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The Writing “I” between Winnifred

Eaton and Onoto Watanna:

Her Anonymous Autobiography and
Popular Japanese Romance Novels

Noriko ARAI

The “I” of autobiography is inevitably a constructed subjectivity, con-
structed not only by the immediate culture and society at a given
historical moment, but also by the writing “I”, who is working with a
socio-culturally limited menu of narrative conventions, theoretical
positions, and ideological implications. (Hite 1993: 121-2)

Winnifred Eaton’s (1875-1954) anonymous autobiography, which is entitled
Me, A Book of Remembrance (1915), vividly and movingly presents what incredi-
bly difficult barriers its author — an innocent, dreamy, but uncommonly inde-
pendent young and poor girl aspiring to a writing career — had to get over before
establishing herself as a New Woman writer in North America at the turn of the
twentieth century. At the age of seventeen, with only ten dollars, she left her
hometown in Canada for Jamaica in the West Indies, to work for a small newspa-
per. Running away from rich powerful men’s sexual harassment of her, she ar-
rived in Chicago, where she had to face an enormous struggle to earn her own
living. During this time, she fell in love with a rich man, who became her patron,
and who also “deceived” her. At the end of her autobiography Nora Ascough (the
fictitious name of the author, probably named after “Nora”, the New Woman pro-
tagonist of Ibsen’s (1828-1906) A Doll’s House (1985 [orig. 1879]), who left her old
life as her husband’s doll for her own independent life) is shocked and devastated
by the fact that her beloved has a wife and also another lover. Her female friend
Lolly, who has also been struggling to live as an independent working New
Woman and, like Nora, has also been betrayed by her lover, rouses her by saying:

“Listen to me,” she [Lolly] said. “I'll tell you what you are going to do, Nora
Ascough. You are going to brace up like a man. You're going to be a dead-
game sport, as O'Brien [Nora's ex-boss at the stockyard] said you were. You
have something to live for: You can start all over again....You can write,” she
said. “You have a letter in your pocket addressed to posterity. Deliver it,
Nora! Deliver it!”



“Tell me how! O Lolly, tell me how!”

“Get away from this city; go to New York. Cut that man out of your brain as
if he were a malignant cancerous growth. Use the knife of a surgeon, and do
it yourself. Soldiers have amputated their own legs and arms upon the battle-
field. You can do the same.” (Anonymous 1915: 334-5, original emphasis)

Gaining power from Lolly’s words, Nora leaves for New York to become a
writer. Although the autobiography ends with her departure for New York and
does not look at whether she had success as a writer, the reader can tell from the
Introduction to the autobiography, written by Jean Webster (1876-1916), that
“[the] author has written a number of books that have had a wide circulation.
The aspiration of the little girl of seventeen have been realized!” (Webster 1915:
Introduction, no page no.) And, ironically enough, Lolly also leaves for an “other
world” by shooting herself shortly after seeing Nora off to New York. Thus, very
melodramatically like her own fictions, the autobiography ends.

I

Nora, or Winnifred Eaton, became known as an author who was called Onoto
Watanna and who wrote popular Japanese romance novels, in which Japanese or
Eurasian women were romantically entangled with English or American men.
Like Yuki, the heroine of her most successful second novel entitled A Japanese
Nightingale (1901)', Winnifred Eaton was a Eurasian woman, the daughter of an
English-Irish man, Edward Eaton (1839-1915) and his non-Western wife, Grace
“Lotus Blossom” Trefusius (1847-1922) (Ling 1984: 6, Oishi 1999: XI-XII). In her
anonymous autobiography, Winnifred writes that her father Edward was an artist
who as “a young and ardent adventurer had wandered far and wide over the face
of the earth. The son of rich parents, he had sojourned in China and Japan and
India in the days when few white men ventured into the Orient” (Anonymous
1915: 3). And proudly she states, “My father’s an Oxford man, and a descendant of
the family of Sir Isaac Newton.” There was some legend to this effect in our family.
In fact, the greatness of my father’s people had been a sort of fairy-story with us
all, and we knew that it was his marriage with mama that had cut him off from his
kindred” (Anonymous 1915: 26). In contrast to this, she writes little about her
mother and makes her nationality unclear by commenting only that “she was a
native of a far-distant land, and I do not think she ever got over the feeling of
being a stranger in Canada” (Anonymous 1915: 3).

Why didn’t Winnifred make her mother’s nationality clear? Even though she
did not exactly tell a lie about this, her silence is evasive. I think that the reason
is very clear. That is, she needed to protect her assumed Japanese identity
through adopting a Japanese-sounding pseudonym Onoto Watanna (which actu-
ally sounds too classical and strange as a Japanese woman’s name to my Japanese
ears). In fact, she had no relationship at all with Japanese people and her mother
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was a Chinese woman. According to Eve Oishi, “Edward, a British merchant, had
met his wife, a Chinese woman adopted and educated by English missionaries,
while he was a silk trader in Shanghai. By the time Winnifred was born, the fam-
ily had moved to Montreal, where Edward was trying to make a living as a
painter. The opportunities for a painter in their working-class quarter of Montreal
appear to have been limited; as one of fourteen children, Winnifred learned early
the importance of supporting herself” (Oishi 1999: XII).

In spite of the fact that Winnifred’s mother was not Japanese but Chinese, the
story of her parents reminds me of my worries about the future of “Musmé”.
Musmé was the Japanese wife of a British husband who happily left Japan for the
UK with her dreamy child-husband in Clive Holland’s (1866-1959) romance novel,
My Japanese Wife (1903 [orig. 1895])% and Me, Winnifred's autobiography, seems
to me to reveal her tough life, as “Musmé’s daughter”, struggling to be a New
Woman writer. Although her works are now almost forgotten like Holland’s My
Japanese Wife, in contrast with the still flourishing destiny of Madame Butterfly
(1984 [orig. 1898]) in the short magazine story by her contemporary John Luther
Long (1855-1927), she was at the time a well-known and prolific writer in America.
As Ling writes:

Calling herself Onoto Watanna, she [Winnifred Eaton] wrote highly success-
ful popular novels, supporting herself and her four children by her pen alone,
producing a novel every year but one between 1901 to 1916, and from 1924-
1931 editing and writing movie scripts in Hollywood, rising to the position of
head of Universal Studio’s scenario department. (Ling 1984: 6)

However, most probably because of “the dubiousness of her ethnic identifica-
tion” (Oishi 1999: XIX), Winnifred missed being given the title of “the first Chi-
nese-American fictionist” (Ling 1984: 6), which was used instead about her older
sister Edith Maud Eaton (1867-1914) who, “from 1897 until 1914, under the pen
name Sui Sin Far” (Ling 1984: 6; this means “Chinese lily or narcissus” in Canton-
ese, Oishi 1999: XVIII), “defended the Chinese in numerous articles and stories”
published in magazines (Ling 1984: 6). Contrary to “the critical silence and am-
bivalence surrounding Onoto Watanna” (Oishi 1999: XIX), Sui Sin Far has been
seen as having a “sensitivity to prejudice against the Chinese [which] took the
form of assertion of her Chinese heritage” (Ling 1984: 6), and she “wrote on the
Chinese working-class communities of San Francisco and Seattle” (Oishi 1999:
XVIID. She has also been recently rediscovered and celebrated in numerous schol-
arly studies. However, as Amy Ling states in her article entitled “Winnifred Eaton:
Ethnic Chameleon and Popular Success” (1984), “...by the quantity of her work
and perhaps also by chronology..., Winnifred Eaton may actually be the first
Chinamerican fictionist and something of a feminist also in both her work and
life” (Ling 1984: 7). In the past decade Winnifred has gradually drawn scholarly
attention both as “one of the first and most prolific American authors of Asian
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descent” (Ferens 2004: 102) and as “the first Asian American to reach a national
mainstream reading audience” (Cole 2004: 229). Nevertheless, many readers and
critics are still puzzled by Winnifred’s fabricated Japanese persona. They “simply
do not know what to do with a Eurasian writer of Chinese and Anglo descent who
assumed a Japanese identity and a Japanese-sounding pseudonym — Onoto
Watanna — in order to write romance novels about Japanese and Eurasian
women” (Oishi 1999: XI).

In fact, added to the assumed Japanese identity of Onoto Watanna, Winnifred
Eaton also had two other personae, one as the Irish-American writer Winnifred
Mooney, and the other as the Canadian writer Winnifred Babcock Reeve. As Ling
succinctly described her, Winnifred was indeed an “ethnic chameleon” who could
not be simply categorized by a single ethnicity (Ling 1984). I think this speaks
volumes about her complicated, difficult relationships with her identity as a Eura-
sian woman in North America and her resulting conflicts and negotiations with
herself and others, not least because of the political and social climate of the time
she lived in. In her autobiography, Winnifred Eaton repeatedly curses her foreign
darkness and tells of the confusion and negativity that her being foreign-looking
brought to her self-awareness when younger:

I was a little thing, and, like my mother, foreign-looking.... People stared at
me, too, but in a different way [from her beautiful blond friend Lolly], as if I
interested them or they were puzzled to know my nationality. I would have
given anything to look less foreign. My darkness marked and crushed me, I
who loved blondness like the sun. (Anonymous 1915: 6, 166)

Nevertheless, at the same time it seems she had realized that her dark foreign-
looking appearance became her unique selling point, to attract people’s attention
to her as a young exotic woman writer.

Although her “decision to ‘pass’ for Japanese” (Oishi 1999: XVII) has not been
welcomed and has indeed been frowned on by the main critics and scholars of
Asian American literature (and is also ethically questionable), it should not be
forgotten that in launching herself on a writing career she was facing a matter of
life or death, her economic survival, and she had to make herself as a woman
writer and her stories marketable in order to survive in a harsh, male-dominated
world. As both Ling and Oishi emphasize, being Japanese, especially being a Japa-
nese rather than a Chinese woman, attracted people’s attention in that age of
Japonisme, when all things Japanese were popular and valuable as commodities.
And because many Westerners could not distinguish what was Japanese from
what was Chinese, so too they couldn’t see through Winnifred Eaton’s “fake” iden-
tity. Oishi explains the political and social conditions surrounding Winnifred’s
decision to assume a Japanese identity as follows:

...most critics, myself included, tend to agree that her decision to trade in her
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Chinese identity for a Japanese one was due in large part to the contemporary
political climate of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries with its
virulent prejudice against the Chinese and relative tolerance of and interest in
the Japanese in North America. Since the wave of immigration during the
building of the transcontinental railroad, Chinese and Chinese Americans
were a visible presence in many North American cities. As working-class
subjects who were frequently scapegoated in times of economic depression,
Chinese Americans were most commonly represented as dirty, lascivious, sly,
deceitful, and immoral. In contrast, the few Japanese that Americans met
tended to be from the merchant class, and, as a people safely located in a dis-
tant, exotic land, they could be more easily admired, studied, and tolerated.
(Oishi 1999: XX-XXD)

Ouyang considers Winnifred’s performance of Japaneseness as “the practice of
‘passing’, or the crossing of identity boundaries by those on the racial and cultural
margins” in order to “assume a new identity, escaping the subordination and op-
pression accompanying one identity and accessing the privileges and status of the
other” (Ouyang 2009: 211). Ouyang justifies Winnifred’s choice of passing for
Japanese by saying, “As a woman of Chinese and English descent living and writ-
ing in an era of virulent anti-Chinese sentiments in North America, Onoto
Watanna devised strategies of passing not only to escape personal and racial per-
secution but also to achieve authorship in a white-male-dominant literary mar-
ketplace” (Ouyang 2009: 211).

In addition, as Oishi notes, “the decision to market the half-Chinese Eaton as
half-Japanese appears to have been made equally by Winnifred and her publish-
ers” (Oishi 1999: XIV). Onoto Watanna was also, like her exotic Japanese romance
novels, a marketable product greatly desired by the male-dominated literary world
and society of the time. In fact, while Winnifred Eaton was publishing stories
under the pseudonym Onoto Watanna, her publisher “made her manufactured
biography the central focus of its publicity campaign for Miss Numé of Japan”
(Oishi 1999: XIV), her first novel published in 1899, as Oishi explains:

Often accompanied by a photograph or a sketch of the author dressed in ki-
mono, the profiles of Onoto Watanna describe her as a “young half-Japanese,
half-English girl” who in appearance “is decidedly Japanesque, with the black
hair and eyes of her countrywomen, but in stature she is taller than they. In
her simplicity of speech and belief that all mankind is as honest as herself she
resembles the fascinating characters of her own stories.” (Oishi 1999: XV)

And this process of manufacturing her biography went on to the extent that her
birthplace became “Nagasaki”, the location of Loti's Madame Chrysanthéme (1915
[orig. 1887]) and Long’s, Belasco’s and Puccini's Madame/a Butterfly (1915, 1984,
1984 [orig. 1898, 1900, 1904])° and also her mother was presented as “a Japanese
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noblewoman” (Ling 1984: 8); she even became simply an “Americanized Japanese”
(Oishi 1999: XV-XVI) with no mention of her having English blood.

Thus, in the American publishing scene at the last fin de siécle, Winnifred
Eaton apparently lost herself (or threw herself away) and was incorporated into
what is called “Butterfly myth” under the name of Onoto Watanna. In a sense, she
became the instrumental embodiment of Western men’s fantasy about Butterfly
and this spurred them to “capture” her in her books, to thus gain possession of a
Butterfly even if not the Butterfly. In the Introduction to her first novel Miss
Nume of Japan (1999 [orig. 1899]), Opie Read in my opinion arrogantly introduced
Onoto Watanna and her first book as follows:

It [Miss Nume of Japan] was written for the imaginative, and they alone are
the true lovers of story and song. Onoto Watanna plays upon an instrument
new to our ears, quaintly Japanese, an air at times simple and sweet, as tender
as the chirrup of a bird in love, and then as wild as the scream of a hawk.
Mood has been her teacher; impulse has dictated her style. She has inherited
the spirit of the orchard in bloom. Her art is the grace of the wild vine, under
no obligation to a gardener, but with a charm that the gardener could not
impart. A monogram wrought by nature’s accident upon the golden leaf of
autumn, does not belong to the world of letters, but it inspires more feeling
and poetry than a library squeezed out of man’s tired brain. And this book is
not unlike an autumn leaf blown from a forest in Japan. (Read 1999: 3)

In this passage I detect a certain condescending attitude towards the Eurasian
writer Onoto Watanna and her work. It demonstrates the deep-rooted prejudice of
the time against women’s writings in the male-dominated literary world and also
the then-prevalent idea about the “quaint” country Japan and all Japanese things.
Thus, labeled as the exotic woman writer of a curious entertaining book, Onoto
Watanna’s writing career started. Looking back on this in her autobiography, she
laments having fallen short of her youthful dreams:

A few years later, when the name of a play of mine [A Japanese Nightingale
(written in 1901 and staged in 1903)] flashed in electric letters on Broadway,
and the city was papered with great posters of the play, I went up and down
before that electric sign, just to see if I could call up even one of the fine thrills
I had felt in anticipation. Alas! I was aware only of a sad excitement, a sense
of disappointment and despair. I realized that what as an ignorant little girl
I had thought was fame was something very different. What then I ardently
believed to be the divine sparks of genius, I now perceived to be nothing but
a mediocre talent that could never carry me far. My success was founded
upon a cheap and popular device, and that jumble of sentimental moonshine
that they called my play seemed to me the pathetic stamp of my inefficiency.
Oh, I had sold my birthright for a mess of potage! (Anonymous 1915: 153-4)
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I

Certainly Winnifred Eaton ended by “just” being a popular Japanese romance
writer called Onoto Watanna. However, it is a superficial way of understanding
her and her work to put her in the same group as the Western male writers of
Butterfly stories, such as Loti, Long, Holland and so on. I do not want to claim the
title of “the first Chinese-American fictionist” (Ling 1984: 6) for her, nor to claim
that she is a first-class woman of letters; her complicated identity issues are too
problematic to title her “the first Chinese-American fictionist”; and also she was
indeed a popular writer of entertaining Japanese romance novels. Instead, what I
want to claim for her is the title of the first woman to write a Butterfly narrative,
which before she did so had been the preserve of male Western writers; and also
to give her the title of the first Butterfly writer who gave her Butterfly heroines
autonomy and subjectivity as a New Woman. In this sense, Onoto Watanna trans-
muted their Butterfly-hood into something much more substantial, which I think
should be recognized and praised as her important contribution to this “empty”
genre.

Although Onoto Watanna’s Japanese fiction “contains many of the same fea-
tures as Long’s book: winsome heroines — both Japanese and Eurasian — en-
chanted American men, fawning matchmakers, honorable suicides, and abundant
cherry blossoms, temples, and shoji screens” (Oishi 1999: XXI-II), her heroines do
not end as any Western men’s plaything, like Long’s Madame Butterfly does. As
Oishi acutely points out, Watanna’s heroines “always triumphs over her American
sister and modestly carries off the laurels” and “almost always find a happy
ending” (Oishi 1999: XXIV). I want to look at this concerning her very successful
second novel, A Japanese Nightingale (1901).

Yuki, the Eurasian heroine of A Japanese Nightingale, voluntarily learns to
dance, sing and play the samisen in order to support her very poor family as a
geisha and she also voluntarily marries a rich American man for a large fee to
keep her brother in school in America and to earn his passage home. Then when
her brother returns and visits his American friend, he discovers that his friend’s
contract wife is Yuki, his sister, and Yuki flees in shame. Knowing about things
at home, her brother becomes distraught and seriously ill and eventually dies.
Then Yuki’'s American husband, who realized his love for her, wanders all over
Japan searching for her in vain for two years. Yuki, in the meantime, has sup-
ported herself by dancing and singing as a geisha and accepted the offer of a tour
in America, but becomes ill and depressed because she cannot forget her American
husband. Just before returning to America, her husband visits the house where he
and Yuki had lived two years before, and there, to his great surprise and delight,
he meets her again, and the lovers are happily reunited.

Although this is no doubt a melodramatic story, Yuki is certainly a New
Woman and her autonomy and independence are what Long and other male

777



Western writers of Butterfly stories deny their doll-like, exotic toy-heroines access
to. I surmise that this must be the main reason why Onoto Watanna’s Japanese
romances have been almost forgotten, while Long’s Madame Butterfly has survived
and flourished. Oishi provides a brilliant analysis of this point:

The fact that Madame Butterfly remains such a well-known and popular fig-
ure and legend today while Onoto Watanna’s stories linger in obscurity
proves more than the literary superiority of Long or Belasco. Despite her
shortcomings, I find Eaton to be the stronger writer. I would argue that what
denies Eaton the “universal” appeal of the Butterfly myth is that, hidden
within the cliched, orientalist stereotypes of her stories, one can find a muted
appeal for a feminine subjectivity caught outside of and between the expecta-
tions of gender, class and race. Rather than unquestioningly sustaining the
sadistic fantasy of a subservient, feminized, self-sacrificing Oriental by wrap-
ping it in the catholic cloak of Tragedy, Onoto Watanna’s stories are too
clearly “woman'’s” stories, containing both romantic escape and unmistakable,
if limited, resistance. (Oishi 1999: XXV)

Onoto Watanna’s Japanese romance novels certainly challenges the convention of
the Butterfly narrative. In her first novel, Miss Nume of Japan, surprisingly
enough it is a Japanese man, and not a woman, who becomes a Butterfly and com-
mits suicide. Orito, the heroine Numé’s betrothed, has graduated from Harvard
and returned to Japan, and realizes his love for Cleo, an American woman whom
he met on the ship to Japan. Cleo, without realizing her love for him, rejects his
proposal. Shortly after, Orito chooses “an honourable death” (Watanna 1999: 192),
and, quite unbelievably, his father and also Numeé’s father also commit suicide
with him. The following is their bizarre, utterly unreal and nonsensical suicide

scene:

Orito entered the house very silently.... Then he began to speak.

“My father, you have accused me sometimes of being no longer Japanese.
To-night I will surely be so. The woman of whom I told you was false, after
all.” His eyes wandered to the sword and dwelt there lovingly....

“I have no further desire to live, my father. Should I live I would go on
loving — her [Cleo] — who is so unworthy. That would be a dishonour to the
woman I would marry for your sakes, perhaps. Therefore, 'tis better to die an
honorable death than to live a dishonorable life; for it is even so in this coun-
try, that my death would atone for all the suffering I have caused you. Very
honorable would it be.”

Sadly he bade the two old men farewell; but Sachi [Orito’s father] stayed
his arm, frantically.

“Oh, my son, let thy father go first,” he said.

One thrust only, in a vital part, a sound between a sigh and a moan, and
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the old man had fallen. Then quick as lightning Orito had cut his own throat.
Omi [Nume's father and Sachi’s longtime close friend] stared in horror at the
fallen dead. They were all he had loved on earth, for, alas! Numeé had repre-
sented to him only the fact that she would some day be the wife of Orito.
Never, since her birth, had he ceased to regret that she had not been a son. He
picked the bloody sword up, and with a hand that had lost none of its old
Samourai cunning he soon ended his own life. (Watanna 1999: 192-3)

Unlike Long’'s Madame Butterfly, Onoto Watanna does not make this bizarre piece
of pseudo Japonisme the climactic end of the story. Her focus is instead on her
heroine Numé and her acquisition of her liberation and true happiness. Despite
the fact that Numeé becomes an orphan by losing her father and fiancé, she sur-
vives and finally obtains her real love and happiness with an American man,
Sinclair, who was Cleo’s fiancé. On the other hand, the devastated Cleo returns to
America and marries her brother-like cousin.

Thus, Onoto Watanna's Japanese and Eurasian heroines are completely op-
posed to such a tragic, poor little thing as Madame Butterfly. Indeed, I think they
are Onoto Watanna’s alter egos, strong New Women who struggle to realize them-
selves under difficult circumstances, although their New Womanhood is always
compromised by the romantic closure of marriage.” Nevertheless, here we can see
Onoto Watanna’s, or rather, Winnifred Eaton’s, rebellion against being completely
incorporated into society’s desire to make her a kind of Butterfly and her strong
wish to earn her own living as a New Woman writer.

v

In this context, the meaning of the anonymity chosen by Eaton in writing her
autobiography Me, A Book of Remembrance should be noted for what it suggests
about her struggle to find “I” and de/construct a sense of self. The fact that she
rejected using her well-known “pseudo”’-nym Onoto Watanna seems to me to be a
symbolic act of killing her “pseudo” self invented as an object or an image to cater
to men’s fantasies and desires for Butterfly. It also testifies to what bell hooks has
written of as “[recovering] the past and [becoming] the me of me”, by remember-
ing and retelling her life before she became the Butterfly writer called Onoto
Watanna (hooks 1998: 429-31). Another comment by bell hooks also throws light
on Eaton’s act of writing autobiography:

The longing to tell one’s story and the process of telling is symbolically a
gesture of longing to recover the past in such a way that one experiences both
a sense of reunion and a sense of release. It was the longing for release that
compelled the writing but concurrently it was the joy of reunion that enabled
me to see that the act of writing one’s autobiography is a way to find again
that aspect of self and experience that may no longer be an actual part of
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one’s life but is a living memory shaping and informing the present.
(hooks 1998: 431)

Remembering and retelling about her younger self when she was unknown, to-
tally nameless in the world, but possessing the spirit of the New Woman Nora, by
calling herself this Eaton might be seen as gaining herself. And the anonymity of
her autobiography suggests an avoidance, to say the least, of the emptiness of her
then-current well-known self as a Butterfly writer Onoto Watanna. This might be
a case where a woman’s act of writing autobiography works as an “instrument[s]
of healing” (Smith and Watson 1998: 40).

Besides, by presenting the author as an anonymous Nora, Winnifred might be
secretly challenging the ideologies of race, ethnicity, nationality, gender, class,
authorship...writing as a New Woman and so against the society which made her
fictionalize and market herself as “Onoto Watanna”. Lolly’s words to rouse Nora
in her autobiography is certainly rousing Winnifred herself: “You can start all
over again.... You can write” (Anonymous 1915: 334, original emphasis). In fact,
the publication of Me in 1915 marked a turning point in Winnifred’s writing
career.” After Me she stopped being just a popular Japanese romance writer Onoto
Watanna and shifted her writing focus to “auto/biographical tales of American
immigration and adventure” (Skinazi 2007: 31), “[enjoying] dealing with ethnicity
more freely than most of her contemporaries” and “constantly recreating herself”
(Birkle 2006: 330). Winnifred certainly “started all over again”.

Nevertheless, Eaton’s challenge was doomed because, ironically, her Butterfly
“pseudo”’-nym of Onoto Watanna was protected by her anonymity. However,
another way of viewing this is to say that Eaton did her identity performance very
well, shifting expertly between her contradictory identities of New Woman Nora
in her mind and Butterfly writer Onoto Watanna in her profession. Her anony-
mous autobiography seems to reveal and to represent this in a complex way.

Notes

1 A Japanese Nightingale (1901) “went into multiple editions and was translated into at
least four different languages, made into a Broadway play (1903), and eventually
adapted for the screen (1918).” This novel also established Eaton’s career and made
her find “a formula that enabled her to develop a marketable voice” (Cole 2002b: 14).

2 In 1895 a British writer named Clive Holland (the pen name of Charles James
Hankinson, 1866-1959) published his first book on Japan, My Japanese Wife. Like many
of Watanna’s stories, it ends in the happy interracial marriage. Although his name and
works are now completely forgotten, he was a best-selling writer both in UK and USA
just over a hundred years ago, and My Japanese Wife went through thirteen editions
within less than ten years after its first publication.

3 It is notable that many articles about Butterfly stories mention the strong impact of
Madame Chrysanthéme (1915 [orig. 1887]), the novel written by Pierre Loti (1850-1923),
a French exoticist sailor writer of the last fin de siécle. For critics of Giacomo
Puccini’s (1858-1924) opera Madama Butterfly (1984 [orig. 1904]) and its two other
sources, John Luther Long’s (1855-1927) magazine story Madame Butterfly (1984 [orig.
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1898]), and the adapted play Madame Butterfly (1935 [orig. 1900]) by David Belasco
(1853-1931), it has not been possible to ignore this French writer’s autobiographical
fiction about his one-month contract marriage in Nagasaki with a Japanese girl called
Kiku, meaning Chrysanthéme in French.

4 At the turn of the twentieth century a series of Butterfly stories were produced in the
West to such an extent that they could form a genre which I call “Butterfly narra-
tive”. “Butterfly narrative” is composed by Puccini’s famous opera Madama Butterfly
and a series of Butterfly stories produced before and after this in the West. Through
reading a series of Butterfly stories, I realized that “she” is not a product made by just
an individual composer named Giacomo Puccini, but is rather by a process, indeed a
genealogy, of inherited stories passed down from generation to generation in a specific
way and with a specific form. Through this, Butterfly is made as a “myth” in the West.
In order to be a myth, and because of being a myth, Butterfly appears universal and
natural and the text of Butterfly has been re/read and re/written so as to maintain her
as a myth for the West.

5 Regarding this, Birkle presents a very interesting, thought-provoking analysis:
“...Winnifred Eaton used the romance in order to undermine discriminatory and racist
images of the Orient ‘even as she appeared to embrace them’ (Cole 2002a: 4). As a
half-Chinese passing for Japanese and speaking for minorities and miscegenated peo-
ple, Eaton practiced her own form of ethnic ventriloquism. With her Western perspec-
tive, she created a new form of Orientalism, constructing the Orient from an American
point of view, but no longer portraying it as inferior. On the contrary, it is particularly
the women that become a Japanese version of the American New Woman. This is
Watanna’s Orientalism with a difference” (Birkle 2006: 333).

6 In 1915 Winnifred’s private life also marked a turning point by her divorce from
Babcock (Cole 2004: 233). In many ways her autobiography Me was a monumental
work for Winnifred to make a new departure in her life.
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El Vinculo de los Paleteros y la Prosperidad
del Pueblo Tocumbo, México, Michoacan

Kumi MASUYAMA

Sumario

Este breve articulo trata del vinculo de los paleteros y la prosperidad de una
aldea aislada, su tierra natal.

En México hay una cadena de paleterias muy popular y famosa “La Michoa-
cana” que se fundo6 en los anos treinta. Se cree que existen actualmente unas 30,000
paleterias “La Michoacana” en todo el pais. Nadie quiere dejar de tomar una
deliciosa paleta y el agua con fruta fresca de esa paleteria tan famosa.

Aunque La Michoacana es muy conocida por la paleta, casi no se sabe su
origen. El hecho es que los que la fundaron eran labradores sin estudios ni recursos
econ6émicos. Los paleteros tocumbenses formaron una red original basada en la
confianza y reciprocidad, vinculos de su sociedad rural. Por virtud de esos
vinculos, no s6lo sus miembros, sino también los tocumbenses han tenido éxito en
el comercio paletero: la lecheria, la refrigeracion, la ganaderia, etc. El resultado es
que Tocumbo se ha desarrollado y se ha convertido en un pueblo moderno. “La

unién de ese capital social”, produjo un efecto positivo en esa sociedad rural.
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A Formal Approach to Knowledge

Peter SHARPE

Introduction

The word formal and its derivatives — form, formula, formalist, formalize,
formularize, formularization — are frequently encountered in a wide range of aca-
demic fields. This is because they belong to an important approach, theory and
belief regarding knowledge. This paper shows how these words are connected to
this highly influential theory of knowledge. We begin with Plato, since it was his
Theory of Ideas that first proposed the fateful separation of form from matter.
Then, after saying a little about logic, we jump 2,300 years to the modern era to
show how an eminent British philosopher was still under the spell of Platonism.
Next, we cross the Atlantic to explain how the ideas of another philosopher
changed when he switched his attention from mathematics to language. Lastly,
we consider how a linguist applied mathematical ideas to language. Throughout,
our aim will be to explore the meaning of the word ‘form’ to show why formalists
believe their formularizations are so important. Where technical terms occur, they
will be printed in bold and explained.

Plato (427-347 B.C.) and the birth of Forms

The notion that ideas could have an existence independent of matter emerged
from Plato’s consideration of language’s relation to thought. He saw the similarity
between language and thought plainly enough. He wrote in the Sophist,
‘Thought and discourse are the same thing, except that it is the soul’s silent, inner
dialogue with itself which we have called ‘thought” (qtd. in Hadot 2002: 64). But
when we dig deeper to find out how he believed things came to have names, we
discover that he was influenced by an older, magical notion. In the same way that
priests believe the incantation of certain words have the power to invoke what
they name, Plato also entertained the idea that words and what they name could
have an independent existence.

This notion appears most clearly in the Cratylus. In that work, Cratylus ar-
gues that words come from nature. He believes their ‘true’ meanings are revealed
by their etymology and that their original names describe ‘the reality of the things
named and imitate their essential nature’ (Plato qtd. in Noth 1995: 241, emphasis in
original). This argument for the motivated or natural character of original words
is called the onomatopoeic thesis. Hermogenes expresses the opposite view and
argues for conventionalism by claiming that ‘no name belongs to any particular



thing by nature, but only by the habit and custom of those who employ it and who
established the usage’ (ibid.). Plato’s spokesperson Socrates attempts a synthesis:
he admits that conventions exist, but believes those words that represent by like-
ness are superior. This last remark would eventually lead to the development of
a ‘realm of Forms’ when he began to construct a theory of knowledge.

Some writers translate Greek Eidos as Ideas, but we shall follow Nicholas
White's advice and use Forms since the former suggest some connection to the
mind (Kraut 1992: 279). We will also follow the convention of capitalizing the
initial letter to show that these Forms are claimed to have an existence independ-
ent of the mind.

In the Meno, facing a question that challenges our ability to move from a state
of ignorance to knowledge, Socrates answers that the human soul is born with the
ability to recollect what it knew in previous lives. To demonstrate this, he teaches
a slave boy a geometry theorem. When the boy understands it, he claims this as
proof. It was not unusual at that time for people to believe in reincarnation, but
what was unusual was the way Plato wove this belief into a theory of knowledge
based on recollection.

In the Phaedo, Plato makes his first clear reference to the existence of a realm
of Forms. He says there are objects in this realm utterly different to the ones we
know on Earth. These objects are the Forms. They are described as changeless
and ‘revealed to us by thought rather than sensation, different from both body and
soul, and everlasting’ (ibid.: 7). Plato argues that as the soul transmigrates be-
tween each life it retains traces of what it has seen of the Forms and the only way
we can access them is by contemplation.

The first example Plato offers of a Form is Equality. He argues that it cannot
be identical to equal sticks or any other things that are observably equal. While
it is possible to make a mistake about the equality of two objects, no one would
make a mistake about Equality itself. It was in this way that general abstract
ideas gradually assumed a metaphysical status. He does not say exactly why all
the instances of equality are inferior to Equality, but he probably thought the
Forms were god-like in the way they never changed.

What other Forms were there besides Equality? Plato cites Beauty, Goodness,
Justice, and Piety. He does not say how we are to decide what else could be a Form
in the Phaedo, but in the Republic he gives an imprecise answer. He says, ‘When-
ever a name is applied to many different things, there is a Form corresponding to
the name’ (ibid.: 9). Today, this is what linguists and philosophers call a univer-
sal. We will say more about these later. Not all the Forms are high-minded ideals,
however. Some correspond to ordinary artefacts, such as beds. He describes three
types of thing to which the word ‘bed’ can be given — a painting of a bed, a bed
created by a carpenter, and the Form — and argues they constitute a series of
increasing reality. The painter creates an image (something derivative of, or de-
pendent on, the functional object), the carpenter something that is not completely
real (because it partakes of, or derives from, or participates in the Form). It is only
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the Form that is really real. Notice, Plato is not questioning the reality of the
sensible world, but creating a scale of reality that shows how certain we can be of
knowing something to be true. Unlike the painting and the actual bed, the Form
of Bed is unchanging. So we can be more certain of Forms when we make claims
regarding knowledge than the particulars which they inform.

To understand Plato’s train of thought we have to appreciate the intellectual
climate in which he lived. At that time, there were no sharp distinctions between
‘scientific’ and ‘religious’ thinking. He and his contemporaries were pioneers of
rational thought and as order began to be discovered in the universe, it created a
very real tension. Plato wanted to resolve that tension between the order of the
material world and our understanding of it. The reasons behind his choice are
complicated, but, basically, he believed there was a divine presence behind the
order of the cosmos and by linking our understanding of it to a timeless realm of
Forms, he believed he had provided a unified solution and a perfect model to base
claims of knowledge upon. It linked our understanding to the divine presence
behind the order discerned in the universe.'

Summary

Down the ages, Plato’s separation of form from matter has given rise to many
closely related dualisms — soul/substance, mind/body, intelligible/sensible,
ideal/real, reason/experience, thought/language, etc. It also triggered a long-
standing debate in philosophy between rationalist and empiricist. Rationalists
argue that Form, now in the guise of reason, is the most important factor to
ground claims of knowledge upon, while empiricists argue it is experience. Al-
though their speculation often attracted a great deal of criticism, Platonists contin-
ued their theorizing under many names — idealists, neo-Platonists, nativists,
transcendentalists and a priorists.

Today, the term ‘Platonist’ is used to describe those who advocate a determi-
nate and mind-independent world for which there is, ultimately, only one ‘true’
theory. Its lasting effects are: i) the presumption that a coherent, rational and
self-consistent world exists, ii) its corollary that sense-data and their associations
are incoherent, and iii) that sense-data must be substituted by a conceptual order
so that the truth behind their appearances can be uncovered (James 1968: 508).

These features are still found in formal approaches today, but as the belief in
a benevolent cosmic order gave way to the explanations of modern science, the
notion of a heavenly realm of Forms was discarded and the Forms were renamed
‘concepts’ and re-located in the reasoning power of the human mind. Reason took
two modes — one substantive, the other procedural or instrumental. The former
emphasizes the awesome power of human reason, while the latter refers more
specifically to logical thinking. For this reason, we pause to say a few words about
logic.



The citadel of reason

Paul Tomassi begins his book on logic with the statement ‘Logic is the study of
argument’ (1999: 1). Kant (1724-1804) called this ‘special employment of the
understanding’ the applied branch of logic (1929: A52). It studies whether argu-
ments are valid or not. Validity rests not so much upon an argument’s content as
its form. The fact that different words can be substituted into the framework of
an argument and not alter its validity assures logicians that form’s the thing, not

meaning-content. Here is a simple example.

1. If...then...
2.

Therefore,

3.

In this argument, we have two premises (1 and 2) leading to a conclusion (3). If
the premises are correct, the conclusion will be correct. Let’s fill in the gaps of the

argument.

1. If it's on the 14th, then it’s a national holiday.
2. It is on the 14th.

Therefore,

3. It's a national holiday.

We could alter the words that fill the gaps yet the logical force of the argument
would, bar certain cases, remain. On the basis of this, we can state a fundamental
belief of formalists: because the logical form of argument represents necessary
patterns of reasoning, it carries more conviction regarding truth than meaning-
content. While its content may point to mere particulars of facts, its form reveals
a universal truth regarding the laws of thought.

The most revered of these laws are: the law of identity (‘Whatever is, is.”), the
law of contradiction (‘Nothing can both be, and not be’) and the law of excluded
middle (‘Everything must either be or not be’). In contrast to applied logic, Kant
described this branch as pure logic. He wrote that it ‘abstracts from all content of
knowledge’ (ibid.: A55) and ‘treats of the form of thought in general’ and ‘ex-
cludes those modes of thought which have empirical content’ (ibid.: B80). How-
ever, he realized that this separation was rarely achieved in practice since the need
to furnish criteria of truth forces thinkers to support their argument with exam-
ples drawn from the world of material objects. In other words, because logic may
be in contradiction of the facts, logicians need to look to the world to verify the
form of their argument. In short, there can be no absolute separation.

Logic comes into contact with language on two fronts. The first is its involve-
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ment with truth. Kant writes that where truth is ‘the agreement of knowledge
with its object’ (ibid.: A58), there must be something in virtue of which the claim
is true. This notion of correspondence is the common-sense view of truth and it
forms the basis of many semantic theories. The second, closely related to the first,
is logic’s concern with declarative sentences of the subject-predicate type that are
termed propositions. For example, in the sentence Sugar is sweel, ‘is sweet’ predi-
cates, or declares, this property to be true of its subject ‘sugar’. Because proposi-
tions make statements that can be verified or refuted, they have been treated as
having one of two possible values — true or false. Their reference is their truth-
value and the statement they express their truth-condition.

The architect of modern logic was the German philosopher and mathemati-
cian Gottlob Frege (1848-1925). He developed a predicate calculus for assigning
signs to parts of a sentence. For example, the signs F, G could be assigned to
predicates, a, b, ¢ to singular terms (e.g., ‘Henry’, ‘the Prime Minister’, etc.), X, vy, z
for variables (e.g., ‘something’, ‘everything’, etc.), and other signs for connectives
(e.g., ‘if’, ‘and’, ‘or’, etc.). This procedure creates what are called formal or artifi-
cial languages. They are artificial in the sense that they are invented, but also
insofar as their truths are created by the definitions given to the signs. For exam-
ple, if all four-legged animals are treated the same (that is, assigned the same
variable) there would be no distinction between cats and dogs. This kind of truth
is more concerned with the internal consistency of a formal language than corre-
spondence to external facts and its notion of coherence also forms the basis of
numerous semantic theories.

Only one more point needs to be made before we can proceed and it concerns
deduction and induction. The former is traditionally associated with logic and
mathematics because its argument rests more upon reasoning than claims of cause
and effect. In contrast, inductive argument is more concerned with scientific rea-
soning and the actual particulars of the real world. Typically, it starts from obser-
vation statements that are based on probability between relations of cause and
effect. Generally, the inductive method is associated with empiricism and the
deductive with rationalism. Figure 1 shows how the direction of their argument
differs: induction moves from particulars to more general statements of principles
to theory construction, while deduction moves from general statements to less
general ones to theory. In the figure, the circles represent theories, D stands for
deductive, I for inductive, and the arrows show the different directions of infer-

QW

Figure 1 Directions of inference to theory

ence.



Summary

Modern logic studies formal languages which, like computer languages, are many
and varied. They use different notations to express formulae and apply different
rules to formulae. However, the logical relations their symbols embody are all
drawn from language. It is especially the concepts behind words like and, or, not,
if, every and some that logicians are interested in because they show the structure
of propositions. In this, we see how closely tied to natural language logic is. Yet,
philosophical beliefs, such as Platonism, make logic seem separate and superior to
language by focussing upon its role regarding claims to truth. The argument
seems to rest upon two claims. The first is that the truths of reason that logic
expresses precede language and therefore have priority. The second claim, de-
rived from the first, is to treat ‘knowing a proposition to be true’ the same as being
caused to do something. Proponents argue that acting according to beliefs is the
same as being caused to do something. We leave these points for the reader to
consider, because now we want to show how formalists think by looking at the
way they treat the concepts they have substituted for the particulars they wish to
explain. We take Bertrand Russell as our first example.

Bertrand Russell (1872-1967)

Russell is universally acknowledged to be a philosopher of the first rank. During
his long life, he wrote so much that it would be impossible to do justice to its
depth, scope and brilliance. We begin with his simplest work — The Problems of
Philosophy. This slim book was published in 1912 as an introduction to the spirit
of epistemology — a branch of philosophy that studies how we can know what we
know. In its pages, we find many examples of the beliefs that support the for-
malist’s view of knowledge. We will cite those that reveal most clearly the manner
of thinking behind this view.

Russell’s analysis of knowledge

Russell divides what we can have knowledge of into two broad categories —
things and truths. Both are then further divided according to whether they are
known, in the case of things, by description or acquaintance, or, in the case of
truths, immediately or derivatively. Of the difference between knowledge of
things and truths, he writes that the former, especially knowledge by acquain-
tance, is simpler. However, he adds, ‘it would be rash to assume that human beings
ever, in fact, have acquaintance with things without at the same time knowing
some truth about them’ (ibid.: 25). This is because they have become entangled by
‘habit and association’ (ibid.: 11). The distinction between things and truths
seemed strained enough, but the caveat concerning their entanglement could be so
pervasive as to render it meaningless. But, and here comes the comforting belief
of formalists, he believes a knowledge of things can be treated as ‘logically
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independent of knowledge of truths’ (ibid.: 25).

This notion of logical independence is frequently encountered in academic
work but little understood. Sometimes it is phrased as ‘treating a problem
formally’, other times as ‘idealizing a situation’, or ‘taking it out of context’, or
treating it as ‘autonomous’. Often clarity is cited as the motive. Another is that
formal features, such as rules, are different to phenomena that do not follow rules,
for example, feelings. It is argued that feelings can attach themselves to anything
and therefore do not provide a sound basis for knowledge. Rules, on the other
hand, display an ‘intrinsic order’ that lends itself to special treatment; namely,
formal treatment. The belief that underwrites this practice is that order mirrors
reason and reason has special rights regarding claims to knowledge. In the jargon
of philosophers, it has epistemic authority. Science may deal in causal explana-
tions, but philosophy’s claims to knowledge rest upon the logical form of reason.
And, as mentioned earlier, this is treated on a par with causal explanations. These
then are the grounds that justify separating problems that exhibit formal proper-
ties from context and treating them as independent.

Once a problem is separated from context, that is formalized, everything be-
comes static and analysis can begin to break it down into its parts, explain connec-
tions, and show how the whole is structured. The last part — explaining how it
can all be put back together — is, of course, the trickiest. Naturally, when a prob-
lem is so complex that it seems impossible to unravel the ‘parts’, we would be
justified in asking if it can be done. But even if we did, this would not stop people
from analyzing. The activity is as old as tinkering itself. Who, as a child, has not
pulled something apart to discover how it works or what it is made of? Just so is
the analytical procedure of the formalist: to pull things apart until, as James inimi-
cally expresses it, ‘sensible reality lies disintegrated at the feet of reason’ (1968:
569).

Logical form

In a paper entitled ‘On Denoting’, Russell looked at a problem that Frege had come
up against. It concerned a category called ‘singular terms’ that includes names,
such as ‘John’, ‘Mary’, and what Russell called ‘denoting phrases’. The latter in-
cluded the indefinite kind, such as ‘a man’, and the definite kind, such as ‘the morn-
ing star’ that refer to objects. Sentences that contain them are deemed meaningful
as long as they do actually refer to real objects in accord with the correspondence
notion of truth. If ‘John’ corresponds to John himself, the sentence is true, but
what about phrases such as ‘the golden mountain’ or ‘the king of France’ that do
not refer to anything that exists? Frege treated them as ‘empty’ and did not think
they were real names. But Russell realized that this was not good enough. A
formal language needed to evaluate whether sentences containing phrases like
this were true or not. If it did not, then it would not be good enough.

Russell decided to reconstruct sentences in which this kind of non-referring
phrase occurred by substituting other terms that would show if the sentence were



true. For example, because the phrase ‘the present king of France’ in the sentence
‘the present king of France is bald’ cannot refer because France does not have a
king, Russell showed ‘how sentences in which it occurs can be replaced by other
sentences with the same truth-value, in which the phrase itself does not occur’
(Scruton 2004: 73, emphasis in original). There are three factors in this sentence
that need to be evaluated: one, if there is a king of France, two, if there is at most
one king, and if that king is bald. Logically stated this became: ‘There is an x, such
that x is a king of France, x is bald, and for every v, y is a king of France only if
y is identical with x’. In predicate calculus, this was stated as follows: (3x)
(K(x) & B(x) & (y) (K(y) D (y = x))). Scruton writes that the phrase ‘the
king of France’ does not occur and ‘we can see that the original sentence does have
a truth-value after all’ (ibid.: 74, emphasis in original). It is saying that something
exists and, in this case, that the truth-value is false since France has no king.

Russell’s treatment of denoting phrases was part of his theory of descriptions.
This theory gave enormous prestige to logic as a means of getting at the truth. By
showing that ordinary language often concealed ‘the true logical form of the
thoughts expressed in it’, Russell gave substance to formalist claims for the
epistemic authority of logic (ibid.: 75, emphasis in original). However, we draw
attention to Scruton’s remark that ‘We have translated the sentence into the predi-
cate calculus... (ibid.: 74) to emphasize the fact that logic, too, is a language.

We now turn to Russell’s treatment of universals.

Universals

Russell uses this word in place of Plato’s ‘Forms’. Probably, the best way to think
of a universal is as a word that generalizes the character or property of many
particular things, a ‘such’ rather than a ‘this’. So, for example, the word cats in the
sentence Cats are the easiest of pets does not refer to any particular cat but their
characteristic of being the least demanding of pets. When treated as an idea, it
becomes the universal CATNESS. According to Russell, there are three kinds of
universals: those of sense (redness, squareness, brotherhood, etc), those of spatio-
temporal relations (fo the left of, before, after, etc.), and those of similarity and
resemblance (greater than, higher than, etc.). He writes that universals are very
common in language because every sentence must contain at least one, ‘since all
verbs have a meaning which is universal’ (2001: 28). He then claims they have a
separate existence as ideas or meanings.

Russell is going to prove his claim with a theory that is ‘largely Plato’s, except
with such modifications as time has shown necessary’ (ibid.: 52). Briefly, he ar-
gues that the use or manner of inference associated with universals separates itself
from particularity (ibid.: 39). This is because once we understand general princi-
ples we have no further need to go back to particular instances (ibid.: 43). So, for
example, once we know what REDNESS is, we don’t need to keep looking at a red
patch to assure ourselves that something is, in fact, red. Not being particular,
these universals cannot exist in the world of sense (ibid.: 53), but must be placed
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in a world that is neither mental nor physical (ibid.: 58). What kind of world could
this be?

The mental world he refers to is Kant’s in which universals inhere in intui-
tions of space and time and the pure concepts of understanding. The physical
explanation belongs to nominalism. Nominalists believe that universals are just
general meanings that have a material existence in the sounds of language for
practical purposes and deny the existence of abstract objects. Russell explains the
third option as follows:

We shall find it convenient only to speak of things existing when they are in
time, that is to say, when we can point to some time at which they exist (not
excluding the possibility of their existing at all times). Thus, thoughts and
feelings, minds and physical objects exist. But universals do not exist in this
sense; we shall say that they subsist or have being, where ‘being’ is opposed to
‘existence’ as being timeless. The world of universals, therefore, may also be
described as the world of being. The world of being is unchangeable, rigid,
exact, delightful to the mathematician, the logician, the builder of metaphysi-
cal systems, and all who love perfection more than life. The world of existence
is fleeting, vague, without sharp boundaries, without any clear plan or ar-
rangement, but it contains all thoughts and feelings, all the data of sense, and
all physical objects, everything that can do either good or harm, everything
that makes any difference to the value of life and the world. According to our
temperaments, we shall prefer the contemplation of the one or the other. (ibid.:
57, emphasis in original).

We pause here to draw attention to one point that is common to most formal-
ists and two that are less so. The first is their love of an unchanging world. We
will characterize this as their quest for certainty. The second is that not many
formalists acknowledge the role of psychological preference. Some fear its subjec-
tive nature might compromise the objectivity of their claims. Unlike many for-
malists, Russell recognizes an equality and inseparable connection between the
two worlds of being (form) and existence (experience). Many formalists place the
former upon a pedestal as if it were incomparably superior. Like Plato, they be-
lieved their universal truths had an eternal nature of a semi-divine quality. Rus-
sell does not subscribe to Plato’s metaphysical realm of Forms — that would be
against his scientific credentials. Instead, he places these universals in a different
category of being — subsistence.

Subsistence

To understand why Russell chooses subsistence to name an alleged timeless cate-
gory of being takes one on a long journey. It leads to the discovery that for logi-
cians the word ‘exist’ is problematic. From the time of Kant, it created problems
because it did not translate into formal languages easily. In A History of Western



Philosophy, Russell writes that everything Plato said about existence is bad gram-
mar (1945: 154). He argues the verb ‘exist’ is only significant when applied to a
description as opposed to a name. To say, Obama exists is bad syntax, it should be
a description: The President of the United States exists. In this way, he showed how
the problem of existence for formal languages could be overcome by re-phrasing.

When Russell comes to consider how numbers stand to this same question, he
explains how there are two kinds of proposition — analytic and synthetic. The
former are found in arithmetic, for example 5 + 7 = 12, and also language, for
example ‘All rectangles have four sides’. The latter are of the empirical sort, such
as ‘T have two hands’. The difference between them is that, with the former, we do
not need to study the world to know if what it says is true, ‘but only the meaning
of the symbols’ (ibid.: 155). Because it would be unthinkable for 5 + 7 to equal any
number other than 12, the truths of analytic statements are called necessary.
They are judged to be independent of perception and concerned only with the
conception of symbols. Propositions of the synthetic kind refer to something
particular in space-time. For example, propositions about the Statue of Liberty or
Big Ben have a reference to a particular portion of space-time in common. There
is nothing in common among propositions of the Big Ben struck twelve kind except
a grammatical form. Their truths are described as contingent because they rest
upon facts whose outcome could have been different.

With analytic propositions, we encounter a prestigious sense of the word
‘form’ — a belief that because the truths of certain kinds of reasoning (e.g., mathe-
matics and logic) have no external reference they are better for it. For Platonists,
this is the inner sanctum: these truths are guarded from the world of change and
this vouchsafes their certainty. But for Russell, this lack of reference meant that
symbols, such as 2 for example, could mean nothing. He concludes that although
we could say, as Plato did, that numbers are eternal, immutable and so on, just like
universals, ‘we must add that they are a logical fiction’ (ibid.: 157). A clearer state-
ment of why they are so is found in An Introduction to Mathematical Philosophy.
There, in a footnote, he writes ‘classes may be regarded as logical fictions, manu-
factured out of defining characteristics’ (1919: 13). In other words, the special kind
of being argued for universals — subsistence — belongs to the conceptual scheme
of a formal language. This comes within a hair’s breadth of the nominalist argu-
ment since it acknowledges that logic is a language and that the meanings of
analytic propositions belong to the systems their symbols encode.

Summary

Clearly, there are various degrees of abstraction attributed to the word ‘form’. In
linguistics, formal approaches are opposed to functional ones that argue use deter-
mines form. Formal approaches can exclude sound, function, meaning, and only
refer to a grammar expressed as a set of rules. In logic, when form excludes
‘those modes of thought which have empirical content’ (Kant 1929: B80), it is
claimed to be pure knowledge because, not only is it independent of the world of
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appearances, it describes laws of thought for which alternatives are unthinkable.
It is this point that stirs some to claim that language is merely the ‘verbal skele-
tons of logical relations’ (James 1968: 43). One would think, however, that the
dependence of thinking upon the only means available for its expression, namely
symbols, might halt its mutation into truths of an independent realm by suggest-
ing a natural explanation. Kant argued for a synthesis between mind and world,
which is why he described arithmetical propositions as synthetic (Kant 1929: B16).
And with Kant, we also suspect that these claims for the independence and
epistemic privilege of logic are exaggerated. But, putting this aside for the mo-
ment, let’s now cross the Atlantic to consider our next formalist.

Willard van Orman Quine (1908-2000)

We have chosen Willard van Quine, a highly-regarded American philosopher, to
highlight three points: the dangers of generalizing, how necessary truth fell into
disrepute, and to pave our way to the next formalist.

From Russell to Quine

Quine was interested in the same kind of questions as Russell was. In fact, they
may have met. They certainly corresponded. In Russell’'s Autobiography, two
replies to Quine are reproduced. The first was written in 1935 about the time
Quine was writing ‘New foundations for mathematical logic’. In this paper, he
proposed a modification to the system that Russell and Whitehead had developed
in Principia Mathematica. Russell replies to Quine, ‘Do you maintain that, if
a = x(gx), the proposition xa is identical to gx?" (1945: 455-6). A sufficient re-
minder, if any was needed, never to invite more than one mathematician to dinner.
The other reply concerned Quine’s pithily entitled ‘On what there is’ which first
appeared in 1948. It addressed the ontological (existential) status of the logical
entities Russell had described as ‘fictions’. Having just survived a plane crash,
Russell’s reply was understandably brief. He was probably thinking how lucky he
was to still be among what there is.’

In ‘On what there is’, Quine agrees with Russell that existence is one thing and
subsistence another (1953: 3). He praises Russell for showing logicians how they
can translate seeming names (e.g., the present king of France, etc.) without suppos-
ing they exist (ibid.: 6). He then goes on to the existential problem of universals.
On this question, he believes that one’s ontological judgement belongs to a concep-
tual scheme (ibid.: 10). Like a mathematical Hamlet, he muses, “To be assumed as
an entity is, purely and simply, to be reckoned as the value of a variable’ (ibid.: 13).
Finally, on the question of what ontology to adopt, he counsels ‘tolerance and an
experimental spirit’ (ibid.: 19).

The first point to note about Quine’s early work is that neither the abstract
nature of the subject matter nor the use of deductive argument determines a ra-
tionalist or empiricist stance. In spite of the arcane nature of pure mathematics,



both Russell and Quine were logical empiricists. They both held the logical form
of philosophical enquiry and the inductive method of science in the highest re-
gard. The second point to note is how the direction of deduction, especially of
mathematics from logic, moves away from the world of experience because it
begins with an idea and goes ever deeper into the ideal world of symbolic models.

From mathematics to language

Later, Quine turned from mathematics to apply logic to natural language. He
wanted to explain meaning and this meant characterizing sentences in terms of
truth conditions to show their logical form. But as he worked on this, he became
more and more sceptical of analytic statements of the sort ‘All bachelors are
unmarried’, etc. This kind of sentence is important to describing meaning because
they introduce the notion of necessary truth to natural language. Quine argued
very convincingly that analytic truth, meaning, definition and synonymy were
interdefinable and therefore circular. Seeing that there could be no escape from
explaining words in terms of other words, he felt this program of explaining mean-
ing in terms of logic was an empty exercise. The result was that the revered dis-
tinction between synthetic and analytic statements fell into ‘wide disrepute’ and
this led to deep scepticism as to the value of trying to explain meaning in terms of
necessity (Kempson 1977: 30).

Out of this dissatisfaction, Quine developed a view of natural language that
was based upon a thesis called the ‘indeterminacy of translation’. It was a move
toward a relative view of truth of the type put forward by pragmatists such as C.
S. Peirce, William James and John Dewey. Pragmatism views truth as the best or
most useful decision in the circumstances. For Quine, it marked a departure from
a belief that there could be a strict correspondence between the terms of language
and reality. He proved his thesis of indeterminacy by showing that it was possible
to have rival analytical hypotheses (this is what he called ‘translation manuals’)
which ‘fit the totality of speech behaviour to perfection’ and which ‘still specify
mutually incompatible translations of countless sentences’ (Quine qtd. in Putnam
1975: 160). Put simply, he proved that there was no such thing as a correct trans-
lation in any absolute sense and that notions of correctness were relative to the-
ory.

Summary

We can see that although Quine was a formalist as far as mathematics was con-
cerned, when he applied the same logical procedure to natural language he
reached a position that was closer to functionalist. This usefully alerts us to the
impossibility of generalizing upon the approach of an enquiry — subject matter
exerts such a powerful influence it can alter the approach. The outcome of
Quine’s engagement with language was the recognition that the truths of logic no
longer reigned supreme — a realization that shook the foundations of formalist
beliefs in the epistemic authority of logic.
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Quine’s thesis was published in Word and Object in 1960. In the bibliography,
we find the names of some of America’s greatest linguists — Bloomfield, Pike and
Sapir. We also see the name of his friend B. F. Skinner (1904-1990), an advocate of
radical behaviourism. Behaviourism was, however, under attack. Chomsky’s
review of Skinner’s Verbal Behaviour in 1959 signalled the arrival of someone who
held antithetical views. Quine was well aware of the attention and support that
Chomsky’s ideas were attracting. His own views on language acquisition were not
as narrow as Skinner’s, but he, as well as anyone else who thought language was
‘a social art’ (Quine 1960: ix), would soon find themselves on a collision course
with Chomsky’s cadres. We now turn to Chomsky’s application of mathematical
ideas to natural language.

Noam Chomsky (b. 1928)

In 1957, the publication of Chomsky’s Syntactic Structures marked the overture to
a new formal grammar. Of his grammar, Chomsky wrote ‘by a generative gram-
mar [ mean simply a system of rules that in some explicit and well-defined way
assigns structural descriptions to sentences’ (1965: 8). This time the starting point
was natural language and not an artificial one. However, Chomsky’s approach
was not entirely free of mathematical ideas. Tellingly, he wrote, ‘only within the
last thirty years, in the course of studies in the foundations of mathematics’ have
the technical devices needed to express a system of recursive processes become
available (ibid.: 8).> Thanks to these advances, he believed it had at last become
possible to formularize natural languages. In other words, he was involved in the
same endeavour as Russell and Quine, except he was attempting to reduce the
syntax of natural language to logical formulae. Hereafter, we use ‘formalize’ to
refer to a clearer description of a phenomenon, such as a classification, and
‘formularize’ to refer to a description that expresses itself through formulae.

Features of formalism

The first common point we discover in Chomsky’s work is that no formalism
seems complete without its insignia. Suddenly, linguists were confronted with
tree diagrams, phrase markers, transformations and logical notation. Here is an
example in which Chomsky, writing of the sentence what is it easy to do today, says,
‘nothing in the phrase structure expresses the fact that the interrogative what is in
some important sense the direct object of do.” (1980: 144). He calls this representa-
tion the surface structure of the sentence and continues:

The fundamental idea is that surface structures are formed through the inter-
action of at least two distinct types of rules: base rules, which generate ab-
stract phrase structure representations; and transformational rules, which
move elements and otherwise rearrange structures to give the surface struc-
tures. In the case of the sentence ‘what is it easy to do today, the abstract



base-generated structure might look like (1):

(1) [SINP"]ILVP®[AP“¥[sNP[VP"“[NP""]]]]"*]]

A transformational rule then forms the surface structure by moving the em-
bedded Noun Phrase what and the copula is to the front of the sentence, modi-
fying the structure accordingly (ibid.: 144).

We need not explain what the symbols and abbreviations mean here, our point is
only to illustrate another trait of formalism — the use of formula. Sometimes the
formula might capture a characteristic of a large part of language, other times a
smaller one. But in each case its brevity presents a concise alternative to a classi-
fication of the same.

In the quotation above, the surface structure is contrasted to a deep structure.
This brings us to a second feature of formalist work. Some years later, the notion
of deep structure would be abandoned and its role taken over by a language fac-
ulty. For formalists, changes like these represent progress toward a more elegant
theory. Critics, however, saw a disturbing tendency: it seemed as if you could do
anything you pleased at this level of abstraction — deep structures one day, lan-
guage faculty the next. We characterize this feature of formalists as theorizing at
a high level of abstraction.

Naturally, critics demanded that claims should meet empirical conditions of
adequacy. We have seen how formal models do not have to answer every demand
of reality, and how, in the most abstract cases, it does not matter if the entities are
a fiction as long as they behave coherently in their artificial world. But in the case
of language, many felt theory needed to meet a more acceptable level of descrip-
tive adequacy. However, another feature of formalist explanations is that some-
times they go beyond empirical support. To explain this, we take an example of
a transformation that is claimed to occur at a deep level.

Of the following sentences, Chomsky wrote that they seem at first to be struc-
turally similar:

1) 1 persuaded John to leave.
2) I expected John to leave.

He then provides an in-depth analysis to show how very different they are prior
to the application of transformational rules (1965: 22-4). But, however coherent
his analysis may be, there is no proof that the transformations have taken place
because nothing of this deep level can be observed. This raises questions as to the
reality of the transformations. If they are a theoretical construct, they can be
consigned without controversy to abstract modelling. But if it is maintained that
they do, in fact, exist, can the claim be tested? If not, the argument comes to rest
upon a kind of appeal known as ‘inference to best explanation’. In other words, its
claims to truth rest upon how plausible the argument is.

Chomsky and his colleagues were painstakingly constructing a theory of
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what might be going on in our heads to produce language. In that endeavour,
most of what they said and wrote shows that they did in fact believe there was a
mental grammar hardwired into our brains and that their model was not merely
a theory. In short, they were walking a tightrope: while they were not involved in
the purely abstract exercises of Russell and early Quine, they were using the same
methodological apparatus with a similar mind-set upon a much more real subject
matter — language. A subject matter that many believed placed the burden of
proof upon their shoulders. We will call this feature of formalism the problem of
proof.

Closely linked to the impossibility of obtaining physical evidence for a lan-
guage faculty and other activities alleged to be going on in the mind was the use
of intuition as a source and basis for knowledge. Chomsky argued that because
we know a language we can use intuition to introspect upon it. While other lin-
guists, such as Greenberg, were conducting large-scale, time-consuming, research
projects to gather information about the world’s languages, relying upon intuition
provided a very comfortable alternative. However, because intuitions are unob-
servable, it tended to lead to arguments in which Chomsky claimed his intuitions
were better than others! (Sampson 2001: 2). Remarking on the enormous amount
of reliable information that corpus linguistics is producing, Sampson rightly ob-
serves ‘if we have descriptions based on observation, why would we be interested
in intuitions?’ (ibid. 4). Generally speaking, perception, memory, reason (espe-
cially of the inductive kind), and self-awareness are accepted as good grounds for
knowledge while intuition is not.

Closely allied to his reliance on intuition, another feature of Chomsky’s brand
of formalism was the adoption of a deductive line of inference. This method has
an initial advantage over inductive methods in terms of expression. Because it
begins from the whole and proceeds to the part, it allows the use of grandiloquent
terms right from the outset. In Chomsky’s case, these were ‘universal grammar’,
‘a language acquisition device’, ‘language faculty’, ‘generative grammar’ and so on.
One can imagine how much more appealing these were to the Zeilgeist of America
than those of behaviourism — ‘Skinner’s boxes’, ‘operant conditioning’, ‘reward’
and ‘punish’, etc.

With inductive methods, researchers are not vouchsafed this advantage at the
outset of their investigations. This may seem trivial, but in an age where media
has such power it becomes important. It helps to popularize a theory because
grand pronouncements make the headlines, not details. On the basis of this, we
can state another trait: for those formalists who use deduction there is an advan-
tage of expression — if it is exploited. This is particularly true when the theory
aims, as many formal ones do, to bring everything into a unifying whole. Empiri-
cist theories tend to be like a mosaic, made up of many parts that contribute to the
whole and, as a result, they are more difficult to popularize since there is no single
unifying motif.

Aiming at a unified solution has its problems, however. It will be remembered



that Chomsky made very strong claims for innateness, a rationalist doctrine that
descends directly from Plato. Eventually, this began to attract criticism, particu-
larly when it became clear that he was not just declaring his allegiance to a ration-
alist tradition, but denouncing all empiricist views on language. It was the sheer
force of his attack that rocked the academic establishment. In the literature, one
frequently comes across comments regarding Chomsky’s tactics. In his Festschrift,
Quine accused him of ‘systematic misinterpretations’ (1969: 305), Halliday of un-
leashing ‘his theories in the form of a violent polemic’ (2003: 110), an American
philosopher, Daniel Dennett, of how he exhibits ‘a hostility to the factic of trying
for simpler models’ (1995: 397), and historical perspectives on this period have
titles such as The Linguistic Wars (Newmeyer 1996). Clearly, they can’t all be
wrong. For this reason, we elect Chomsky as the candidate for another trait of
formalists — a tendency toward absolutism.

As an eminent psychologist, William James seems well-qualified to comment
on matters of this kind. In The Present Dilemma in Philosophy, he writes of ‘a cer-
tain clash of human temperaments’ (1968: 363) which in philosophy divide neatly
between rationalist and empiricist.'! Of the rationalist, he means ‘your devotee to
abstract and eternal principles’, and of empiricist, ‘your lover of facts in all their
crude variety’. He acknowledges that it is usually a matter of emphasis, but of the
rationalistic type, he says they tend toward dogmatism. If we ask why it should
be rationalists and not empiricists, it will be remembered that, while empiricists
find tolerance in dealing with a plurality of facts, rationalists seek one reason to
explain everything. In Chomsky’s case, it is innateness. Oneness leads to absolut-
ism.

Summary

In Chomsky’s work, we found some more features common to the work of formal-
ists. They were: the importance of formulae, how working at a high-level of ab-
straction can introduce an element of artificiality, problems of providing proof at
that level, the use of intuition, how deduction offers an advantage in popularising
a theory, and, lastly, a tendency to absolutism owing to a deep-seated conviction
that everything hangs on one factor. The features he shared with other formalists
were the desire to systematize knowledge through a logical reduction to rules, to
treat data as logically independent of context, and the quest for certainty.

And yet questions remain. How much truer is a mathematical formularization
of a rule when the rules are, at the very outset, open to interpretation? And
aren’t these formularizations just re-descriptions, translations from one set of sym-
bols to another? The strongest point in favour of formularization would seem to
be that they are the only way to describe an infinite set of meanings with any
respectable degree of certainty. But that kind of description concerns only the
structural identity of sentences (grammatical meaning) and not semantic mean-
ing. And so, even if sentence structures were the bedrock upon which lexical
meaning floats, it would not be a total account of meaning. Also, the manner in
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which some formalists become so absorbed in abstract reasoning that they lose
sight of the possibility of natural explanations seems ostrich-like.

Conclusion

The discourse has changed a great deal since Plato’s day, but we can still see the
stepping stones — Plato’s Forms lead to the elevation of reason, reasoning to the
laws of logic, logic to absolute truth, and, if you do not want reason to depend
upon the senses, innate faculties, DNA, non-linguistic thought, and so on. Despite
the words changing, they all share the same desire for certainty. In that quest,
mathematicians and logicians have taken symbolism to its most abstract shores.
Understood by very few, it is hardly any wonder that in the everyday world of
ordinary people, one meaning of ‘form’ is derogatory. We sometimes hear people
say, Oh, it’s only a matter of form ... Purely formal ... Just a formality...in a tone that
reassures us that there is no need to worry because whatever they are talking
about is just a ritual that lacks any meaning. And often we are glad to hear this.
But we should note the seriousness behind the endeavour of formalists: if there are
no absolute truths, then all knowledge becomes relative to the measure of human.

Notes

1 Not even Plato was entirely satisfied with his explanation of a realm of Forms. For the
grounds of his dissatisfaction, see Scruton 2004: 87-8 & 517-8.

2 Russell survived by swimming through the freezing waters of a Norwegian fjord to a
lifeboat. No mean feat for a 78 year old! Fifteen others were not as fortunate.

3 In the preface to Syntactic Structures, Chomsky acknowledges the influence of Nelson
Goodman and Willard van Quine upon his work (1957: 6).

4 From A New Name for Some Old Ways of Thinking (1907).
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