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Ruth Garrett Millikan is one of the most important thinkers in philosophy of mind and language of the current generation. Across a number of seminal books, and in the company of theorists such as Jerry Fodor and Fred Dretske, she has championed a wholly naturalistic, scientific understanding of content, whether of thought or words. Many think that naturalism about meaning has found its most defensible form in her distinctively “teleological” approach, and in Language: A Biological Model she continues the expansion and defence of her general position, turning her attention to the role of rule-following in language and the ensuing understanding of issues that lie at the boundary of semantics and pragmatics. 

Teleological accounts of meaning rely on the biological notion of function; that is to say, they understand talk about the content of a mental or linguistic representation in terms of the evolutionary function of the systems which produce and use those representations. Crudely speaking, what makes a frog’s representation of the fly in front of it a representation with that content is the fact that the evolutionary history of frogs has selected representations of that form to play a specific causal role (e.g. producing tongue-flicking to the place where the fly is represented as being, leading to frog food being ingested, etc). According to teleological theories then, as for frog’s fly-representations so for man’s thoughts and words. In previous work, Millikan has focused on the notion of function and selection, and on other core elements of the teleological approach to content; here the findings of those previous works are applied specifically to language.
Conventions are central to language, and Millikan’s starting point is her naturalistic conception of conventions. She not only holds that conventions do not need to be universally adhered to, by members of a given group, in order to exist (contrary to much philosophical opinion); she also holds that they do not need to be adhered to by a majority of the group, or even by an average member of that group. A convention in language need not be what all speakers do all the time, nor even what most speakers do most of the time.  Instead, for Millikan, a convention in natural language is simply a pattern of action (incorporating both speaker and audience) that has been reproduced and whose reproduction is the result of precedent (rather than, say, because it is the only pattern capable of producing a given result). A pattern has been reproduced, she says, so long as “its form is derived from a previous item or items having, in certain respects the same form, such that had the model(s) been different in relevant respects the copy would have differed accordingly”.

There is thus no requirement that “conventional behaviour” (behaviour that respects the convention) be what happens on every occasion. A speaker can instigate the first part of a speaker-hearer pattern, but her audience may simply fail to keep to their part of the bargain. So a speaker may utter an indicative sentence, where the conventional pattern for this kind of sentence is its use to inculcate belief in the hearer, yet on any number of occasions the hearer may not believe what the speaker says. All that is required is that the pattern be repeated (indicative utterance of “p” leading to belief that p) often enough for that pattern to survive. Furthermore, there is on Millikan’s view no requirement that a speaker be consciously aware of anything like a conventional rule or norm, when engaged in conventional behaviour. Copying is a causal matter, and conscious rationalization of one’s actions, of the kind that occurs when people are deliberately following a rule, is simply not required.

Millikan’s take on convention provides the entering wedge for her further naturalistic—often rather deflationary—understandings of a somewhat bewildering range of further topics. She engages the reader in a very wide range of discussions: of the place and nature of public language, of the notion of “proper function”, of the rejection of Fregean senses. She analyses the relationship between her position and more standard “use” theories of meaning of the Wittgensteinian-inspired kind proposed by Wilfrid Sellars or Robert Brandom, along with the role of intentions in language understanding. On the relationship between thought and language she argues that neither is prior to the other and that when someone speaks one’s grasp of their linguistic meaning rarely requires that one have full-blown access to their intentions, even when their utterances contain demonstrative expressions like “this” or “that” or so-called “indexical” expressions like “she”, “they”, “here” and “now”. She also discusses the nature of concepts, language acquisition, “Gricean implicatures” and key contemporary issues at the semantics/pragmatics border, such as the problem of  “semantic underdetermination” (the worry that linguistic representations standardly underdetermine the content which utterances of them literally carry, for instance that utterances of “It’s raining” or “The apple is red” literally mean It’s raining in London or The apple is red on its skin), and much more besides.

Obviously, then, there is much of interest in this book, with Millikan propounding and doing much to make plausible some pretty radical views on a wide range of linguistic issues. In spite of this, however, I think that Language is not entirely successful as a book. Of the ten chapters, two are entirely new and two are substantial revisions of previous papers, but the other six are reproduced in their entirety from elsewhere. There are several problems with this: first, it leads to a rather large degree of repetition, with core themes and the examples which illustrate them cropping up time and again (the notorious bee dance gets five separate discussions), whilst other apparently important issues (such as the parallels  between Millikan’s conception of language and that proposed by Gareth Evans in his The Varieties of Reference) are nowhere discussed. These repetitions and omissions impinge on the experience of reading the book cover to cover. Secondly, for the discussion of many key points the reader is simply referred to other works by Millikan. Although one obviously cannot expect Millikan to recap on all her previous arguments here, in several places one wishes that a little more of those arguments could have made it into this book, allowing Language at least a little more independence from the rest of her corpus. 

Finally, although Millikan states in the Preface that this book is concerned to spell out the consequences of her general position for “pragmatics, for how language is understood by adults, and for how children learn language”, it is hard to get any real sense of a unified read here. It is a somewhat arduous task, given the multitude of issues that she covers, to draw out the common themes which would make reading the papers in tandem really worthwhile. Although, to my mind, the new and revised chapters make the most interesting reading in the book, one might have hoped for further chapters (or a re-ordering of the material across the existing chapters) which showed why the issues should be handled together, or which expanded and clarified the relationship between the essays. That said, the individual essays of Language serve to confirm Millikan’s status as one of the most innovative and compelling thinkers of our time.
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