Creativity


Chomskyís peculiar use of the word “creative”: “[I]n the context in which I have been speaking about creativity, itís a normal human act. // Iím speaking of the kind of creativity that any child demonstrates when heís able to come to grips with a new situation: to describe it properly, react to it properly, tell one something about it, think about it in a new fashion for him, and so on. I think itís appropriate to call those acts creative.” � The fundamental question here is: Why? (And by what right? For we do not normally regard many such acts as properly “creative”.� We will need to on our guard against Chomskyís ëcreativeí use of the term misleading us, as a result...)  Is this use of the term “creativity” its serving as a genuine scientific technical term? Well, but in that case why not just coin an entirely new term? The point appears to be persuasive: to get one to think in a different way about a human phenomenon with which we are all familiar and which we have perfectly good ways already of dealing with in discussion etc.; and again to get one to think that something not only new and dramatic but also scientifically demonstrable is being said here (by Chomsky). But if something dramatic is in fact being said, it will surely not have the quality of a true new scientific theory, but at most of what Wittgenstein refers to as “a fertile new point of view”.� If Chomsky is managing to do anything at all, successfully, in the passage quoted, it is surely the kind of thing that someone like Freud did: not giving us a new demonstrable scientific result (nor even a scientific claim), but giving us a fragment of what can perhaps, if used judiciously and self-consciously, be a handy and thought-provoking new way of talking. So, for instance, Richard Rorty has said that Freud -- among other things -- democratized Nietzsche by turning us all into great ëcreatorsí through the fantastic drama he found in our daily lives, in our linguistic slips, and our dreams, etc. etc. .� Might one similarly claim that Chomsky is similarly democratizing linguistic creativity by suggesting that it is not the exclusive preserve of the poet, let alone of the scientific inventor? This is, I think, the best that can be claimed for Chomskyís claim here, and would turn Chomsky into a bit of a fertile strong poet or fashioner of a new vocabulary (in Rortyís sense of these phrases). Unfortunately, this thought is mostly vitiated by:


(1) its misleading scientistic presentation in Chomsky ; 


(2) its lack of originality -- for if we are to understand the term “creative” as Chomsky suggests we ought, then not only poets and linguists but also most ordinary people have clearly long been aware of and taken huge pleasure in the possibility of being continually ëcreativeí with and by means of language;  [admittedly, it has been at times suggested that both points (1) and (2) also apply to Freud!]  


and 


(3) its contradiction with Chomskyís general claim elsewhere that ëreally this stuff is just recollection; itís all innateí -- thus Chomsky finds himself in the awkward position of wanting to assert literally both “Everyone is continually creative all the time” �  and “Creativity does not exist”!� Such an incoherent want is a useful signal that we are here dealing with a (desire for) metaphysics, with a mythology (but one not presented as such). 


	And in any case, I think we can confidently predict that Chomsky would be even less willing than Freud was to begin to acknowledge that what he has created is at best a new mythology... Even were one to try to suggest to Chomsky that a ëmythologyí in this sense is not all bad, that ëfertileí mythologies in fact can be very fine things...


	Chomskyís defenders, such as John Collins, claim that the underlying reason for their passionate defence of Chomskyís claim to greatness and importance as a philosopher and not only as a linguist is that he makes possible an understanding and defence of human freedom and dignity, put at risk by behaviorist etc. doctrines. Chomsky is supposed to give us a sense of the power, depth, fertility and set-apartness of the human mind. Chomsky himself has made a number of similar remarks, often at the points where he sketches a connection between his political thinking (to which, I give all praise and creedit -- see my		) and his philosophical-scientific linguistics. 


	This claim is based above all on the ëcreativityí point that we have been exploring. But, when we pursue seriously why Chomsky-style ëcreativityí is supposed to be the basis of human distinctiveness, we encounter a problem. For that ëcreativityí is the kind of creativity involved in recursive rules, nothing more. It is the kind of ëcreativityí involved in the alleged innate constructibility of ësentencesí such as “John had had had had had had had had had a bad morning”, or “Bush is not not not not not not not not not not not not not not not not not not not not not not not not not not not not not not not a war criminal”, or “The 1st and the 2nd and the 3rd and the 4th and the 5th and the 6th and the 7th and the 8th and the 9th and the 10th and the 11th and the 13th and the 14th and the 15th and the 16th and the 17th and the 18th and the 19th and the 20th and the 21st and the 22nd and the 23rd and the 24th and the 25th and the 26th and the 27th and the 28th are all days of the month”. All of these are probably new ësentencesí (the scare quotes seem necessary to me because the first two are, in my view, semantically ill-formed; they would evoke no more than bizarreness reactions, in sane hearers, uncorrupted by linguistic metaphysics). I have exercised my ëcreativeí powers -- in the sense of that word usually preferred by Chomsky -- in constructing them. But it is patent that -- except (ironically) just possibly when considered specifically under the very particular context of a search to find ësentencesí that make Chomskyian theorizing look bad -- these ësentencesí are tedious to the nth degree. They have been constructed by rote. By an application of nothing more than crude rules of iteration/recusrion. They show no creativity whatsoever, in the ordinary sense of that word. They do not make the human mind valuable or special. They do not manifest my/our freedom or dignity. What does, is (among other things) real creativity. Such as the ability to create a work with coherence and structure. Or the ability to construct a joke, or a passage with some literary quality. But these matters, generative linguistics is, ex hypothesi, unable to cast any light whatsoever upon. What can be generated via Chomskian ëcreativityí is simply strings of words mechanically formed by means of the application and re-application of rules, without any discrimination. Discrimination -- the ability to pick out, latch onto, and elaborate upon strings which are of real interest, and not merely ëwell-formedí -- is another matter altogether. It is what arguably makes human freedom possible and important. And Chomskian theory has no bearing on it whatsoever.








The ëpovertyí of the ëstimulusí argument


is the crucial ëpoverty of the stimulusí argument -- the argument that the ëstimulusí the child is exposed to is too ëpoorí to be able to ëgenerateí ëknowledge of languageí, such that we must attribute compensatory ëinnate knowledgeí to the child -- is this argument a valid scientifically-operationalisable piece of theorizing ... or an empty metaphyiscal shibboleth, mere rhetoric dressed up as science?


	Well, it is important to go slowly here. Let us ask first what would be a stimulus that wasnít poor  (Incidentally, doesnít “stimulus” strike one as an ëinterestingí -- a surprising -- word for an anti-Behavourist to use?! -- see below). Presumably, if Chomskyís claim is contentful rather than being mere empty metaphysics, a dressing up of our ordinary understanding of these matters in non-existent clothes, then we will be able to say at least what a stimulus that wasnít poor would look like, even if one is never actually encountered in the world. 


	ëA rich stimulusí would perhaps be one that would make errors in linguistic competence impossible? But that would require not only linguistic omniscience, but also an infallible and universally guaranteed connection between ëevidenceí on the one hand and ëoutputí of the lingustic competence module of the mind on the other. No ëfiniteí ëstimulusí could be of this nature. 


	IN FACT: No ëfinite stimulusí could in principle do the work of logically ruling out the kinds of errors that humans never or rarely make. 


	And of course, this was really to be expected. For all the ëpoverty of the stimulusí argument is is a mangled and misleadingly-presented application of the quite general philosophical points concerning underdetermination of theory by data made by Logical Positivism and followed up by Quine, and in a different fashion by Nelson Goodman.� Thus all it rules out is an incoherent (not false) ëviewí which perhaps a very few confused Empiricists (and, ëironicallyí, one strand in the early Chomsky?� ) may at some moments have held -- the ëviewí that language could be learnt -- and ëinductively provení (whatever that would mean...) to have a certain structure -- by means of hypothesis-formation. This view, clearly-recognised as a non-starter in the quotation earlier from Coulter et al, being in fact incoherent for various reasons; for starters, because youíd need a language in which to frame the hypotheses.�


	What I have shown here, I think, is that the logic of the ëpoverty of the stimulusí argument turns out on close inspection to be no logic at all. It does not actually make sense to call the stimulus “poor”, because there is no coherent version of the world in which one could have a “rich” stimulus, by the standards of the discussion.� (One at best gets a “rich” stimulus by appealing to God, or to infinity -- itís the same difference here, as usual.�)  The ëpoverty of the stimulusí looked like the basis of a possible scientific -- empirical -- support for Chomskyís theory; but in fact it is only making -- and misleadingly at that -- a simple and unarguable philosophical point. A thesis which there is again no point in putting forward as a dramatic claim -- because no-one could disagree with it.


	Meanwhile, the word “stimulus” (not to mention the word “poverty”) is misused -- for it turns out that Chomskyís real point can only be that it is simply inappropriate to talk the talk of “stimulus” here! This latter is a point that anyone not already a dupe of scientism would have been able to see for themselves anyway. For we are not dealing with a situation which is correctly and unmisleadingly characterisable as involving anything like the construction of a theory.� (Thoughthat is just what Chomsky refuses to admit...)


	It is important not to misunderstand the moral of the above discussion. Chomsky presents an argument that purports to have empirical relevance and consequences, but which turns out to embody at best a trivial conceptual point. That no ëstimulusí could ever be rich enough to ëgenerateí language from within literally a blank slate, from nothing, is not an interesting empirically-relevant conclusion but is -- even if charitably-interpreted -- still more no more than a banally-obvious truism  (If ëa piece of blank slateí could be gotten to speak, we would not understand it; or: it would not be a piece of slate.). The ëpoverty of the stimulusí argument, far from being the basis for an existence-proof of Cognitive Science, proves exactly nothing about real human beings and their speech.


	None of this is to deny that the brain is structured in ways that facilitate the learning/acquisition of language. It is quite clear that human brains are structured in such a way, to a far greater degree than dolphin or chimpanzee brains. But, 


(1) as discussed below, language is normative. The notion of a mistake is a normative notion. Children occasionally manage to linguistically innovate precisely by means of making mistakes that catch, and transform slowly or rapidly into being accepted speech. Chomskians have rightly pointed out that dialects are perfectly acceptable as languages, and that we ought not to discriminate against languages just because they are, by the standards of dominant meptropoitan elites etc., ëdegenerateí or otherwise ëmistakení. But this cuts both ways: it requires clear admission both that what is good grammar is open to (sometimes reflective) normative control and innovation, and that 








We are inside language


Language is normative. For language unavoidably, necessarily involves meaning; and meaning is a normative property. Meaning is, one might say, not only inside us; meaning is also something that we are inside. Thus language is not only, as the Chomskians like to think and say, inside us; language is also something that we are inside. I donít (just) mean here that we ëinsideí our community, which tends to be a misleading Anti-Realist position that revisionistically fantasizes an outside to such community, an outside that we are excluded from. I mean that there is no such thing as an external point of view on language. The kind of point of view that we unproblematically take up on physical phenomena, e.g, when we theorize and experiment about matter etc. . Our own through-and-through embodied existence does not prevent us from imagining coherently the most recherché theories of matter. We do not come at matter through being beings made of matter. But we through and through come at language, whether we like it or not, through being beings ëmadeí of language, linguistic beings.


	The difference here is rather like the difference between being in love, and scientifically investigating love. The latter attitude may indeed reveal to us some things not revealed in the former; but the converse is also very much true. There is a very great deal about love that one cannot understand except through being in love, or at least through finding out from being with others what being in love means. The analogyís main limitation is that one can be in or out of love. But there is no such thing as being out of language, except being very very young, or being dead. In other words: language as a phenomenon is less liable to be susceptible of a scientific approach than love.


	We fail to notice our being through and through inside language because of the depth of this inside-ness. “The aspects of things that are most important for us are hidden because of their simplicity and familiarity.  (One is unable to notice something--because it is always before oneís eyes.)” [PI 129]  As a result, “We predicate of the thing what lies in the method of representation. Impressed by the possibility of a comparison, we think we are perceiving a state of affairs of the highest generality.” [PI 104]  Failing to notice that our method of representation of language, implicitly and then explicitly learned from our very cognitive beginnings, involves notions such as noun and verb, and thenceforth endlessly more subtle notions, we think we are discovering the structure of language, the thing itself. We look at our way of seeing, without realizing that that is what we are doing, and think we are discovering a new object. We predicate of the ëthingí we think we are observing what actually lies in our very method of thinking about it (as to some degree of everything else). When we re-present in mangled form the very most constitutive parts of what for present purposes I will label, somewhat crudely, our ëconceptual schemeí, we think we are discovering truths of the most fundamental kind of all, of the highest generality (e.g. ëlinguistic universalsí: which are in any case only generated by means of translating other natural languages into our own in ways that can be made to guarantee us finding what we want to find. I.e. If we are determined to find linguistic universals, we can always gerrymander the structure of other languages to fit that of our own, through making the translation scheme produce ëícontractedí or ëomittedí pronouns where there are none, etc. etc. .)


	In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein expressed this as follows: “Propositions cannot represent logical form: it is mirrored in them. What finds its reflection in language, language cannot represent. What expresses itself in language, we cannot express by means of language. Propositions show the logical form of language. They display it.” [4.121]  The ëcannotsí here should not be misread, by the way; when one understands the method of the Tractatus, following Conant and Diamond, Wittgenstein is seen not to be here limiting our abilities, nor saying that there is any thing hereabouts that we cannot do. The point is, rather, that the enterprise of seeking to look at language as if from the outside, as if it were limited, is an absurd one. Generating only an illusion of objectivity, or scientificity.


	We fail to notice, when in the grip of such an illusion, that the whole ëstructureí of noun and verb, of syntax, etc., ought, if we to truly going to study language, to be only a topic of such study, not a resourc. The problem with generative linguistics thinking is that it is both. It is used as a resource, unawarely, and it is also the topic. The topic and the resource are found -- surprise surprise -- to match, and this is taken as a dramatic scientific discovery, rather than what it actually is: a kind of gigantic tautology. “One thinks that one is tracing the outline of the thingís nature over and over again, and one is merely tracing the frame through which we look at it. // A picture held us captive. And we could not get outside it, for it lay in our language and language seemed to repeat it to us inexorably.” [PI 114-5]  We will be entrapped by the picture of language as having a deep structure which is genuinely empricially/scientifically discoverable, until we recognise that such a structure is itself a picture that our language tends to murmur to us every single time we use it.


	ëSyntactic structureí, one might say, comes to us as a secondary elaboration of the language-ness of language. We become tempted to think it a discovery; it is rather a ëresourceí we use in order to discover...itself! Grammar is something we are in, in a more profound sense than the sense in which it is something within us. Crudely put, it is a set of transcendental spectacles that we fantasise we can take off and look at, when we do generative linguistics. (But if we really took the spectacles off, there would be no looking.)


	Compare Wittgenstein, here: “[I]t may come to look as if there something like a final analysis of our forms of language, and so a single completely resolved for of every expression. That is, as if our usual forms of expression were, essentially, unanalysed; as if there were something hidden in them that had to be brought to light. ... // This finds expression in questions as to the essence of language, of propositions, of thought.--For if we too in these investigations are trying to understand the essence of language--its function, its structure,--yet this is not what those questions have in view. For they see in the essence, not something that already lies open to view and that becomes surveyable by a rearrangement, but something that lies beneath the surface.” [PI 91-2] I believe this to be an acute observation/diagnosis of the kind of movement of thought that finds ëdeep structureí to be, not just a re-presentation for particular purposes of our grammar (see PI 130-2), but a discovery of the truth about how language is really structured, and even of what language really is. 
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�  Chomsky from Elders (ed.), op.cit. , p.151. For a critical (though ultimately rather sympathetic) account of Chomsky on creativity, see Geoffrey Sampsonís The form of language (London: Weidenfield and Nicholson, 1984), espec. pp.53-57. 


� See Sampson (ibid.), p.54: ìIn a common sense of ëcreativeí...a creative activity is one whose future products will typically fail to fall under a definition constructed to account for past instances [e.g. as in art]. By treating human languages as well-defined sets of strings, Chomsky implies...that the use of language is not in this sense a creative activity.î Part of the problem, in the quote from Chomsky here, is that what he is saying seems terribly vague: some acts/responses falling under the description he gives us here might indeed be genuinely described as creative; many will surely not.


� Culture and Value (posthumous -- ed. von Wright, transl. Winch (Oxford: Blackwell, 1980)), p.18.


� In this, Rorty follows Philip Rieff, in his Freud: The mind of the moralist (New York: Harper and Row, 1966; especially p.36).


� Cf. this bizarre remark of Chomskyís: ìThis creative use of language is quite incompatible with the idea that language is a habit-structure. Whatever a habit-structure is, itís clear that you canít innovate by habit, and the characteristic use of language, both by a speaker and a hearer, is innovative.î (Quoted on p.18 of Transformational Grammar, by A.Radford (Cambridge: C.U.P., 1986)  So if I habitually go for a walk at tea-time, I must take the exact same route -- and indeed make the exact same bodily movements -- every single time??! (See also Sampson (op.cit., pp.55-56), who usefully points out that while in one sense Chomsky allows too much creativity to language, in another sense he allows too little: ì[T]here is no limit on the ways we can analogize between phenomena. ...If a sequence of words acquires a use only by virtue of a ëcreativeí act, as Wittgenstein suggests [in his discussions of family-resemblance and of finding/inventing contexts in which apparently nonsensical strings can make sense], then the notion of a grammar with predictive consequences seems to be a mirage; and if no grammars, then no Chomskyan theory of language.î Rorty and Davidson have argued similarly on metaphor, more recently.)


� Chomsky might be defended here on the grounds that the contradiction between these two moments is merely apparent: He is speaking of creativity existing within a framework. All well and good, but this is not enough to resolve the contradiction: For insofar as we regard the human being as a ëlanguage-machineí, it cannot properly be said to be creative at all (see also note 9, above). No more than can, for example, a simple digital computer that has been programmed to ëtranslateí sentences from one human language to another. (Chomsky doesnít understand that he is doing philosophy unawarely. If he were aware, and tuned into Wittgensteinian philosophical ëmethodsí, he could then legitimately suggest that the apparently-contradictory remarks just given are in fact ëgrammatical remarksí, uttered on particular occasions as part of a therapeutic project. This claim would be interesting to assess; however, we do not need to assess it, because Chomskyís lack of reflexive / philosophic understanding makes the claim unavailable to him.)


� See p.213 of Button, Coulter et al, op cit. (Again, we have here the irony of noting what Chomsky shares with his supposed nemeses, i.e. with famous Empiricists such as Quine. A Wittgensteinian perspective hereabouts is about as far from Quine as Quine is far from (and near to) Chomsky. This is arguably  in large part because, as D. Hatch notes (pp.32-33 of his ìChomskian Linguistics: Godís truth or Hocus Pocusî, Ethnographic Studies 4 (Oct. 99), 27-49), the poverty of the stimulus argument is only relevant to ëSkinnerianí views -- views which Quine and (at a deep level) Chomsky share.)


� What Chomsky more recently cashes in terms of ëtriggeringí and the like used to be put in terms explicitly of hypothesis-formation. One might even say that the poverty of the stimulus argument only works fully in the very special context of the early Chomskyís own views! See n.16, below.


� As they write on pp.212-3 of their (op.cit.): ìIf one supposes that learning a language is like figuring out a theory, then Chomskyís argument is: it is not possible to learn such a theory from others. Note, however, that the argument already incorporates one of Chomskyís own philosophical premises, that knowledge of a language is akin to knowledge of a theory. Note also that the idea of learning as a matter of hypothesizing is part of this (philosophical) apparatus. If hypothesizing is something which is done in a language, then ... as far as Chomsky is concerned...it must therefore be the case that [children] are in possession of a language before they can speak, or give any other manifestation of possessing a language.î This last absurd conclusion, embraced famously in the work of Jerry Fodor, is itself exploded by Button, Coulter et al on pp.54ff. of their book.


� Chomskians might still insist on asking, ìWhy do we develop one grammar rather than another, then? Whatís your account of why this grammar rather than that is arrived upon in humansí linguistic development?î This is strictly quite beyond the scope of the present paper, but two brief points:    


   (i) ëGrammarí in this sense is their term, not mine. Itís just begging the question to ask ìExplain to us, why this grammar rather than that one?î!


   (ii) More important, this kind of question is arguably just empty, too. For if one talks ëthe generative grammar talkí, then there are always further possibilities logically compatible with any evidence; such as the (in any case quite paltry) evidence which the generative grammarians have assembled.


� For a powerful amplification of my claims here concerning Chomskyís use of ìinfinityî, see Coulterís ìIs the ëNew Sentence Problemí a Genuine Problem?î (op.cit.). Note that it is not enough for Chomskians to resist my argument here by claiming that we can say what the so-called ëdataí -- the misleadingly-termed ëstimulusí  -- would need to be in order for Empiricist mechanisms to prove adequate to guarantee language-acquisition. For how rich the ëdataí would need to be in order to do this has never even, to my knowledge, been explicitly asserted, let alone argued for. And more importantly, the reason for this is probably that the Empiricist ëmechanismsí that have occasionally been proposed make no sense for the case of a language-less child  (I in fact think that mostly the right way, and certainly the charitable way, to read Goodman et al is as providing roughly  the same kind of philosophical reminders as I am giving here -- not as proposing an alternative mechanism(s) to those proposed by Rationalistic Linguists; compare p.80f. of Chomskyís Language and Mind (enlarged edition; New York: Harcourt, 1972)). Chomsky puts up the Empiricists as opponents whose theories are false -- but the latter arenít usefully described as ëtheoriesí, still less (if theories) usefully dignified with the descriptor, ìfalseî. If you argue for the falsity of an incoherent/non-existent ëviewí, your own ëviewí will almost certainly be incoherent too. I am suggesting that we have good grounds for taking Chomskian Linguistics to be, at the level of its self-description, incoherent metaphysics.


	On the related, subsidiary, question of the supposed counterbalancing of the diversity of languages (and the threat that this presents to the claims of Generative Grammar) by the Chomksian argument that in fact the differences between languages are superficial, and that at the level of Deep Structure all languages are fundamentally the same and thus accountable for by the postulation of Universal Grammar, much the same mode of response should be employed. As Quine has implied but perhaps not fully brought out, being possibly too inclined to argue with Chomsky full-bloodedly as a would-be ëscientificí opponent (rather than as confused, and misleading), the argument here is a merely metaphysical one. The relevant quasi-Quinian/Davidsonian deflationary question is: How could it not appear/be, when one engages in the translation of another language, that it possesses a structure relevantly mappable onto the structure of oneís own??


� As implied on p,213 of Button, Coulter et al, and above, it is of course then moot as to whether Chomskyís analogising of the child to the linguist can be anything other than nonsensical (as even Chomsky latterly seems to have partially recognised). See Nielsen, op.cit. .








