happens in the totality. In metonymic ways of speaking, a feather
invokes the bird, ancagle’s feather all the eagle’s qualities, such that to
possess such a feather gives one access to all the eagle’s qualities in
some way: just as we, being speakers of English (SAE) and possessing
some of the requisite linguistic skills feel we possess access to English as
a whole.
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Practically speaking

The importance of preparing activities to the Hopi are indicative, as
&\:o.l. makes clear, of their timeless notion @. time. While we mvm:.mw_.un
time in a three-tense system of past, present aind future, they use onlya
two-tense system of earlier and later, a system which, as he suggests.
seems 1o correspond better with the feeling of duration® as it is
expertenced. For, conscious experience, even for us, does not obviously
,monB to 8::.:: a past, present, and future, but a complex unity:
EVERYTHING is in consciousness, and everything in consciousness 18,
maa. 1S .SmQEQ,, says Whorf (1956: 143-4). There is, however, a
@_mzzﬁ._o: in consciousness between that with which we m..n.mz
immediate contact (what we are seeing, hearing, touching) - the
.vn.omwi. - and what is not a part of our immediate circumstances.
Within that second category we may distinguish between what we can
Q.SE:\:{ - the ‘past’ -- and what we can imagine, intuit, belicve, or
fancy Eo ‘future’. All these - what we are in contact with

remembering and imagining - are all in consciousness together. m:m
whereas we order our conscious experience by talking of it in spatial
terms, the Hopi make use of no such ordering devices; time for them
enters into the above scheme by it all ‘getting later’ (or ‘latering’)
together. Thus for them, everything which has ever been done is
M_on:SEm:& and carricd over into the present event, while what it is
becoming affects what itis also. It is, says Whorf, as if the return of the
amx was felt as the return of the same person (or group of persons
which in a sense, a practical sense, it is), not as ‘another day’ like Em
appearance of another and entirely different person.

All this implies that the answer to at least Whorf’s first question, as
to whether our concepts of ‘time’, ‘space’ and ‘matter” are nor m?m:. to
all r_::.::_::g in essentially the same form, is ‘No’. The Hopi, in some
sense, live ina space and time quite different from our space and time.
~...:::2:58, whatever the space-time or time-space they do live in is
‘it secms to be furnished quite differently from ours. It seems to be ?_m
o.,.mn:S:ov, in which they can (to an extent) participate, rather than of
things external to them. Such a form of life appears quite incompre-
hensible to us; we cannot casily assimilate it to any already familiar,
:.\nnz..nm& common sense scheme of understanding. Indeed, our
difficulties with it are manifested, as Harris (1980: 18) says, in our
modern theories of language, for they present

a :.u<om=:m anatomy of the difficultics inherent in an essentially literate
socicty’s attempt to conceptualize something it has forgotten, and which it
cannot recall from its cultural past: what an essentially non-written form of
language is like.
But .:ozﬂrm_nmm. there are enclaves of understanding within our own
‘reality’ which appear to be very similar - as I shall illustrate in a
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moment below. Yet we fail to notice this. Why? As Whorf points out,
the major reason is that the philosophical views characteristic of
Western thought — especially Cartesian mind-body dualism ~ receive
massive support from the form plus substance dichotomy (indeed, as a
case in point, body-mind dualism jsstill as prevalent as ever, especially
in artificial intelligence research)/While holistic, monistic, relativistic
and contextualist views of reality, similar to those of the Hopi, have
been formulated by philosophers and scientists, they remain
incomprehensible in everyday life_
For a case in point, we can turn for a moment to mention the fate of
the attempt by Pepper (1942) and others (such as Rosnow and
Georgoudi, 1986) to canvass a movement in psychology called
Contextualism. The ‘root metaphor’ of contextualism is, says Pepper
(1942: 232), ‘the historic event’, where, just as in Whorf’s account of
Hopi. the contextualist does not mean by such a term ‘primarily a past
event' (if indeed there is such a ‘thing’ to which to refer). It means, he
says, an event that is ‘alive in its present’, it is ‘the event in its actuality
... when it is going on now’ (1942: 232), and he continues in his writing
to attempt to specify his meaning more exactly. However, we can feel
the tension in his writing between his feeling that an ‘event’ is not a
‘thing’, and his need to write as if there is something (som€_‘thing’):
already there that his writing is ‘about’.- For although, in giving
instances of the contextualist root metaphor ‘we should’, he says, ‘use
only verbs’, he himself continually slips back into the use of nouns and
noun phrases, such as ‘the ever changing event’, rather than being
prepared simply to say, for instance, that itis ‘cventing’ which concerns
him. Why? Could it be that he feels such a new way of talking would not
be accounted intelligible within the social institutions in which he
wants to have his say? We shall find that it is as easy for Pepper to jump
out of his language as to jump out of his skin, that his language speaks
him more than he speaks it. And inextricably embedded in its naturc is
a certain metaphysics — of things and substances - making it very
difficult for a way of talking based in verbs to be acceptable. Given the
difficulty in grasping what it is that contextualists are talking ‘about’, it

« is not surprising that it shows little sign at the moment of ‘catchingon’.

L Why is this? It is not because such a view is refuted by the facts -
indeed, as we now realize, there is no way in which ‘facts’ as such could
ever ‘refute’ a way of speaking, for it determines what are to be
‘accounted’ as mmnﬁm\/Zoq is it because, contrary to what often is
claimed. they are couinter-intuitive. While Newtonian notions of space.
time and matter are often said to be intuitive. and relativity is cited as
an example of how mathematical and scientific investigation can prove
intuition wrong. is that actually what Einstein’s discovery (invention?)
of the theory of relativity proves? Laving the blame on intuition, says
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.<,<_:i‘. is wrong: ‘Newtonian space, time, and matter are no intuitions.
They uﬂ.o.‘ he says, using a specially selected word (1956: 153, my
emphasis), ‘recepts from culture and language. That is where Newton
got them.” In other words, as recepts (to give the dictionary definition
of the word), they are mental images without an intellectual basis.
What EQ represent as being ‘in’ the world is ‘in’ our way of
representing it. They arose out of our current ways of speaking, and
:z.: is why — unlike the contextualist vocabulary of ‘events in their
going on now’ - they were so easily accepted back into them.

As Whorf (1956: 152) says, if intuition is not to blame, the reason
why R.mﬁ:Sm:o and contextualist views find it so difficult to gain
acceptanice s that ‘they must be talked about in what amounts to a new
language’ - one which, so to speak, seems to go against the grain of our
current ways of talking. They require, apparently, a language of verbs
a <Onmc=_ma\ of activities; seemingly, we must talk in terms om,
‘eventing’, etc., in an attempt to make a new kind of sense. But must
we? Are our current ways of speaking really inadequate?

For Newton, space and time were absolutes, there independently of
how one might talk about them or investigate them; they were not
hypotheses (‘Hypothescs non fingo’), nor were they terms to be used in
constructing a frame of reference relative to events. In other words, the
foam ‘space’ and ‘time’ were taken as denoting ‘its’. existing
independently of any activities or events taking place within them. But
what if, along with Whorf. we now take ‘space’ and ‘time’ as belonging
to us, 50 to speak, rather than to our world, and investigate them as
involved in ‘fashions of spcaking’, serving the social .v_:scmo of
coordinating diverse action? .

In everyday practical contexts of usage, rather than use such terms to
represent absolute and abstract entities, we often say such things as: (1)
4 here’s no space in our relationship for such things’, Ev ‘I must make
time for that’, (3) *He’s spaced-out, man’, (4) ‘“We've too much time on
our hands’, and so on. In other words, we use the words ‘space’ and
”:Bo..m: constituting actual and concrete features in and of the context
in which they are used. We indicate by their usage, perhaps (to take the
examples above in turn), that: (1) certain activities will invite sanctions:
(2) that we're under pressure, that too much should not be expected o..;
us, but we'll still try to do it; (3) that he’s disorganized. that there is a
lack of logical cohercnce in his behaviour and he is not to be relied
upon; (4) we're bored. not engaged in anything interesting, so we're
open to suggestions, and so on. How we live practically is not best
described as taking place in a three-dimensional space of things in
motion through a fourth space-like dimension. time, but in a ‘time-
és.no‘ of ‘nonlocatable’ regions and moments, offering us various
invitations and prohibitions, etc.. relative to our current activity.
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Itis difficult for us, however, not to assign places in space somewhere,
in which we feel the ‘things’ we speak of are located. Yet as
Wittgenstein (1981: nos. 486 and 497) says: .

‘I feel a great joy' -Where?  that sounds likc nonsense. And yet onc docs
say ‘I feel a joyful agitation in my breast’.- -But why is joy not localized? Is it
because it is distributed all over the body? Even where the feeling that
arousces joy is localized, joy is not . . . *‘Where do you feel grief?”  In the
mind. - What kind of conscquences do we draw from the assignment of
place? One does not speak of a bodily place of grief . . .

The answer will occur to us, he suggests (1980, I: no. 129) if we ask: ‘But
what does behaviour include here? Only the play of facial expression
and gestures? Or also the surrounding, the occasion of the expression?’
In other words, talk of place does not imply geographical localization,
but is, in fact, of the circumstances surrounding our expression. For
example, while we might say to someone ‘The love I feel for youisinmy
heart’, that is not where we should look for the import of their
statement. In practice, its implications are ‘in’ the subsequent context
between that person and oncself the statement helps to create. Such
circumstances can be intelligibly described perfectly well in the
ordinary language available to us currently. In other words, the
establishing of a special language for the description of ‘eventing’ is not
as necessary as Whorf thought. What then is required?

Only, scemingly, the recognition and restoration to legal tender, so
to speak, both of some currency we alrcady possess, as well as the
restoration of people’s rights to coin more, as and when they require it.
The establishing of these new ways of sense-making is difficult, not
because they are contrary to fact, nor because they are counter-
intuitive, nor because they require description in a wholly new
Language, but because they require the reconstruction of the official
accounting practices (our ‘basic” ways of talking) in terms of which we
maintain our ‘official’ realities - our official forms of life. For it is these
that currently rule ways of talking in terms of events and ‘eventing’ out
of court.

Theories and accounts

What I have attempted to set out above, then, is an account of
something to which currently we are somewhat rationally blind:
namely. our own accounting practices, and the part played in them by
the rhetorical and tropological functions of language in giving
articulable form to otherwise unformulated feelings. Accounts arc
such that, in the context of their telling, they are ‘self-specifying’ in that
they work to construct or to specify further that context or setting
within which, and by use of which, their telling makes sense. The
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5&018_ essence of an account is that in its telling it works practically
to inform or to instruct recipients of it — to the extent that they accept it
- as to how they should make sense of the circumstances around them.
In other words, it informs them as to what kind of person they should
he. Unlike theoretical statements, they do not usually need any
explanation as to their meaning. Even if they prove unacceptable to
those to whom they are offered, their import is understood.

As already mentioned. 1 have called the kind of knowledge required
to be able to talk and to understand in this self-specifying way,
knowing of the third kind: it is a knowing from within a discursively
constructed situation; that is, from within an event. As such, itisa form
of knowledge whose nature cannot be described theoretically, in ways
amenable to evidential support. Even to try to do so would be
paradoxical: for we want an account of it in practice, a contexted
understanding of it from within the context of its use, and to assume
that its nature could be described theoretically would still be to assume
that it could be described in a context-free way — hence my insistence
that Ez: I have provided here is an account of our accounting
practices and not a theory of them. Thus it cannot be judged as to its
truth or falsity, for it is not formulated so as to be amenable to
.nsan::.m_ support; it can only be judged practically, as to whether it is
instructive or not, and whether it ‘accord[s] with the practice of the
person giving the description’ (Wittgenstein, 1980, I: no. 548), that is,
‘IL1s not a kind of seeing on our part; it is our acting, which lies at the
bottom of the language-game’ (Wittgenstein, 1969: no. 204).

Because few are prepared to grant the importance of the above
distinction between theories and accounts, and often claim that
anything that guides empirical research must be ‘a theory’, let me set
out the main differences between the two more explicitly below.
Strictly, to be amenable to evidential support, theorics ought to have
the following properties: (1) explicitness; (2) abstractness; (3) dis-
creteness; (4) systematicity: (5) completeness: and (6) be thus
predictive. While few theories meet these conditions (and many argue,
as [ have said, that to insist on these conditions is to be over-fastidious
as to what theories are), accounts have no such pretensions: (1) an
account is not explicit but is open to interpretation; (2) it is not abstract
but works by the use of examples (or paradigms); (3) its elements are
not discrete but are context-dependent; (4) it is not systematic, for its
r._c_:n.im arc intentionally not rule-related to one another; (5) also its
m_c.mc:v:o:m are incomplete: and (6) though it shapes our expectations,
itis not predictive in any precise way. Only in the requirement that it be
coherent and be understood as a whole, is it like theoretical talk; it
cannot itself be grounded in evidence, for it works to shape what we
will interpret as evidence.
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Thus, being presented with a theory is quite different from being
presented with an account. The categories provided by a theory can be
used to reorganize one’s perception of events, events that already make
one kind of sense, can be seen as fitting into another, already pre-
established framework of interpretation. But the sense in which one
listens to or reads an account is quite different: if the facts it provides so
far are unsatisfactory in some way — that is, incomplete, contradictory,
or even bewildering — one waits for later facts and uses them in deciding
the sense of earlier ones. What sense there is to be found is not decided
beforehand, but is discovered or disclosed in the course of the exchange
in which the account is offered. Thus, to give an adequate account of
what something ‘is’, neither a theory nor a model of it will do. For we
must not talk about it as really being something else, as requiring an
unusual description in special theoretical terms. Nor must we talk
about it as being like something else which, in other respects, is not
actually like it at all. For both these ways — using theories or models -
provide only partial, or biased, ways of ‘seeing’ it from the ‘outside’,
from a standpoint unconcerned with the form of life from within which
it is being observed. Our task - if an adequate understanding of
something rather than its effective manipulation is at issue - is to ‘sec’
what confronts us as ‘what’ actually it is within the form of life within
which it has its being.

To give an account of something, to formulate practical knowledge
of it as a topic, we must collect together in a certain kind of way what
we must already know, in order to be the competent, autonomous
members of our society we are. But to do this, we do not have to collect
cvidence as scientists; as presumably soctally competent persons
ourselves, we ourselves can be a source of such evidence (Cavell, 1969).
Drawing upon the knowledge we already possess, what we need is an
account of what we know about the topic in question, in the ordinary
sense of the term ‘account’: as simply a narration of a circumstance or
state of affairs. Something which in its telling ‘moves’ us this way and
that through the current terrain of our practical knowing, so to speak,
sufficient for us to gain a conceptual grasp of it - it is a view ‘from the
inside’, much as we get to know the street plan of a city by living within
it, rather than by seeing it all-at-once from an external standpoint. It is
a grasp which allows us to ‘see’ all the different aspects of it as ifarrayed
within a ‘landscape’, all in relation to onc another, from all the
standpoints within it; it narrates a topic to us as a system of common
‘places’, as a whole given form by a sct of topics or tropes.

That is: primarily vague, but not wholly unspecified states of affairs
or processes, are specified further within a medium of communication,
according 1o the requirements of that medium, which is the reproduction
of the pattern of social relationships in which it has its currency. Thus
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the mowE_.nm of what we represent in our forms of communicition are
more in our forms of communication than in what we represent by
them; the basic nature of our language is formative or rhetorical rather
than representative or referential. We have, Wittgenstein says, been
held captive by a picture, the picture theory of language, ,iEn:
suggested to us that our language was not so much for communication
as for representing in its structure the structure of the world. I have
argued here the opposite: that we project into the phenomena of our
concern features of our methods of representing it. It is our dominant
Boao of accountability which suggests to us a world of locatable

isolable, individual mobile entities in cause and effect relation to o=m
uaﬁroh Recognition of practical discourse would entail the recog-
nition of the nonlocatability of many psychological phenomena. For
example, as Wittgenstein (1980, I: nos. 903. 904 and 905) says about
our attempts to centre our psychology ‘in’ the ‘minds’ of individuals:

\

why m:o_:.a the system continue further in the direction of the centre? Why
should this order not proceed, so to speak, out of chaos . . . It m.m :EM A
perfectly possible that certain psychological phenomena E::i.vn investi-
gated physiologically, because physiologically nothing corresponds to
:_o:_. - .e<3 should there not be a psychological regularity to which no
_..rwm_o._om_om_ regularity corresponds? If this upsets our concepts of
causality then it is high time they were upset. e
In 032 .ioam. if we were able practically to accept the consequences
of living in a world of events rather than of things, then we really .«<c:_»,~
find ourselves in a world that is utterly strange to us, even though it
.ic:E be the world of our own everyday, conversational life. And
__z_ﬁ:._ of the ‘mental states” we currently talk of as the cause of o:w.
behaviour, they would appear as one of its consequences.

Conclusions

Like fm:mo:mpnm:, Whorf forces us to see that the basic ‘being’ of our
io.:a 1s not as basic as we had thought; it can be thought of and talked
of in other ways: as a world of activities and events, rather than of
mccﬁwznn.m and things. Like Wittgenstein also, he does this through
‘grammatical’ studies that explore what is felt by native speakers to go
with what - and, irrespective of whether his account of Hopi grammar
1S .._:_c...: not, like a good picce of science fiction writing, it enables us
to imagine other ways in which we might make sense of our own q.o::.m
:_4 life. While currently we spatialize time and talk of it as a dimension
& measurement, and think of oursclves as living somewhere upon that
;_Bcsm_.o: ‘in” an historically changing world, the Hopi (truly, or
:E.S_w in Whorf’s version) dynamize space and talk of it as mvmn.o in
which their thinkings and feelings are in responsive contact with the
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influences at work in their surroundings. For us to think of ourselves in
this way — as like a compass needle, thoughtlessly but sensitively
registering changes in a surrounding magnetic field — goes against the
grain of our thought about ourselves as the agents of our own actions;
but we can think it, nonetheless. What goes against the grain for the
Hopi. according to Whorf, is the opposite: the thought of themselves
and their desires as separate from what goes on in their world. But no
doubt in the Hopi world too, as in ours, there are two sides to the
question; they could, no doubt, be provoked into ‘thinking’ (?) the
opposite. But to repeat: while what we talk of as our ‘thought’ takes
place in a special, inner, imaginary space — ‘in our minds’, we say — the
Hopi ‘world’ contains no such inner, imaginary space. For them, as for
the rhetorical-responsive version of social constructionism being
outlined here, the supposed ‘thinkings’ and ‘feelings’ we talk of as
having to do with the ‘eventings’ in our world, have to be located there,
out in the world in which such talk takes place - as a part of the whole
into which it is interwoven. To locate it in ‘the mind’ is to locate it in
something imaginary rather than real.

By the same token, it is worth reminding ourselves of what Whorf
said about the rhetorical-responsive power of language to create in us
an incorrigible sense of the ‘reality’ in which we live, a ‘reality’ that
aspects of which our ‘mind’ can ‘intuit’. What we talk of as our
‘intuitions’ are, he said, recepts from culture and language. What our
ways of talking represent as being ‘in’ the world are ‘in’ our way of
representing it. They are ‘rooted’ in our current ways of speaking —
whose primary function is the forming of different forms of life -- and
they work ‘developmentally’ to supplement, to specify or to articulate
such ways of talking further. But it is also worth noting, that it is only in
working outwards, from within such intralinguistically constituted
‘realities’, that we can make intelligible contact with that which is due
to other than our recepts from language. And it is this possibility - of
making contact with an otherness different from ourselves ~ that saves
us from being wholly entrapped within intralinguistic realities of our
own making. For, as we have seen, in dialogue with the others arouud
them, different people can come to understand their differences. While
such dialogues do not allow an instant, monologic, computational
kind of understanding, they do allow the slow, back-and-forth
development of a contested but negotiable practical understanding.
Further, such contests and negotiations are not of an ‘anything goes’
kind; but neither are they are not grounded in any predetermined,
outside, systematic standards. To repeat: they are ‘rooted’ in the
developed and developing conversational contexts within which the
practical negotiations take place. Thus, within a dialogical perspective,
the problem of linguistic relativity takes on a quite different, nonvicious
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character. The different ways of being in the world of different peoples
m_:_o.:w: not easy to interlink, are not for ever incommensurable. ,

.‘::m does not mean, however, that we are at last in a position to
discover that final form of life that we all, as human beings, should live.
For our task in the future is just as much a task of making as of finding.
Each time we encounter a limitation upon our ways of knowing others
Aoq ourselves) - as we did in revealing our entrapment by the traditional
epistemological paradigm - we must try to identify it by contrasting
our knowledge practices with alternatives, thus to respect the being of
others (and ourselves) more effectively. And this is a process to which
om, course, there is no foreseeable end, either in theory or practice. wE.
distinguishing that which is due to our talk from that which is not
becomes .Uomm:u_n only if we can grasp the nature of our part in the
construction of our own intralinguistic realities. And it is as an aid in
this task that I think the value of Whorf’s work lies.

Notes

1. T will both offer textual support for these claims. and more fully explain what I
mean, later in the chapter.

2 f_._:q._.n_::.:r.?:z_ ally capitalized words he wanted 1o be espectally noticed.

3. This is the last time I shall self-consciously mark the importance of our
vocabulary _._c._.n. For, I cannot wholly purge my writing of visual metaphors; it would
make my writing even more tortured, peculiar and multivoiced (i.c. full of qualifications
=._=‘_ mnmnv:a thoughts’), than it already is. But nonetheless, readers should remain
vigilant in noticing their pervasive presence.

4. Ow::z:.. E_r.m of the context of self-presentation as having a moral nature, in
terms of involving different rights and dutics for speakers and listeners

5. Helumps English, French, German. and oth .

. . . er European languages all toge i
SAE (1956: 138). s Betherin

0. ,:e._:.. _._c says Ccm? 216), ‘may be called a timeless language. It recognizes
_.4.»._:._:59__ tme, which is much like Bergson's “duration”, but this “time" is quite
:::wc.EE:nBs:ni time, T, used by our physicists. Among the special properties of
Hopi time are that it varies with cach observer. does not permit of simultaneity

zero dimensions; i.c. it cannot be given a number greater than one [talked of
numbered parts)’.

and has
as split into



Epilogue: Rhetorical-Responsive Social
Constructionism in Summary Form

The notion of theory as a toolkit means: (i) The theory to be
constructed is not a system but an instrument, a logic of the specificity
of power relations and the struggles around them; (ii) That this
investigation can only be carricd out step by step on the basis of
reflection (which will necessarily be historical in some of its aspects)

on given situations.
Foucault. 1980: 145

The task consists of not — or no longer - treating discourses as groups
of signs (signifying elements referring to contents or represcntations)
but as practices that systematically form the objects of which they
speak.

Foucault, 1972, 49

In our reflective thought, upon the nature of ourselves and the world in
which we live, we can either take what is invariant as its primary subject
matter and treat change as problematic, or, activity and flux as primary
and treat the achievement of stability as problematic. While almost all
previous approaches to psychology and the other social sciences have
taken the first of these stances, social constructionism takes the second.
Thus, in this view, centres of stable social practice have to be sustained
in cxistence by the efforts of those involved in them to ‘regulatc’ and
‘repair’ them; they ‘do not settle or endure out of their natural state’
(Vico. 1968: para. 134). And it is only ‘from within® such stabilized
practices that we usually make our claims to knowledge. Social
constructionists, however, are intercsted. not so much in what can be
done from within such centres once in existence, as in the process of
their construction in the first place. Hence their claim that, in general.
our conversations do not take place in an already well-ordered reality,
but in a pluralistic, only frapmentarily known, and only partially
shared world (Rommetveit, 1985 183" in other words, they take a
view from a position much more on the margins, or in the boundary
zones., between the more settled, orderly institutional centres of social
life, for itis here in these boundary regions that new constructions first
emerge. This is the nature of joint action. Because of this, because our
task is that of attempting to understand how, practically, we can
promote this move from disorder to order from within that disorder
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:.,.o._.m.,.v_ have argued that no orderly, systematic theories as such are
possi mo. But what can be o.m help is, I have claimed, a rich ‘tool-bag’ of
:Mo?_ nO:onn._Em_ prosthetics’, through which, perhaps, to see some of’
~. € processes in ::." movement from chaos to order at work. In such a
context as this, it i.: be useful to end this book by gathering together in
one w_”:w the Moo:_zom and claims, a set of ‘instructive statements’
constituting the rhetorical-responsive version i ,
ons . of soci: -
tionism explored in it. tal construe

Social constructionism in general:

| Q:.:Eo_., to all versions of social constructionism is the central
assumption that - instead of the inner dynamics of the individual
psyche ?@E.m::nmm_: and subjectivism), or the already determined
characteristics of the external world (modernism and objectivism)
AQQm.o? 1991: Taylor, 1989) - it is the contingent, really vague
A:::. is, lacking any completely determinate character) flow of
continuous communicative activity between human beings that
we must study. Thus, the assumption of an alrcady stable and
<.<c__-_¢::§_ reality ‘behind appearances’, full of ‘things’ identi-
fiable independently of language, must be replaced by that of a
vague, oa_w partially specified, unstable world, open to further
,ﬁvoo_:nm:.oz as a result of human, communicative activity
Concern in the past with one or the other of the two Uo_.ml:nw
:g,<o - as well as an Enlightenment urge to produce single
::.:.on._. monologic®, systems of knowledge  gave rise —omm:.
ambition to locate a world beyond the social and E&o:n.«.__. and to
attempt to discover this world, in the depths either of the organic
or :“M Jﬂxn:w..o% nn_}mcm. in abstract principles or systems. As a
result, this third sphere of activi ¢ : g in 1
e i phere of activity has usually been left in the
3 Mis from within this not wholly orderly flow of relational
background activities and practices (that is, with its :Zo:.c.:?
::Q:Jrznocm:oa-_,:::o?zvoc_::7.._:.i. no:m::c:c:?? 3..::..
tain, EE all our other socially significant a_.:#,,:vw_o:n. of
interaction - with each other and with our ‘reality’ o:m:::o. .5.1
are constructed in ‘joint action” (see Chapter 1 and Shotter _wac
for the propertics of joint action). , ,

L)

Fhe rhetorical-responsive version of social constructionism

Words, utterances, genres

4 .<<::_.m as v..:n: _.mcr any specific meanings in themselves; they are
interindividual® (Bakhtin, 1986 121); as a means  for making
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differences within the developing developed context of a dialogue
-- they work to specify mecanings only within that dialogue.

5(a) As an intrinsic unit of dialogue, an utterance is always

produced in response to previous utterances, and bounded by a
change in speaking subjects; (b) further, utterances are not
understood referentially, but also responsively, that is, not by
listeners coming to possess the same ideas as speakers, but in terms
of an answering response such as affirmation, disagreement,
puzzlement, elaboration, application, etc. - common under-
standings (that is, truly shared representations or references), in
this view, are difficult to achieve.

Such responsive meanings are always first ‘sensed’ or ‘felt’ from
within a conversation, that is, they are embodied as vague,
unformulated ‘intralinguistic tendencies’, and as such, are always
amenable to yet further responsive (sensible) ‘development’ or
specification with the dialogue.

Utterances have their meaning within a genre, that is, within a way
of speaking associated with a form of social life with a ‘history™ to
it, such that certain words produce a ‘re-sensing’, or ‘re-feeling’ of
past, authoritative usages; in Billig et al.’s (1988) terms, this is a
‘living ideology’: a way of speaking, thinking, perceiving, acting,
and evaluating constitutive of a form of social relations, privileg-
ing some in the group over others.

Ideologies

It is in ‘words in their speaking’, in their tone and in other aspects
of their ‘temporal shaping’, that utterances realize these ideolog-
ical influcnces; thus, within the context of speaking, we are only
interested in ‘patterns or forms of already spoken words’
(formative forms) to the extent that they provide the (enabling and
constraining) resources constituting a genre — it is the activity of
speaking thatis of primary interest to us, not what has been or was
said.

Our ‘official’ ways of being, our ‘selves’, are produced in our
‘official’ ways of interrelating ourselves to each other — these are the
terms in which we are socially accountable in our society (Shotter,
1984) - and these ‘traditional’ or ‘basic’ (dominant) ways of
talking are productive of our ‘traditional’ or ‘basic’ psychological
and social ontologies.

What we have in common with others in our society’s traditions is
not a set of agreements about meanings, beliefs or values, but a set
of intrinsically two (or more) sided ‘topics’ [Gr. ropoi = “places’]
or commonplaces, from out of which we may draw the two or
more sides of an argument (Billig, 1987) — plus (a political
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economy of) access to the resources of various genres, for use in
the formulation of a ‘position’ in a dialogue (with a genre to it)
Often, &w_.o.mcnm take the form of arguments, and utterances %n
3.:: of criticisms and justifications; living social traditions have
this form (Maclintyre, 1981).

Descriptions and their grounds

12 Although vague and amenable to an indefinite number of

15

anmn:v:o.:w. the only partially specified events in the social
nosmﬁcn:oiﬁ.m open, unstable world, cannot allow or afford just
any description; many are arguably false. They are not ‘afforded’
cither by the events themselves, or by the background circum-
stances of our lives.
,<<::n a fictional narrative may be described as functioning to
create’ a structure, to articulate a wholly mental world. the
structure "given’ to vague events by a claimed factual account
must be grounded in the background circumstances; that is
logically, the events as seen from within the ?mBmSOwr of :xm
account, can be seen as corroborating or refuting it; and
historically, the framework can be seen as having Q:nnmna, from
the background circumstances.
Such descriptions function to ‘give’ or to ‘lend’ a determinate
structure to such open events which they do not in fact have to
Jormulate them definitely as being of this or that kind". .
.—z S:n of such events, it is useful to introduce the concept of the
imaginary. for we need to distinguish between whether our claims
are ?._.f,o& upon merely fictional possibilitics, or upon mc:E:m
cmpirical possibilitics, existing in the social background at the
moment of our talk.

Rhetoric and talk of ‘psvchological states

16

,:_w way in which events are *lent” their structure by the words in
which they are described, brings to the fore the intrinsically

Jormative or shaping function of language, its figures of speech

(metaphors. metonyms, synecdoches and ironies, etc.); tropes are
not something which can be added to or subtracted from a
language as necessary, but arc an intrinsic part of its nature {De
Man. 1979).

Thus there is no way one can stand outside of our conversational
forms of communication with others. or use another specialist
(formal) language to criticizc them: the same everyday ::w:Zwo
resources, that afford the formulation of various claims :.7:
afford their questioning. their doubting, their negation z:.n_. ::“._,ﬂ
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warranting - there is no such thing as a metalanguage that can
replace our ordinary conversational forms of communication.

18 Neither are there any extralinguistic entities whose significance is
linguistically clear prior to talk ‘about’ them; there are no
extralinguistic ‘somethings’ in the world merely awaiting precise
or accurate description (Rorty, 1980).

19 Thus psychological talk — supposedly ‘about’ our ‘perceptions’,
‘memories’, ‘motives’, ‘judgments’, etc. — does not refer to any
already existing, inner reality of mental representations. It
consists in formulations, in claimed versions of psychological
states constructed on the basis of vague (but not wholly non-
specific ‘feelings’), to serve rhetorical purposes in accounting for
ourselves and others in response to challenges from those around
us. Instead of ‘about’ our mental states, we should talk ‘of” them.

20 The ‘grounds’, or the ‘standards’, in terms of which to judge
whether such claimed versions should be taken seriously or not,
within the argumentative or responsive context in which they are
offered, are to be found (at the time of the requisite judgment)
within the argumentative context itself, not outside it — as an
outsider to the intralinguistic reality of another, however, one can
make revealing comparisons between it and one’s own.

21 But there is no last word, whether inside or outside the time-space
of dialogue, to bring dialogue to an end.

22 Given the practical, socio-relational nature of language, what
matters in a tradition of argumentation, is the terms within which
the arguments within it are conducted: to argue in relational

rather than individualistic terms, is to attempt to interrelate
ourselves to each other in a relational rather than an individ-
ualistic fashion, to begin to ‘socially construct’ a relational
society.

23 The change from arguing about psychology in behaviourist terms
to arguing about it in cognitive ones, has not brought argument in
psychology to an end - but it has changed the whole style of what
people now think it important to research into. The aim of social
constructionist argumentation, is to bring about yet another
change in psychology’s research agenda.

The ‘basis’ and ‘function’ of social constructionist analyses

24 What ‘social analysts’ have available to them as a *basis’ for their
analyses, is a ‘sensibility’ of what is involved in ‘boundary
crossings’, that is, in taking a marginal stance, they can ‘sense’ the
changed intentionality® involved in ‘moving’ from ‘membership’
(inclusion within a social group) to ‘cxclusion’ (outside it) with
respect to a group’s tradition of argumentation. All their claims,
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”g:o: .,o_uac_.m:o:d. must be such as to be ‘permitted’ or ‘afforded’
Am:wﬂmnnwv.mgmn. See Wittgenstein’s method of comparisons

25 C 2::.: to a rhetorical-responsive approach is ‘the fundamental
plurality of unmerged consciousnesses’ (Bakhtin, 1984: 9); the fact
:E.ﬁ every way of speaking embodies a different n<m_:m:<m stance
a different way .o_, being or position in the world. It is this Smm
keeps everyone in permanent dialogue with everyone else. It thus
vwn.n_.:aom the attempt to capture the nature of 833:?.8:.6
activity ever in a unified, systematic theory.

26 .w_: i.rﬁ.: does allow us to do, is to display in our empirical
investigations the dilemmatic character of the dialogues (Billig et
al, _wmmv. and through the analytic unit of the utterance to m:ma
:.3 different ways in which different people, at &383.:38 :M
different contexts, resolve the dilemmas they face in practice - S‘:r
the result that, among the many other interesting features of what
we can then claim their practices to be, we can construct reasons
for our claims as to their ideological character.

What social constructionist analyses do not do

Ww Provide accurate representations of an underlying reality.
8 Treatknowledge as consisting in static systems of forms, cognitive
m:=~o::om. or frameworks, and as defined in terms of their ordered
contents.

29 “w“ﬂwnﬂﬁ social life consists in already pre-determined social

30 >mm=3w that psychological processes consist in already pre-
determined cognitive processes in individuals. P

31 \.xmm_.::n. that language consists in a pre-determined code for
::r.:m inner psychological events to outer events in social life

32 Vommn_.gm. in this way, our talk from the conversational noioﬁm._.z
which it occurs and has its influence: upon our lives; upon who we
arca nd become (our psychological make-up); and :.no: our social
:m:a:m m.:a thus upon the nature of our society and its o::,:?.

KX T_:::.<.. in not claiming the provision of the one true <_”n<< it aom
not n_m._:: a privileged voice in the conversation of r:Ew:r_:am.
i?._o 1t expects to be taken seriously. it expects only a voice i a
critical dialogue with others. g ne

Indeed, :.__z 4 part of the very notion of a rhetorical -responsive social
constructionism, that all the claimed ‘instructive .ﬁSSBo:Z“ or .,ﬁoo_ ’
c:@na above may be contested. For it is a major part o?:.n M.E.:Omnw
rc_:n canvassed here, as 1 have argued before, to suggest that an
important aspect of such contests lies, not so much in their mc,cc_,.:n
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outcomes, as in the vocabulary, in the forms of talk, in which they are
conducted. The very terms which render some aspects of our lives
rationally-visible to us, render other aspects rationally-invisible. And
indeed, that has been the claim explored in this book: that a special
form of practical-moral knowledge, embodied in the conversational
background to our lives, has been rendered invisible to us, ironically,
by the very ‘visual’ vocabulary in terms of which we currently conduct
our investigations into our own nature. To grasp its nature, a more
practical, historically or temporally oriented lexicon of nonvisual,
speech communicational terms is required. And it is towards the
fashioning of such a vocabulary that this book has been aimed.

Notes

1. Thus ‘vagueness, ambiguity, and incompleteness - but hence also versatility,
flexibility, and negotiability - must for that rcason be dealt with as inherent and
theoretically essential characteristics or ordinary language’ (Rommetveit, 1985: 183).

2. The isolated, finished, monologic utterance, standing divorced from its verbal and
actual context, is open only to a passive understanding which excludes an active response
(Volosinov, 1973: 73). Butin Bakhtin’s (1984: 110) view, ‘truth is not to be found inside
the head of an individual person, it is born between people collectively searching for
truth, in the process of their dialogic interaction’.

3. A ‘sui generis fear of history, an ambition to locate a world beyond the social and
the historical’ is, as Volosinov (1976: 14) sees it, a basic motif in ‘contemporary
bourgeois philosophy’. As Rorty (1989: 189) says, what ‘I have been urging in this book
is that we try nof to want something that stands beyond history and institutions’.

4. What that *history’ is, is of course always contested.

S. See in this connection, the ‘ex post facto fact fallacy’ (Chapter 5).

6. From within, we adopt various ways of looking, talking, evaluating, etc.,
unquestioningly; from the outside, however, we sce that there are clear alternatives to
these ways - and we ask, why aren’t they adopted instead? The answer to that question is
given in ideological terms.
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