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Summary: The paper deals with architecture of language. A language is considered as
a system of meaning. Semiotic means of language are studied. Physical, biological and social
systems are analyzed. The conclusion is made that the organization of language is determined by
the movement of meaning.
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AHHoOTanusi: B HayyHOll cTarbe paccMmarpuBaeTCs CTPYKTypa s3blka. SI3bIK
paccMaTpruBacTCsad KaK CHUCTEMa 3HAYCHUH. HSyanOTCSI CEMHUOTHYCCKUEC CpCACTBA A3bIKaA.
AHaJ’II/I3I/Ipy}OTCH (I)I/I3I/I‘IGCKa$I, onosiornyeckas u conuraJibHass CUCTEMBI s3bIKA. I[eﬂaeTCSI BBIBO/]
0 TOM, YTO OopraHu3anus sA3bIKa OIPCACIACTCA JII/IHaMI/IKOI\/’I 3HAYCHUSL.

KiroueBbie cJjioBa: OHoJIOrHYecKast CUCTCMA, CCMHOTHYCCKAsA CHCTCMA, CTPYKTypa
S3bIKa, COluaJibHas1 CUCTEMaA, (1)I/ISI/I‘ICCKEI$I cucrema.

AHoOTanisA: Y HayKOBiH CTaTTI pO3MIAIAETHCS CTPYKTYypa MOBU. MOBa pO3ITISIIA€ThCA SIK
cucTeMa 3HaueHb. BuBuaroThcs ceMioTHUHI 3ac00u MOBU. AHali3ytoThes (Di3MdHa, 610J10T14HA Ta
COI_IiaJ'ILHa cucreMd. POOHUTLCS BHCHOBOK opo TC€, IO opraHi3aui5{ MOBHU BHU3HAYAETHCA
JTUHAMIKOIO 3HAYEHHS.

KuaruoBi cioBa: OiolloriyHa cHcTeMa, CEMIOTHMYHA CHCTEMa, COIllaJibHa CHCTEMa,
CTPYKTypa MOBH, (13MUHA CUCTEMA.

The paper concerns architecture of language. In some cases it will be clear how
these assumptions were arrived at.

But not all the basic concepts will be made explicit in this way: partly
because we never fully grounded them — and partly because, even when we
wanted to do so, we used to think that an academic article should be like a finished
garment, with all the tacking removed before it was put on display. That was a
mistake. In any case, simply by being resented in the context of a published text
the organizing concepts are bound to appear as ready-made, as if they had been in
place from the start. But they weren't; rather, they emerged as the by-product of
those engagements as we struggled with particular problems — problems that arose
in my own work, in literary analysis or language teaching or translation, human
and mechanical; but also, increasingly, problems that were faced by people in
difference disciplines and professions. The "assumptions” were more like working
hypotheses that enabled me to formulate, and to begin to explore, a broad variety
of questions concerning language [1, c. 70].

A language is a system of meaning — a semiotic system. "Semiotic" means
having to do with meaning (semiosis), so a system of meaning is one by which
meaning is created and meanings are exchanged. Human beings use numerous
semiotic systems, some simple and others very complex, some rather clearly
defined and others notably fuzzy. A language is almost certainly the most
complicated semiotic system we have; it is also a very fuzzy one, both in the sense



that its own limits are unclear and in the sense that its internal organization is full
of indeterminacy [1, c. 112].

There are three other kinds of system: physical, biological and social. One
way to think of these is as forming an ascending order of complexity. A physical
system is just that: a physical system. A biological system, on the other hand, is not
just that; it is a physical system (or an assembly of physical systems) having an
additional feature, let us say "life". A social system, in turn, is an assembly of
biological systems (life forms) having a further additional feature — which we
might call "value™: it is what defines membership; so, an assembly of life forms
with a membership hierarchy. So a social system is a system of a third order of
complexity, because it is social and biological and physical. We could then think of
a semiotic system as being of a fourth order of complexity, being semiotic and
social and biological and physical: meaning is socially constructed, biologically
activated and exchanged through physical channels.

But this picture has to be reconciled with another: that of the two orders of
phenomena which make up the world which we inhabit. Here "semiotic™ contrasts
with "material”: phenomena of matter, and phenomena of meaning. George
Williams puts it like this:

Evolutionary biologists ... work with two more or less incommensurable
domains: that of information and that of matter ... These two domains will never be
brought together in any kind of the sense usually implied by the term
"reductionism”. You can speak of galaxies and particles of dust in the same terms,
because they both have mass and charge and length and width. You can't do that
with information and matter. Information doesn't have mass or charge or length in
millimeters. Likewise, matter doesn't have bytes. You can't measure so much gold
in so many bytes. It doesn't have redundancy, or fidelity, or any of the other
descriptors we apply to information. This dearth of shared descriptors makes
matter and information two separate domains of existence, which have to be
discussed separately, in their own terms [5, p. 43].

But "information" a special kind of meaning — the kind that can be
measured. [5, p. 51] Most higher-order meaning cannot be measured, or at least
cannot be quantified; it can sometimes be graded in terms of value. So we will
prefer the opposition of "matter" and "meaning"”, the realm of the material and the
realm of the semiotic.

The four types of system then appear as different mixes of the semiotic and
the material, ranging from physical systems, which are organizations of material
phenomena, to semiotic systems, which are organizations of meaning. (We are
using "semiotic" in both these taxonomic contexts, but not with any danger of
ambiguity). Biological systems are largely material — except that they are
organized by genes, and at a certain point in evolution by neurons, which are
semiotic phenomena; and with social systems the meaning component comes to
predominate. But even semiotic systems are grounded in material processes; and
on the other hand in post-Newtonian physics quantum systems are interpreted as
systems of meaning. Meaning needs matter to realize it; at the same time, matter
needs meaning to organize it.



Human history is a continuing interplay of the material and the semiotic, as
modes of action — ways of doing and of being. The balance between the two is
constantly shifting (presumably the "information society” is one in which the
semiotic mode of exchange predominates over the material). This is the context in
which language needs to be understood.

Of all human semiotic systems, language is the greatest source of power.
Its potential is indefinitely large. People might characterize it as matching in scope
all our material systems — always able to keep up with the changes in the material
conditions of our existence. But putting it like that over privileges the material: it
spells a technology driven view of the human condition. Language is not a passive
reflex and all human processes however they are manifested, whether in our
consciousness, our material frames, or in the physical world around us, are the
outcome of forces which are both material and semiotic at the same time. Semiotic
energy is a necessary concomitant, or complement, of material energy in bringing
about changes in the world.

Whether or not language matches the scope of all other human semiotic
systems must be left open to question. Some people claim that it does; they would
say that anything that can be meant in any way at all can also be meant in
language. In this view, the scope of semantics (the meaning potential of language)
Is equivalent to the whole of human semi sis. Some semiotic systems may be
incommensurable with language; witness the sometimes far-fetched attempts to
represent the meaning of a work of art in language [2, c. 147]. But while the
question is important, and deserves to be tackled much more subtly and
fundamentally than this rather simplistic formulation suggests, it is not necessary
for me to try and resolve it here. All that needs to be said in the present context is
that other human semiotics are dependent on the premise that their users also have
language. Language is a prerequisite; but there is no need to insist that language
can mean it all. The crucial question is: how does language achieve what it does?
What must language be like such that we are able to do with it all the things that
we do? [3, p. 105]

The simplest account of a semiotic system is as a set of signs. When we
represent it like that we can see that it is not complete: we do not know how we get
into the system. There must be a condition of entry: let us say "control point”. At
control point, the system is entered: one or the other option must be chosen. Other
than at control point, the system cannot be entered. Note that ‘control point' is itself
a semiotic feature, though no doubt realized materially.

Some semiotic systems are minimal. A language, obviously, is not; it is
vastly more complicated. The question is: how? In what ways is a language more
complex than a minimal system of signs? We need to spell out the kinds of
additional complexity which could transform a simple sign system into a language.
The system is "thickened" along a number of different dimensions. If we posed the
question in these terms, with the thought that language could be built up by
expansion from a simple system of signs, we might recognize four dimensions
along which such expansion would be taking place: signs may be combined, to
form larger signs (syntagmatic complexity); signs may be uncoupled, to create new



pairings (realizational complexity); signs may be layered, one cycling into another
(stratificational complexity); signs may be networked, in relations of dependence
(paradigmatic complexity).

Signs may be combined. We do not usually make just one meaning and
stop there, like a traffic light. Meanings follow quickly one after another, each
setting up a new context for the next. In this way, larger meanings are built up out
of combinations of smaller ones: minimal signs — words, or even parts of words.
These are all "signs”, in the sense that they are units, or unities, of meaning.

Signs may be uncoupled. We are not bound by a fixed one-to-one mapping
between a content and an expression. A given content may come to be realized by a
different expression, or a given expression may realize a new content; and in this
way new signs are being created, since variation of this kind tends to open up new
meanings — new pairings are unlikely to take on if they are not in some way
expanding the total resource. Then, putting this feature together with the last means
that the domain of the content is not limited by the form of the expression: thus, in
English, the content 'POLARITY: positive/negative is typically realized as a small
fragment attached to a word. Signs may be layered. We are not restricted to a
single semiotic cycle. The expression of one content comes to be, at the same time,
the content of another expression [4, p. 17].

Signs may be networked. We do not construct meaning out of sign systems
that are unrelated to each other. Systems are organized together in the form of
networks, in such a way that some are dependent on others for their condition of
entry. Some sets of options, on the other hand, may share the same entry condition
but be independent of each other. It is this organization in system networks that
makes it possible for a language to expand its meaning potential more or less
indefinitely. When we observe the way very small children develop their powers of
meaning, we can see all these different kinds of complexity emerging. Children's
first language-like semiotic system, which we labeled "protolanguage” when we
observed and described it thirty years ago, begins as a collection of simple signs.
These signs soon come to be organized into minimal systems. But they are not yet
combined, nor are they yet layered or uncoupled. All these types of complexity,
including the network, develop together as the necessary condition for the move
from protolanguage to mother tongue. Not that they have somehow to be put in
place in advance, as this formulation might imply; rather, they are essential
features of our evolved human semiotic, and children take them up as they come to
construe language in its new, post-infancy form.

Thus, it is through this "thickening" of its meaning-making resources that
human language has evolved. What has been called the "architecture” of language
is the organization of these resources within a space defined by a small number of
interrelated vectors, those of stratification, met a function, and the two
compositional axes (syntagmatic and paradigmatic); all, in turn, predicated on the
vector of instantiation (the relation between an instance and the system that lies
behind it) which is based on memory and is a feature of all systematic behave our.
In some ways "architecture” is a misleading metaphor, because it is too static; if we
want a spatial metaphor of this kind we might perhaps think more in terms of town




planning, with its conception of a spatial layout defined by the movement of
people, or "traffic flow". The organization of language is likewise defined by the
movement of meanings.
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