This blog was presented originally at a session of the “Alternative Epistemologies Salon” a student-led forum at the University of Chicago Divinity School on February 2, 2017. The Salon invites anyone to submit a question for discussion. The question posed for this session was, “How does “communion” matter for language theory? A First Reading of Charles Taylor’s The Language Animal: The Full Shape of the Human Linguistic Capacity (2016).” 

The relevance of Taylor’s theory of language to attention is suggested by Herder’s description of “reflection,” (Besonnenheit), cited here from Taylor’s translation: 

The human being demonstrates reflection when the force of his soul operates so freely that in the whole ocean of sensations which floods the soul through all the senses it can, so to speak, separate off, stop, and pay attention to a single wave, and be conscious of its own attentiveness. The human being demonstrates reflection when, out of the whole hovering dream of images which proceed before his sense, he can collect himself into a moment of alertness, freely dwell on a single image, pay it clear, more leisurely heed, and separate off characteristic marks for the fact that this is that object and no other (Taylor, p. 9, note 9, citing Herder, “Treatise on the Origin of Language”).

The presentation follows with some minor changes. 
The Language Animal, published last year, is the most recent book by Charles Taylor, a Canadian philosopher well-known for two books in particular, The Sources of the Self (1992) and A Secular Age (2007) in addition to many other important books and articles. 
In Language Animal Taylor argues for what he calls a constitutive theory of language, which he traces back to Romanticism. Herder (1744-1803) in particular, a key figure in the emergence of Romanticism, plays a key role for Taylor. In fact as far back as 1995, Taylor had anticipated some of the basic arguments of Language Animal in an article entitled “The Importance of Herder.”
Competing theories, which characteristically make description and information-encoding central, go back to Enlightenment figures such as Hobbes and Locke. The purpose of The Language Animal is to show that the full shape of human linguistic capacities go well beyond description or encoding to include constitutive powers, what he calls in the opening paragraph of the Preface, “capacities for meaning creation. (p. ix).
 
A much simpler – and funnier - argument can be found in a delightful book called Language Play, which points out that if the whole point of language is to foster the transmission of knowledge what are we to make of language as play as, for example, in a conversation in which the four participants fall into a round of puns, set up by a reference to the cat lying on the carpet, which include catfrontation, catalogue of disasters, catechism, catarrh, and, from the cat, “catatonic” (Language Play, David Crystal, 2001). 
Language Animal, like Taylor’s previous major books, is complex, and I don’t pretend that I can do justice to it. For one thing I am not a linguist. I want to say a bit about three themes that captivated me: communication as communion, the body, and epistemology.
 
Taylor’s use of the word “communion” was what prompted the question of this Salon session. How, I wondered, does communion fit into a theory about language? Taylor uses the term “communion” to describe the kind of situation in which an infant first experiences words. Communion is the emotional bonding through “joint attention” that takes place between parent and infant. 
What does this have to do with language? Language, Taylor argues, is acquired in the kind of intimate communication exemplified by bonding or communion, not the kind of relationship we usually have to objects. Not only is it acquired in embodied exchanges. But in all its subsequent uses, verbal communication stands in a symbiotic, interdependent relationship with the body.
The second thing that got my attention was the role of the body as the medium of communion. He speaks of touching, kissing, stroking, smiling, rocking, bathing, dressing, as well as sounds, such as cooing, gurgling, singing, tone of voice, as well as facial expressions, gestures (“the gestural language of love” (54), and demeanor and other forms of body language. In the beginning an infant experiences words, speech, verbal language as one more sound in this welter of intimate communication behaviors. 

Furthermore, communion is linked to a central claim about language, namely, that language can only be imparted from within such shared embodied emotional bonding. “It evolves always in the interspace of joint attention, or communion” (p. 50, see also p. 55). No communion no language! No bonding, no language. No emotions no language. No relations no language. No body language, no verbal language.

The third theme that has drawn my attention is the epistemological implications of the dependence of verbal language on the body language of communion. Taylor calls the expressive body language of communion, or joint attention, “protoconversation” (53). He further suggests that such protoconversations are saturated with meanings which he calls “protointerpretations.” Body language, in other words, is saturated with body knowledge.

I want to focus briefly on some of these epistemological implications in the rest of this presentation.  
The strongest and most important claim of the theory, is that language makes possible, constitutes, a new consciousness, a reflective, thinking consciousness that is distinctive of humans (p. 6). “Language,” says Taylor, “comes about as a new, reflective stance towards things,” a “transformation of our psychic life” that “attends the rise of language” (“Importance of Herder,” p. 92).
 In other words, a new linguistic consciousness is simultaneously a new kind of epistemological consciousness which Taylor, following Herder, calls “reflection”

Second, this new reflective, epistemological consciousness constituted by language makes possible in its turn the constitution of meaningful worlds, “meaning creation,” (p. ix). 
So Taylor’s theory of language is constitutive in a double sense. First, the rise of language brings about or constitutes a new consciousness. Second, this new linguistic consciousness makes possible the constitution and re-constituting of self and worlds, worlds of meaning and relations.

Taylor develops the world-constituting power of language in his concluding chapter in terms of the notion of “flexibility,” that is, “a capacity to change, even to transform ourselves, which has no parallel among other animals” (p. 339). One example of such creative “flexibility” is the vast range of cultural differences between societies. A second runs in the opposite direction, the capacity to consider a universal ethic, a transformation beyond the “core instinct” of loyalty to the group, a kind of transcendence (p. 340). A third capacity is the possibility of radical evil. “Whether or not this kind of evil exists depends on a hermeneutical reading of motives” (p. 341).
 
Here I have anticipated the conclusion of the book in order to suggest something of the scale of what is at stake for Taylor in his theory of language. Its implications extend not just to epistemology but to ontology, to the nature of human nature and human society including politics.

I want to underscore the political implications of Taylor’s theory of language, implications which have new urgency today. These implications are simultaneously linguistic, epistemological and political. They concern the conditions for the responsible exercise of linguistic-cognitive power. To see what these conditions are requires looking at two more implications of the theory. 
The first of these involves the place of the contested Enlightenment tradition of language theories. Taylor’s claim is that the information-encoding theory of language is wrong as a complete theory of language.  “The “country” of language goes way beyond the “province” of information-encoding, important as this is” (99). It cannot account for “the full shape of the human linguistic capacity,” as he puts it in the subtitle to the book. In particular, it cannot account for the full constitutive force of language. It leads to a “bleached” view of the universe (p. 325).
Taylor’s critique of the contested theory of language as incomplete or reductive applies also to its epistemology. He takes nothing away from the power of quantitative, statistical, deductive logics or any other strategies devised for stepping outside to test taken-for-granted premises for bias, error, illusion, delusion, parochially limited cognition. This includes strategies of specialization and reduction of focus and attention for the sake of disciplinary rigor and scrupulosity of observation. 

He takes pains throughout to take account of capacities for encoding, enframing, describing “objectively.” (“coding power is awesome” p. 87). He affirms both the “semantic logic” of “characterizing the universe as it really is,” on the one hand, and “defining adequately the shape of [is] significance” for us (p. 253).  
But, what he does is to situate these objective capacities within the “full shape” of human linguistic and cognitive powers.  Full linguistic activity “requires not just word utterance but also body language, eye contact or its absence, tone of voice. It depends on these what kind of contact is set up in the conversation, what the footing is on which the partners stand” (48).
 In fact, I think it is not overstating the matter to say that for Taylor full cognitive power is only possible on the basis of embeddedness in the emotions of embodiment.
  

 “Objective” reasoning capacities are symbiotically dependent and interdependent upon hermeneutical reasoning about meanings and social relations (what he calls “footings”). It is language in its full sense that makes possible such partial “autonomizations” of a range of domains of human institutions and practices.  They are one part of the larger picture of linguistic capacities which make possible human constitutive, imaginative, world-shaping capacities. “The description of independent, self-standing objects … cannot be exercised independently of the other functions” (p. 89).

This means that the body not only plays a central role in the origins of language in Taylor’s theory, it is also fundamental to the epistemological differences between the two theories. Knowledge encoded in words is never completely cut free from body knowledge. The constitutive power of language entails a thoroughly embedded, embodied epistemology, one which stands over against what he refers to as “the old disengaged epistemology” (p. 31). 
This leads me to my final implication.  The dependency of cognition on embodiment entails epistemological fallibilism, that is, “awareness about the limits and conditions of our knowing.”
 Because cognition is inextricably bound to embodied life and body language fallibility is inescapable.
I want to take the time to develop this point a bit further. One of the most interesting ideas in the book appears in the last few pages, the idea of “eccentric positionality.” The eccentrics among you may perk up your ears; others may roll your eyes at another example of obscurantist academic jargon. What I find interesting about it is that it is used to redescribe “objectivity,” or a position “outside.” (The word “eccentric” is from Greek “ex”, “outside” and kentrum, “center”). 

I adopt an eccentric position when I take on board the notion that my body is an object in the world, a part of its processes. When a doctor examines my hand, he and I, are looking at it and treating it as an object that is in some sense separable from me. It can be amputated. On the other hand, my body is still also me acting. I am that body behaving in and as a part of the world. The “me” that is that body occupies a position as a nodal center. But when I become aware of that position of mine, pay attention to it, access it, I am taking a position outside the center, an ek-centric position in relation to it. 

The eccentric position is an outsider stance, a form of objectivity, distance, abstraction. But that does not do away with the relationship of me-ness to my body. I occupy both positions at the same time, a central and a “peripheral” standpoint. 

However, a tension or gap does open up in experience between the two relationships, my position at the center and my position off-center. There is a distance, a space that opens up between “me” and my instincts, the space of reflection. 
It is the space that makes room for constitutive action, world-making. It is also the space that inescapably makes room for fallibility. In fact, I would argue that the gap of fallibilism is the condition for imaginative, constitutive, subjunctive possibility, action, creation, invention. 

This connection (between fallibilism and the space of new possibilities) is the point of this session. It links the starting point of the book in body language with the ending point in constitutive “flexibility” afforded by eccentric positionality. 

Another way Taylor puts this is to use the language of liminality. He says that “linguistically formed experience of the world is full of liminal meanings” (p. 334). Liminal meanings exist in the body. The body is the repository of linguistically formed experience of the world, which is full of liminal meanings. Access to this repository of liminal possibility entails accepting our fallibilist, eccentric access to the body as that which makes constitutive flexibility, new possibilities possible.

The logic of this session, the train of thought, has moved from language as communion, to the body, to fallibility as a condition for the constitutive, imaginative powers of the human linguistic capacity, which leads back to a fresh way of imagining the dynamics of embodied human being embedded in a universe that is in motion from the micro to the macro scale.


This leads me back to the political. When I ask what is driving this attention to the paradoxical interdependence of cognitive power and cognitive fallibility, I find myself on the road to the political and what I want to call the fearsomeness of the totalitarian arbitrary.

Taylor’s relevance to what has become in an instant the defining issue of our moment, our kairos, is that for me his fight against the shrunken tradition that reduces “real” language to code, to information, to description, detaches it from any wider responsibility, making it impotent against arbitrary use by those in power.


How does insistence on embodied fallibilism stand in the way of the arbitrary? One line of argument says that by recognizing and owning the limits of our capacities [note the paradox between limits and the full shape claims made by Taylor!] we are better able to build protections against them. We can take steps to check and test our use of the powers of language and thought and action, our agency, against irresponsibility. 


The paradox that Taylor’s argument for the full shape of our linguistic capacities entails acknowledging their fallible limits is resolved when the claim about limits is seen to apply to particular uses of language such as its descriptive, encoding, descriptive powers. The limits to such uses are imposed by the fact of its hermeneutical uses. 

I close with an aphorism that suggests the political implications of embodied fallibilism: “We do not need democracy because we know who we are; we need it because we do not know who we are.”

� This statement also points to the central role assigned by Taylor to the creative, capacity of language. Note 10, p. 10, on the difference between animal and human symbolic capacities emphasizes “symbolic invention,” the capacity to “invent new words.” Where does Language Animal fit into the larger world of language study? I am not equipped to answer this question but Taylor positions his theory in broad strokes by speaking of two traditions of language theory that have been in contention for over two centuries. One way he describes the streams of tradition he rejects is to say that they “want to represent linguistic meaning as something down-to-earth and nonmysterious. What distinguishes us from animals is not some creative power, but rather the ability to describe things, to characterize states of affairs,” which Taylor calls its ‘depictive’ or ‘designative’ power (p. 117, 8). One way this gets expressed is its hostile attitude towards metaphors. Taylor speaks, for example, of Hobbes, as “tropophobic,” and “anti-Cratylist,” referring to Plato’s Cratylus, which argues that “words aren’t arbitrary, that their very sounds indicate what they are used to describe”(p. 106).


� I say nothing about other larger implications of his theory of language such as for morality, emotions, anthropology. 


� He also suggests that how language is acquired by the individual in infancy bears on its evolutionary origins (cf. 54, note 6, 56, 57, n 17, 68ff., 88, 117 on Herder and origins of language; 335 340, 41 on implications for evolutionary theory).


� Taylor’s approach to language and epistemology by way of the kind of knowing exemplified by parent-infant coming to know one another brings to mind Lorraine Code’s suggestion that “knowing other people in personal relationships is at least as worthy a contender as knowledge of everyday objects” as a formal exemplary paradigm of knowledge claims (Lorraine Code, “ Taking Subjectivity Into Account,” in: Feminist Epistemologies, ed. Linda Alcoff and Elizabeth Potter, 1993, p. 32). 


� This large claim for language, which implicates it across the entire range of philosophy and the humanities is characteristic of the “linguistic turn,” which has been described as “focusing philosophy and the other humanities primarily on the relationship between philosophy and language.” Richard Rorty in 1967 published an anthology under the title, The Linguistic Turn. Taylor, in 1985, refers to “the partial hegemony … that linguistics has won over other disciplines” (“Language and Human Nature,” in: Taylor, Human Agency and Language: Philosophical Papers, I, p. 215)


� See p. 9, note 9 for Herder’s rich description of “reflection.” 


� Compare Taylor’s distinction between “two ways in which language can open us to new possibilities, the accessive and the existential. In the first case, we sense that language is enabling us to have ‘reflective’ awareness of what previously was there. … In the second, we see that language (in some broad sense) is openings us to new human meanings, new existential possibilities” (p. 45, 46). 


� “This would be the case where the resistance to the ethic of universalism stems not from an anchoring in the instincts and interests this ethic wants to transform … but rather from an excitement aroused in us by the rejection of the good itself.”


� p. 48 Summarizes section 7 in a way that makes the relationship of constitutive to the descriptive views and claiming that the interaction of constitutive and descriptive powers of language “makes it impossible to understand these latter on their own.”


� Cf. for example, his reference to Greenspan and Shanker The First Idea: How Symbols, Language, and Intelligence Evolved From Our Primate Ancestors to Modern Humans, 2004 (p. 10, note 100. The claim of the book appears on the first page: “We will show how emotions actually give birth to our very ability to create symbols and to think.” On page 54 he refers to Greenspan and Shanker’s claim that “achieving some kind of sense of the shape of one’s emotions is an important condition for being able to grasp concepts later on.” 


� “Disengaged description is a special possibility, reliable only intermittently, of a being (Dasein) who is always ‘in’ the world in another way, as an agent engaged in realizing a certain form of life. That is what we are about ‘first and mostly’ (Zunachst und zumeist” Taylor, “Overcoming Epistemology,” p. 11, in: Charles Taylor, Philosophical Arguments, 1995. This is Taylor’s gloss on Heidegger. His own reformulation is even more succinct and clear: “Even in our theoretical stance to the world, we are agents. Even to find out about the world and formulate disinterested pictures, we have to come to grips with it, experiment, set ourselves to observe, control conditions.” Or, again, “We can draw a neat line between my picture of an object and that object, but not between my dealing with the object and that object” (p. 12). “Our understanding of the world is grounded in our dealings with it” (p. 12). This “ruins the conception of the agent a one whose ideal could be total disengagement.” Since “we can’t turn the background against which we think into an object for us.” 


� Taylor, “Overcoming Epistemology,” p. 14 This article is an excellent entry point into Taylor’s epistemology cast in terms of a critique of “modern representational epistemology.” In it he also notes the connection between embodiment and fallibilism, referring to Merleau-Ponty’s view that because the lived body is the locus of agency, directions of action, and desire, “we never fully grasp or control [such actions and desires] by personal decision” (p. 12, 14. Richard J. Bernstein claims that the theme of “engaged fallibilistic pluralism” is a theme that runs through all of Taylor’s writings. See “Carhles Taylor’s Engaged Pluralism,” in: Bernstein, Pragmatic Encounters, 2016, chapter 7, p. 87. See also the following comments by Taylor: “The impossibility of closure is closely tied to the hermeneutical nature of thinking” (Language Animal, p. 253); “”we can never in principle have a clear oversight of the implications of what we say at any moment” (Importance of Herder, 96) – because “to speak is touch part of the web [of a language], and this makes the whole resonate.” ; The pattern of activity called language is deployed only against a background we can never fully dominate … since we are constantly reshaping it.” (Herder 97); “We can never fully know what we are doing to it. In relation to language, we are both makers and made” (Herder 97). 


� The concept of eccentric positionality is taken from a mid-twentieth century German philosopher, Helmuth Plessner. See Language Animal, p. 342, note 14. I highly recommend the first article cited there, “The Science of Laughter: Helmuth Plessner’s Laughing and Crying revisited,” Continental Philosophy Review (2006) 38: 41-69, by Bernard G. Prusak. I also recommend a short article comparing Plessner and Dewey published in 2004 by Hans-Peter Kruger “The Specifications of Human Beings: A Comparison of John Dewey’s and Helmuth Plessner’s Approaches,” published in Deconstruction and Reconstruction: The Central European Pragmatist Forum: Volume Two, ed. By John Ryder and Krystyna Wilkoszewska. 


� As the author of Reconstructing the Cognitive World: The Next Step puts it, the embodied-embedded approach, which replaces “the body” and “the world” with the whole “organism-world interaction,” must “put cognition back into the brain, the brain back into the body, and the body back into the world” (p. 11-12, cited by Charles Taylor in a different book co-authored with Hubert Dreyfus, Retrieving Realism, p.101). 


� “Fascination with language [has led to] bafflement [which has led us to] split into two camps. This reflects the pull on us of the contradictory metaphysical demands: for the clarity and control offered by an objective account of ourselves and our world, on one hand, and towards a recognition of the intrinsic, irreducible nature of expression on the other…. We divide with polemical fervor into opposing parties, expressors and designators. The battle between expressors and designators is one front between the heirs of the Enlightenment and the Romantics; such as we see in the struggle between technocracy and the sense of history or community, instrumental reason versus the intrinsic value of certain forms of life, the domination of nature versus the need for reconciliation with nature” (Charles Taylor, “Language and Human Nature,” in: Charles Taylor, Human Agency and Language: Philosophical Papers 1, 1985, p. 246).


� “When I use a word,” Humpty Dumpty said, in rather a scornful tone, “it means just what I choose it to mean—neither more nor less.” “The question is,” said Alice, “whether you can make words mean so many different things.” “The question is,” said Humpty Dumpty, “which is to be master—that's all.”


� Hilary Putnam and Ruth Anna Putnam, “Dewey’s Logic: Epistemology as Hypothesis” in Hilary Putnam, Words and Life, ed. James Conant, 1994, p.217, cited in Hans-Peter Kruger, “The Specifications of Human Beings: A Comparison of John Dewey’s and Helmuth Plessner’s Approaches,” published in Deconstruction and Reconstruction: The Central European Pragmatist Forum: Volume Two, ed. By John Ryder and Krystyna Wilkoszewska. 








