
Book Reviews

Training, Language and Culture                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  rudn.tlcjournal.org                                                                                      Training, Language and Culture                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  rudn.tlcjournal.org                                                                                      

__TRAINING, LANGUAGE AND CULTURE    TRAINING, LANGUAGE AND CULTURE__ 

Lehmann, C. (2015). Thoughts on grammaticalization (3rd ed.). Lan-
guage Science Press. https://dx.doi.org/10.26530/OAPEN_ 
603353

Malchukov, A., Haspelmath, M., & Comrie, B. (2011). Ditransitive con-
structions: A typological overview. In A. Malchukov, M. 
Haspelmath, & B. Comrie (Eds.), Studies in ditransitive con-
structions: A comparative handbook (pp. 1-64). Walter de 
Gruyter. https://dx.doi.org/10.1515/9783110220377

Moravcsik, E. A. (1978). Agreement. In J. H. Greenberg, C. Ferguson, & 
E. A. Moravcsik (Eds.), Universals of human language (pp. 
331-374). Stanford University Press.

Moravcsik, E. A. (2017). Number. In A. Y. Aikhenvald & R. M. W. Dix-
on (Eds.), The Cambridge handbook of linguistics typology 
(pp. 440-476). Cambridge University Press. https://doi.org/
10.1017/9781316135716

Mulugeta, S. (2017). Number marking and agreement in Amharic. 
Studies in Ethiopian Languages, 6, 87-108. 

Onishi, M. (2001). Introduction. Non-canonically marked subjects and 
objects: Parameters and properties. In A. Y. Aikhenvald, R. 
M. W. Dixon, & M. Onishi (Eds.), Non-canonical marking of 
subjects and objects (pp. 1-52). John Benjamins Publishing 
Company. https://dx.doi.org/10.1075/tsl.46.03oni

Ouhalla, J. (2005). Agreement features, agreement and antiagreement. 
Natural Language and Linguistics, 23, 655-686. https://
doi.org/10.1007/s11049-004-5927-z

Paudyal, N. P. (2008). Agreement patterns in Darai: Typological study. 
Nepalese Linguistics, 23, 186-207. 

Pawlak, N. (2012). Morphological coding of verb-object agreement in 
African languages. Rocznik Orientalistyczny, 65(1), 158-170.

Payne, T. E. (1997). Describing the morphosyntax: A guide for filed lin-
guistics. Cambridge University Press.

Revera, S. B. (1992). Two types of agreement. In Catalan working pa-
pers in linguistics (pp. 1-43). Universitat Autònoma de Bar-
celona. 

Siewierska, A. (2004). Person. Cambridge University Press.

Siewierska, A. (2005a). Third-person zero of verbal person marking. In 
M. Haspelmath, M. S. Dryer, D. Gil, & B. Comrie (Eds.), The 
world atlas of language structures (pp. 418-421). OUP.

Siewierska, A. (2005b). Order of person markers on the verb. In M. 
Haspelmath, M. S. Dryer, D. Gil, & B. Comrie (Eds.), The 
world atlas of language structures (pp. 426-429). OUP.

Siewierska, A., & D. Bakker. (2009). Case and alternative strategies: 
Word order and agreement marking. In A. Malchukov (Ed.), 
The Oxford handbook of case (pp. 290-303). OUP.

Tallerman, M. (2015). Understanding syntax. Routledge.
Teshome, B. (2007). The syntax of simple verbal and nominal clauses of 

Yem [Unpublished master’s thesis]. Addis Ababa Uni-
versity.

Theil, R. (2007). Kafa phonology. Journal of African Languages and Lin-
guistics, 28(2), 193-216. https://dx.doi.org/10.1515/JALL.20 
07.010

Tosco, M. (2000). Is there an ‘Ethiopian language area’? Anthropological 
Linguistics, 42(3), 329-365.

USAID. (2005). Ethiopia SNNPR follow-on to regional livelihoods 
baseline study. United States International Development 
Agency. https://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PNADJ867.pdf

Wedekind, K. (1990). Gimo-Jan or Ben-Yem-Om: Benč-Yemsa phon-
emes, tones and words. In R. J. Hayward (Ed.), Omotic lan-
guage studies (pp. 68-184). Routledge Corson.

Wells, R. (1963). Some neglected opportunities in descriptive linguist-
ics. Anthropological Linguistics, 5(1), 38-49.

Woolford, E. (1999). Animacy hierarchy effects on object agreement. 
In P. Kotey (Ed.), New dimensions in African linguistics and 
languages (pp. 203-216). Africa World Press.

Zaugg-Coretti, S. (2013). The verbal system of Yemsa (Omotic language 
of Ethiopia) [Doctoral dissertation, University of Zurich]. 
Zurich Open Repository and Archive. https://www.zor-
a.uzh.ch/id/eprint/87425

Van Lier, E. H. (2009). Parts of speech and dependent clauses: A typolo-
gical study. LOT.

Mitike Asrat

ORCID 0009-0000-4856-7514 ✉ mitikeasrat2727@gmail.com
Addis Ababa University, Ethiopia

Volume 8 Issue 1, 2024, pp. 115-126                                                                                                                                                                                                                 doi: 10.22363/2521-442X-2024-8-1-115-126

126_  _127

Sounding out semantics: The limits of philosophy  
(book review)
Original work by R. J. Mott Jr. published by Huge Jam Publishing, 2020
Reviewed by Fangning Ren and Wei Xu

Fangning Ren
ORCID 0009-0003-2230-8735 ✉ fr351@cam.ac.uk
University of Cambridge, UK

Wei Xu
ORCID 0000-0002-7224-1116 ✉ weixu@cityu.mo
City University of Macau, China

Article history Received October 4, 2023 | Revised February 27, 2024 | Accepted March 11, 2024
Conflicts of interest The authors declared no conflicts of interest
Research funding No funding was reported for this research
doi 10.22363/2521-442X-2024-8-1-127-129
For citation Ren, F., & Xu, W. (2024). Sounding out semantics: The limits of philosophy  (book review). Training, Language and Culture, 8(1), 127-129.

© Fangning Ren, Wei Xu 2024
Licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International License

In semantics, we examine the literal meaning of words and 
the meaning that emerges from the way they are combined, 
which together form the core of meaning, or the starting point 
from which a particular statement derives its meaning. Many 
theories presume or assert that words are signs or symbols with 
literal meanings that can be determined without any considera-
tion for where the word appears in larger grammatical construc-
tions, the context in which it is used upon any specific occasion, 
or the speaker’s machinations. Despite this, this view of meaning 
poses problems and puzzles. In Sounding out Semantics: The Lim-
its of Philosophy, the author presents original theories concern-
ing the philosophy of language, mind, mathematics, and epistem-
ology as a culmination of years of research. In seven chapters, 
this book synthesises contemporary philosophy in all these 
fields into a cohesive whole.

The historical context for semantics, puzzles in modern se-
mantics, and truth conditional semantics are discussed in the first 
chapter, and the author believes that despite the numerous ef-
forts that have been made in attempts to explain the way lan-
guage works, or how semantics works, no clear conclusion can 
be drawn. There is a pressing need for a convincing explanation 
of what happens when people engage in verbal communication, 
and how humans came to have this ability, both phylogenetic-
ally and ontogenetically. This book attempts to provide both the 

theoretical support and a broad outline for a revived non-se-
mantic explanation of how language is acquired and used in the 
following chapters.

Chapter 2 addresses semantic fallacies regarding semantic 
symbols. Literal or lexical meanings are said to be carried by 
both the written and vocal symbols as they are transmitted from 
person to person. Chapter 3 discusses dualism and consciousness 
by addressing the question of why humans are left with the du-
ality of physical entities and processes juxtaposed with mental 
entities and processes: because it gives them a monumental dol-
lop of survival value. The third-party perspective allows hu-
mans to explain their subjective experience by recognising that 
word sounds enable them to tact and infer knowledge, beliefs, 
ideas, concepts, intentions, thoughts, and all the assorted flora 
and fauna of the self, whether conscious or unconscious, happy, 
or sad. They could not think or talk about consciousness or men-
tal entities without these sounds produced by their bodies.

Chapter 4 offers a comparison between conventional 
philosophical thinking about word use as symbolic representa-
tional activity and an alternative view of word use as non-se-
mantic functional behaviour with acoustic devices, action with 
consequences. It is hoped that the contrast will persuade people 
that the orthodox semantic theories do not adequately explain 
the human behaviour with regard to sounds and their derivative 
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symbols. Chapter 5 provides the way people speak and think 
about mathematics is fundamentally misguided. It is misguided 
by the same assumptions that theorists make about what we hu-
mans do with word sounds and symbols. The author hopes to 
persuade the readers that all of mathematics, from counting to 
calculus, is conditioned behaviour with acoustic devices. Because 
of the natural selection process, individual humans and whole 
societies have been conditioned to utilise number sounds and 
symbols for those sounds in very productive ways. Humans 
have survived and prospered because of our conditioned ability 
to do mathematics. The last two chapters explore the epistemo-
logical cognation of mind and language regarding the nature of 
knowledge and universe. When people use natural language in 
a declarative knowledge claim, the inherent imprecision of word 
use creates the indeterminacy that frustrates the attempts of lo-
gicians and linguists to find their absolute truth, certainty, and lo-
gical necessity. Furthermore, pragmatic scientists focus on res-
ults, however, the philosophical issues will not go away unless 
they recognise the functional value of their speech behaviour 
and the concomitant common-sense intuitions it produces.

The author believes that words provide us with a sense of 
mystery. Our common-sense beliefs about words have been 
shaped by thousands of years of misguided philosophical specu-
lation about human languages. In turn, that speculation has been 
incorporated into the way we think about speech. Under the mi-
croscope of empirical investigation, the most pernicious of these 
speculations about words and language lack any explanatory 
power whatsoever. The belief is based on wildly speculative 
metaphysical speculation that has been accepted without ques-
tion.

Three characteristics make this book stand out. First, it be-
gins the discussion of language and semantics by acknowledging 
the inherent difficulties in talking about language, explores 
philosophical limits in light of humans’ knowledge, cognition of 
language and consciousness of the self. Second, the author be-
lieves that the puzzles and enigmas persist as a result of the mis-
guided philosophy of language. They remain not only in the 
philosophy of language, but also in the philosophy of mathemat-
ics, epistemology, and science. There is a great need to abandon 
that misguided semantic premise and to eliminate the mind/
body dualism underlying its success. Finally, the author also 
provides some insight into the human use of word sounds from 
a new non-semantic perspective that eliminates the age-old 
conundrums about language. Even though abandoning the se-
mantic paradigm may prove difficult, there are many reasons to 
pursue this course of action. Upon proper analysis from a non-
semantic perspective, humankind can obtain an accurate frame-
work from which to successfully analyse the human use of 
sounds and resolve the puzzles and enigmas resulting from our 
mistaken beliefs about ourselves and our verbal behaviour in all 
areas of intellectual inquiry. Despite these aspects, this book of-
fers some new insights that could assist us in understanding how 
language works and what we do with words. Although suffi-
cient information is presented about how this knowledge can be 

utilised to explore other areas of analytical philosophy, it is im-
portant for readers to recognise that language presents inherent 
difficulties. The difficulty arises from the fact that we must 
speak a language to discuss a language. The nature of language is 
not limited to individual existence; it always takes the form of 
discourse. Overall, since this book presents a comprehensive 
and in-depth study that crosses disciplines to challenge common 
perceptions and linguistic descriptions, it is particularly recom-
mended for scholars and students of linguistics, philosophy, and 
epistemology. Those interested in language and speech origins 
will find this book to be a valuable resource.

‘Much of what is considered philosophy these days consists of 
advice, practical philosophies that do not explain, but offer platit-
udes meant to guide everyday living. These philosophies, while of-
fering solace to those who need it, offer no understanding. The 
preachers and their followers are in full scale retreat from any at-
tempt to explain or understand this world. Coping is the message 
they preach. Peace of mind, solace and hope are the ultimate object-
ives. So, the traditional philosophical conundrums and puzzles re-
main’. This book presents a truly unique approach to the study 
of language and knowledge that sets it apart from mainstream 
philosophical thought. Whereas conventional semantics views 
words as fixed symbols with determinable literal meanings inde-
pendent of context, this book develops original theoretical 
frameworks arguing that word meaning emerges from practical 
usage rather than representation. It advocates a ‘non-semantic’ 
perspective of language as conditioned behaviour employing 
acoustic symbols, seeking to resolve long-debated puzzles in 
philosophy of language, mathematics, and epistemology. 
Through its comprehensive synthesis spanning seven in-depth 
chapters, the book offers the first integrated treatment of these 
fields informed by its alternative behaviourist paradigm. In chal-
lenging foundational assumptions around dualism, semantics, 
and literalism, it provides new conceptual tools that could trans-
form understanding across disciplines if validated. Most signific-
antly, the book comprehensively addresses the inherent diffi-
culties of discussing language that have hindered philosophy, 
hypothesising revised explanatory models to overcome these 
limitations. By comprehensively critiquing prior approaches and 
developing an ambitious new research program grounded in 
empirical investigation, this publication offers a truly unique 
contribution with potential for paradigm change.

This book aims to make contributions across multiple fields 
by challenging conventional semantic philosophy of language 
and knowledge with original, integrated theoretical frameworks. 
It proposes that prevailing theories do not adequately explain 
language acquisition and use, and that word meanings are not 
fixed symbols but emerge from contextual use. By advocating 
an alternative ‘non-semantic’ perspective of language as condi-
tioned behaviour with acoustic symbols rather than representa-
tional tools, it seeks to resolve longstanding puzzles in philo-
sophy of language, mathematics, and epistemology. If successful, 
its unified frameworks could provide more accurate analyses of 
human symbol use with profound implications for various fields 

like linguistics, cognitive science, and education. Specifically, un-
derstanding language as a functionally conditioned behaviour 
deeply influenced by social and cultural contexts may yield in-
sights into second-language acquisition and intercultural commu-
nication challenges. Apprehending the fluid, relational nature of 
word meanings could inform best practices for language ped-
agogy and translation. Additionally, its emphasis on usage over 
semantics suggests an opportunity to re-evaluate cultural biases 
and assumptions embedded in linguistic symbols. However, the 

work also acknowledges the inherent difficulties of discussing 
language using language itself, and that fully realising its ambi-
tious integrations may prove challenging. Nonetheless, by dis-
puting semantic and dualistic foundations underpinning main-
stream views, rejecting literalism about word meanings, and em-
phasising linguistic use over abstract representation, the book 
aims to offer valuable new insights into the nature of human 
symbolic thought and communication with potential to trans-
form perspectives across disciplines and societies.
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