

Semantics


Because we use language so much, it is essential that we understand how language influences perception.

In this regard, the subject of General Semantics is a good place to start.  However, I'd like to extend this study past what I think of as the range of General Semantics, to include anything having to do with the way language effects experience.  An investigation into the nature of words and images is necessary for us to have greater accuracy in thought.  In part, this is who we are.  This is how we work.


To consider language, I'd like to offer the following (fluid) divisions: The social, the personal, and the subtle aspects of language and thought.

The first area, the social, dwells on language in general communication; our interpersonal, collective engagement with word and images, from "outside".

On this subject, General Semantics has much to tell us about effective communication; what works, and why.


      From "Language, Meaning, and Maturity", edited by
      S.I. Hiyakawa:
     
      "Semantics, in logic, is the study of the laws and      
      conditions under which signs and symbols, including
      words, may be said to be meaningful." 



For me, the appeal of General Semantics is that it concerns itself not only with words that form our language, but it directs our attention primarily to what comes before words.

Before thought and a formulation into words, sentences, etc., there is experience.  According to semantics, a successful transfer of ideas is when the same experience that a speaker or writer has is made to be known, or experienced by another person.
























The founder of General Semantics, Alfred Korzybyski, in the first quarter of this century, developed a number of ideas for use in relation to language.  The following are also taken from the book "Language, Meaning and Maturity"

- We are encouraged to make distinctions when coming
 into contact with any member of a "known" group.
 This is recognizing uniqueness.  

"Names can give a false impression of identity to non-identical objects and events."

An example of this would be:Republican1, Republican2, Republican3, etc.

- We should realize that, rather than having fixed meanings, 
everything is in the process of change.

This type of awareness can  be taken to giving a time signification to people, objects or events. An example of this would be to notice that a person or an object, such as a musical instrument, is different in the morning, afternoon, late afternoon, evening and night. 1:00am, 2:00am, 3:15am, etc.

"The same object or individual is different in different environments. eg. Violinrainy day, Violindry day."

- The "map" does not contain the whole territory.
"No statement can ever be final."  (Beware of nouns!)

- Identity is neither fixed or defined by words. The first
chapter of the Tao Te Ching says the same in only a slightly different way. "The Tao that can be named is not the eternal Tao".

"To be wary of the "is" of identity is to guard against confusing verbal descriptions with actual events."

- Vocabulary often contains only an approximation of what we would refer to.

- Where language treats objects or events as unrelated, we should recognize interrelatedness, joining together ideas. (sounds like zen, he-hearing the sound- of the leaf- falling)


This is orienting ourselves to have a more true image of any given situation.

"Each of these rules was intended to point beyond itself to  sub-verbal levels- to observing, feeling, and absorbing directly the non-linguistic realities (so often) distorted by language."

