SOME THOUGHTS ON THOUGHT AND SPEECH


L. S. Vigotsky, "Thought and Speech", in Saporta, Sol. Psycholinguistics


A Book of Readings, N/Y., Holt, Rine-Hart Winston & Co., 1961.

"The meaning of a word represents such a close unity of thinking and speech that it is impossible to say whether it is a phenomenon of speech or a phenomenon of thinking.  A word, deprived of meaning, is not a word; it is an empty sound;

"...structure and (the) nature of the connection between word and meaning can change

"The meanings of words are not constant.  They change as the child develops; they change also in accordance with the different ways in which thought functions.  Word meaning is dynamic..."

" he begins with the first word, gradually adds other words and finally gets a complete sentence, later makes more complicated ones.  But, internally, the child had the whole idea, the thought, from the beginning (before he tried to express it), although initially the thought, just as he haltingly attempts the expression of it, is hazy and ill-formed in his mind.

"Speech in its construction is not a mirror-like reflection of thought.  It cannot be put on by thought like a ready-made dress.  Thought, as it turns into speech, undergoes numerous changes."

 "....Our usual language, colloquial and imaginative, fluctuates continually between grammatical exactness and the desire to give full expression to the nuances of our thoughts which we are trying to communicate."

there is an independent grammar of thought behind our words, and ordinary expression "is a living whole constituted by a continual transformation between the grammar of thought into the grammar of words."

there is a 'developing faculty of the child to think, to imagine words instead of pronouncing them."  This is a development toward Inner Speech, which the author defines as instant, wordless realization of thought.

Inner speech is characterized by this as an abbreviation.  External abbreviation presupposes that everyone knows just what is going on.  Do you want a cup of tea?  "Yes."

..."Dostoievsky says that it is possible to express all thoughts, feelings, and even reflections in one word."

Vigotsky on Shcherba:  for oral speech, "dialogue is the most natural form...the true reality of language is revealed only in dialogue."  Vigotsky:  "Dialogue implies immediate unpremeditated utterance."

Abbreviation occurs in speech under two stimuli:


1) when the matter is understood between the communicants;


2) when the speaker is expressing the psychological context by use of suprasegmental 

    phonemes, especially intonation.

Inner speech is completely understood by the individual and is abbreviation in its purest form.

The meaning of words gains its highest ascendancy in terms of expression - expression to oneself alone.

[Imagine then, how difficult it is for the speaker to express this synthesized inner speech or thought into the number of words which are needed when s/he is not familiar with the meanings in a foreign language.]

Inner speech is realized in the preponderance of the SENSE of the word over its meaning, the SENSE of the word being the sum total of all its psychological awareness to the individual.

[In other words, all of the events that have gone into forming a conception which is related to the individual on every occasion at that s/he thinks on or hears the word.]

The meaning of the word is its most stable characteristic which is realized in its full potentiality only in speech, because the use of the word, together with all the words in the many utterances of an individual which make up a logical expression of continuous thought, makes its meaning. 

Even if the word, or words, are used in an incorrect (socially incorrect) or ungrammatical way, the speaker gives words their meaning though the application of them to express the sense of her/his thoughts.  Sense and the meanings of words, also, change.

The examples reflect sense vs meaning:

1)  "Est  lloviendo otra vez" (It’s raining again.)  The meaning is elevated for the person whose house is in danger of flooding out in an area of torrential rains. 
2) "Tenga cuidad en las curvas en las montañas." (Be careful on the curves in the mountains.)  Similarly, there is a high level of meaning to a person who always drives in the mountains vs one who never has.

Sense and meaning are noted, by Vigotsky, in the third peculiarity of Inner Speech with regard to the idea that the senses of words combine and unite according to different laws than those which govern combinations of meanings of words.  One sense influences the other until the final statement of the speaker depends on how he/she has combined the meanings (or words) together in relation to the SENSE he has of those words in combination rather than how they are supposed to be used in the normal grammatically correct patterns of the language.  This, especially, is noted in the great-ness of the language of literary giants.  He cites Don Quixote as embodying the whole sense of the work in the title itself or Gogol's Dead Souls.

"One word of inner speech is saturated with sense to such an extent that it would require many words in external speech (through normally accepted meanings of the words) to explain it."  

[This should be obvious to every one who has ever tried to express a particularly complicated thought to another person.  The restrictions of normally accepted meanings of words almost completely confounds the attempt at times.  Children can do better some times because they are not restricted this way.]

Inner speech is "an entirely separate, independent and autonomous function of speech."  The external expression of idea (inner speech) is not a simple addition of audible sounds to silently spoken ideas, but a new structuring of speech into the structures of external speech, a complex and dynamic process.

Thought itself established relationships between one thing and another; it solves problems and analyzes.  "Thought has its own structure and the transition from it to that of speech offers great difficulties."  Many times, the words one hears are only the haziest representation of the thought behind the utterance(s).  Perhaps, everyone means more than is evident in the usually accepted meanings of the words of the utterance.

What, really, is the sense of the utterance, "It's raining again.?"  
Well, consider the vacationer at the beach with only a few more days to go

before returning home to the snow and ice of a hard winter.

"Immediate communication of consciousness is impossible - not only physically but also psychologically.  It can be achieved only in a roundabout way.  At first, thought must go through meanings and then through words." 

[Here we have the most pertinent application to the FL student and his difficulty.  He must think before speaking - in other words, he must have the thought, the desire to express a SENSE of something, not to think out what he wants to say like translation - and the SENSE that he will be trying to express in external speech derives from the sum total of events which have shaped this SENSE, and he must go through meanings to find words to express himself.  All of this process took place before s/he became a FL student [victim, he thinks at times!], naturally in his native tongue, with only the normal difficulties experienced by speakers in constant communication.  Now, however, he must find ways to express himself through meanings which are foreign to him, not only in the sounds but also in the fact that they belong to the inventory of meanings and senses of people whose sum total of psychological experiences are not known to him.]

"A true and full understanding of another person's thought becomes possible only when we understand its real affective - volitional basis. ...  The understanding of words is not sufficient if we want to grasp a persons's speech.  We must know his motivation."  

[Isn't this obvious in our own experience?  Yet, we go through the language class thinking to cultivate in the student certain normally acceptable expression - usually understood in relation to his/her own pattern of expression, that is the native expressions - which could not, consistent with our discussion her, begin to be even adequate for him for his own expression, much less give him a real understanding of the SENSE of the variety of utterance s in the target language nor of the motivation behind these utterance  on the part of the foreign language speakers with whom, supposedly, he may come into contact, or the reading that he will do in the foreign language.]

We can cultivate in the learner the desire to communicate in the second language (communication in relation to the sense of her/his expressions), and to try various manners of saying the same thing, emphasizing that each variation conveys a different meaning to the native speaker.  We should allow for mistakes except the complete carry-over of English as one to one structure patterns.

Vigotsky in summary. 

"Consciousness reflects itself in words, like the sun in a drop of water.  A word is related to consciousness like ... a living cell to the organism.  It is a small world of consciousness.  The meaningful word is the microcosm of human consciousness."

OTHER PERSPECTIVES


Saporta: Psycholinguistics, Readings pps. 67-74


Skinner, B. F.  "A Functional Analysis of Verbal Behavior" from his book: Verbal Behavior.  N.Y., Appletton-Century-Croft, 1957, pp. 1-12.

"The difficulty [of understanding] is that the ideas for which sounds are said to stand as signs cannot be independently observed.  If we ask for evidence of their existence, we are likely to be given a restatement in other words, but a restatement is no closer to the idea than the original utterance."

When we say that a person's idea is unclear to us, what we mean is that the remark about the idea is unclear.  The idea is clear to the speaker!

"But can we identify the meaning of an utterance in an objective way?"

The speaker is also a listener, and many times what he finally utters to express a thought is determined by how it sounds to her/him as the listener (or how it might react on an outside listener.)

"Authentic communications a mutual struggle for common ground between two district and inviolable identities."  [Jaspers] 

Excerpts by David W. Gurney, Ph.D.

FLE 4360  Foreign Language Instructional Analysis

College of Education, University of Central Florida

January 1994

Indented, bracketed, comments by Dr. Gurney as Vygotski’s remarks relate to learning and teaching

foreign languages.

PHI 4332 H  Philosophy of Language TASK

Identify relationships to readings prior to January 22.
Continue with readings from this point on.
