Abrams & Miller

Previous - About - Table of Contents - Disclaimer & Sources - The Agora - Books - Next 


Abrams and Miller provide a nice common sense alternative to Derrida, in that, while they acknowledge the ambiguity of language, they also show how communication is still possible.

Miller starts out by offering a little historical perspective. For instance, if we look at certain words hard enough, meaning starts to retreat over the horizon. For instance, "host" and "guest," if taken back far enough, mean the same thing. No matter how much we want them to be steady, are always slippery. However, whether this is a problem or not depends on your metaphysics.

In any metaphysical system, you can either believe in some kind of over-arching organizing scheme, or you can not. If you believe there is something greater, then the idea that there is nothing is evil and destructive. If, however, you believe that there is nothing, then nothingness is not threatening. Therefore, we can choose to accept the ambiguity of language if we do not attempt any kind of organizing semantic scheme. If we do this, then language simply becomes play.

Abrams then picks this up and shows that Derrida, while he claims to not be an absolutist, still talks about absolute ambiguity in language as making communication impossible. However, if we pull from Wittgenstein, we get an idea of language as a game which we all play according to flexible rules that we have all tentatively agreed upon. Though the relationship between the signifier and the signified is entirely arbitrary, we all more or less agree on it. The language community, therefore, provides the normative force that Derrida sees as missing.

Therefore, while meaning is by no means absolute, there is a vague sense of meaning that we as a language community attach to any given word, and that vague sense of meaning is enough.



