
I..JUANA ALBERTAZZI 

Brentano and Mauthner's critique of language 

1. 

At first sight, there seems to be no common basis for comparison between 
Brentano and Mauthner, not even in terms of method: analytical and exact in 
the case of Brentano, syncretic and belletristic in the case of Mauthner. Never
theless, the � authors share a similar background: French and English posi
tivism, Aristotelian studies, a deep knowledge of psychology and above all of 
English empiricist psychology- Mill especially - as well as a declared anti-Kan
tian stance.1 On careful consideration, the analogies between them multiply un
til they reach a point of significant convergence in the theme of a common cri
tique of language.2 This will be the thesis that I shall seek to demonstrate here, 
bearing in mind subsequent developments in the theory of language. 

2. 

From the early 1900s onwards, Brentano did not merely manifest a new reistic 
and nominalistic emphasis in his doctrine, but increase also his output of critical 
reflections on Janguage.3 That there exists a critique of language in his writings 
goes without saying. My hypothesis here, however, is that there is also (albeit 
only in outline form) a theory of language, one centered above all on the prob
lem of communication. ADd it is this element in Brentano that allows compari
son with the Sprachkritik of Mauthner. 

'The ontological presuppositions that have a direct influence on the conception 
of Brentano critique of language concern above all his reistic breakthrough, and 
may be seen as deriving from (i) the theory of quasi-relatives and of the modes 
of temporal representations, (ii} the theme of the difference between object and 
content in presentation and in judgment, (iii) the attributive synthesis in the 
formations of Objecktganzen, (iv) the theory of double judgment and (v) the 
theory of substance.4 

3. 

According to Brentano, language has an intentional nature, it is used deliber
ately and intentionally to communicate the thoughts of the speakpr (Kundgeben); 



but it also has a rhetorical force, intended to arouse a certain thought in the 
hearer or to have him assume a certain argument. This conception can be cor
related with the other definition of language as a thematic unity, whereby the 
communication of a content from addresser to addressee takes place through the 
judgmental whole in which are distinguishable parts in syntactic concatenation 
what takes on oaly synsemantic value; i.e. their significance is oaly relative to 
the relevant judgemental whole. The structural unity of the judgment owes its 
fundamental significance to the character of the internal reference marks, which 
are addressed more to the communicative than to the expressive function. Hence 
a series of devices are necessary, such as the employment of abstract terms or of 
different forms in the use of complex series of sentences.5 

The complexity of mental and psychological acts, unitarily present in every 
moment of consciousness, finds in the diachrony expressed by words a form of 
compression and ellipsis which reduces its complexity and gives rise to linguistic 
events. The theory of language that Brentano outlines in his analytical critique 
of language has a strongly pragmatic-rhetorical character, by virtue of the im
portance assigned to the hearer in the constitution of an intended meaning. In 
linguistic communication, in fact, a speaker not only provides information con· 
ceming his thoughts (Kundgobe), he also seeks to arouse a certain concept in 
his audience (Ausdeckung). And what is transmitted from the addresser to the 
addressee is the content or meaning. 6 

The synsemantic character of language considered as a whole entails the clas
sification of the majority of grammatical terms as abtracts terms and, therefore, 
as mere linguistic fictions, due for the most part to the mechanisms of concep
tual reduction expressed in language for the p1lljose of commimication.7 

4. 

Abstract terms and metaphors play a aucial role. Having reconstructed the fic
titious origin of abtract terms in the realm of descriptive psychology, Brentano 
shows that their synsemantic, grammatical essence derives from use (Gebrauch) 
and linguistic convenience (Bequemlichkeit). In the class of names, for example, 
abstracto perform an important function · e.g. in the formulation of scientific 
theories.• He observes that if a definitive understanding of entia rationis is to be 
arrived at, grammar may be of use in subjecting to analysis the multiplicity of 
linguistic loeutions present in it; locutions that, moment-by-moment, assign to 
terms the role of subject and of predicate.9 From this point of view, the fiction 
may be defined as a product of the synthesis of presentations, of the linking to
gether of .presentations that takes place in the attributive mode (die attributive 
VorstellUnJfSY11these).1° These are fictional formations (Vorstellun&Jgebilde), 
conceptually close to assumptions (Annahmen ), insofar as there is a judger that 
judges, even if, in fact, a judgment does not oceur.11 The error Hes in attn"buting 
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a semantic value to the names of abstl'llcta, an attribution which leads to the 
formation of non-reals (ITTellle3). 

As is widely known, Brentano's reism envisages only two cases: either its user 
makes a knowing assumption (bewupte Fiktionen) or he commits an error.13 

The doctrine of non-real objects, seen as deriving from the ftc!twous character 
of most linguistic terms, explains the multiple ways in which we have things for 
objects.13 

. . 

5 . 

Die Lehre vom richtigen Uneil is one of the main sources for analysis of 
Brentano's aitique of language. Here language is defined as an instrument used 
for the purpose of the communication of thoughts ( GedanlcenmitteUung), to 
which linguistic expression is connected through the association of ideas.14 
Bearing in mind the three fundamental classes of psychic phenomena, Brentano 
believes that all three should be able to find a form of expression in language. 
There exist names that per se do not express any psychic phenomenon and there 
exist synsemantica (letters of the alphabet, syllables, articles, pronouns, oblique 
cases, adverbs),15 whereas categorematic expressions are only names that ex
press a presentation, a psychic phenomenon, of the type that often serve as predi
cates in the classical categorical proposition.16 Only those things that fall under 
the concept of the real prcwide an object for psychic relations. Moreover, no object 
is represented in its complete individuality, but always only with a greater or lesser 
amount of generality. 

From a linguistic point of view, the only proper name (echter NameJ is "a 
thinker", while the other terms, as genera and species, are synsemantic.1 Thus 
abstract names are linguistic fictions, although used in a meaninful linguistic 
whole.ulf only things can be represented and translated into proper names, it is 
not possible to talk of a new layer of being for pseudo objects, which thus col
lapse into mere linguistic entities or ficta cum fundamento in re .19 

The auto-semantic name has, moreover, three functions: 
a. The name stands in relation to the act of presentation, in the sense that 

what is named presents something; hence the namegibt etwas kund.» 

b. The name stands iD relation to a content of presentation; it means some
thing and refers to a concept (bedeutet und hinweist).21 

c. The name stands in a relation to objects, to which presentation corre
sponds; in this case it denominates (nennt) the object. A name denomi-
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nates the object through its meaning, which concerns only one aspect (Merlc
mal) of the presented object. This entails synonymy at the linguistic leve� 
since, as we know, a presentation is never able to give the object as a whole 
but, from moment to moment, only one of its aspects or one of its parts.n 

The triple nature of the function of the name thus becomes clearer: there exists 
a relation between name and act. Thus, what is named presents something and 
has the function of giving information about a thought by expressing it in words. 
The name also stands in relation to the content of presentation and denominates 
the object through a meaning; this explays synonymy, insofar as most names de
nominate the object not according to the entire meaning but only according to 
part of it. 

Now, if we work on the basis of Brentano's definition of language as the ex

pression of the conceptual apparatus (A.usdluck des Begriffsapparatus) and as the 
communication of thoughts (Mittei/ung von Gedanken ), it is possible to draw up 
a classification that distinguishes between: 
1. a critique of language as a doctrine of the categories; 
2. a critique of language as a theory of language. 

7. 

Let us treat the former as acting as, to use Marty's expression, a beschreibende 
und descriptive Semasiologie, which explains the relationship between the con
ceptual apparatus and its linguistic expressions. We apprehend this conceptual 
apparatus through inner perception and the expression of this conceptual appa
ratus is language. Logic as the doctrine of the elements of our conceptual ap
paratus and psychology of thought understood as descriptive psychology are in
terrelated. Seen in this light, names communicate an act of presentation di
rected towards a real entity; they arouse a thought through an understood 
meaning. they denominate real things. And taken strictly, Brentano's writings 
on the critique of language with their extreme point of view on the generality 
and assertiveness of inner perception lead to a sort of solipsism as far as the ex
act communication of our thoughts is concerned. In fact, the generality of inner 
perception guarantees the objectivity of consciousness as far as evidence is con
cerned. Hence, in the realm of logic, the problem of an intersubjective founda
tion of meaning does not even arise; indeed, in the realm of the name under
stood im logischen Sinn, Twardowski's tripartite division of the function of the 
name (Kundgeben, Ausdeckung, Benennung) holds, - in the sense that in this 
case the critique of language is directed towards analysis of names understood 
in logical ·terms • i.e. names of things or real entities.a However, the auto-se
mantic function of names is only such if they are considered ·in isolation from 
the communicative circuit - that is, if they are analyzed only in a logical, de
scriptive sense, in a descriptive grounded doctrine of the categories, where the 
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name corresponds to the presentation, the assertion to the judgment, interest 
awakeuing expressions to the motions of the soul. 

8. 

By contrast, the second of Brentano's definitions of language shifts more to
wards the aerea of the Umgan&UJITilChe. Here there is no symmetrical coordi
nation between thought and linguistic signs; this is the realm of a diachronic ge
netic semasiology. To this belong the structw"es of everyday language, ellipses, 
methaphors, synonymy, homonimy and all the possibilities of equivocation. It is 
more expressive of the plurality of modes of presentation and therefore stands 
closer to indication and linguistic reference. It is here that the asymmetry be
tween grammatical essence and the real logical form of the previous realm 
manifests itself.24 In fact, here it is the synsemantic function of names that pre
dominates, a function accentuated by its inclusion in the communicative circuit. 
The genetic theory deals not only with the individual who thinks and tr�mits 
his thoughts but also with the ways in which he expresses them and with the in
dividual who receives and interpretes them. Thus, the three functions of the 
name are subject to constant modification as the situation chauges, a situation 
that cannot be halted at any static moment 'now'. Rhetorical features and con
tents play the leading role, because the message depends as muk:b, to use BUhler 
terms, on the signal as on the symptom - on the AusliJsung as much on the 
Kundgabe� The symbol, or the final communicative outcome negotiated through 
communication, has therefore an imprecise meaning, one that is more gram
matical than logical. This leads to the conclusion that a name that desigaates a 
thing im logischen Sinn has auto-semantic value because it refers to facts of in
ner experience, whereas the name im grammotiklllischen Sinn, within the con
text and in the linguistic discourse cannot but involve accentuation on its rela
tive synsemantic force. However the discourse addressee will never be in pos
session of assertive certainty of what our solipsist extension of the seeing subject 
(Modalbefassung des Seiendes) might be. 

'· 

After analysis of Brentano's critique of language - which from a logical point of 
view was always of the nature of a proposal for a logical reform of language • 
we now move on to treatment, from the standpoint of the name understood im 
grommatilullischen Sinn, of its analogies with Mauthner's critique of language. 
We shall see that the component of genetic semasiology in Brentano allows 
comparison with the communicatiVe, pragmatic and performative perspective of 
Mauthners' SprtJChlaitik. The fundamental theoretical element that permits such 
comparison is their shared emphasis on the rhetorical force of language - the 
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appeal that the speaker directs to the hearer. Such an appeal is pOSSJole ouly if 
there exists the minimal common condition of a system of meanings and coo
texts usually available to the everyday language of the discourse coparteclpants. 
Appeal and communication are made possible by the process of signification it
self, through the transmission by the speaker of a content that must necessarily 
be iiaterpreted by the hearer. The ambiguity of translation derives from the mul
tiplicity of semantic categories and communicative functions that shape each in
dividual expression depending on the way that the communication effectively 
develops. Every translation or comprehensioQ. of intended meaning is nothing 
but a constant comparison among different individual inner linguistic forms (in
nere Sprachfonnen ). 25 

10. 

If the critique of language in Breotano operates partly on the logical level, 
Mauthnerian philosophy identities itself totally with the critique of language and 
precisely im grammatikalischen Sinn.26 It is pOSSiole to provide a summary of 
Mauthoer's theory on a thematic basis. 

a. Language as metophor 
Mauthner's treatment emphasizes the aesthetic, communicative, analogical, or
dinary and above all original dimension of the phenomenon of language, and 
proposes a poetic solution (Sprache als KunstmitteT). Metaphor is the origin and 
nature (Ursprung und Wesen) of language, the fundamental form (Grundjorm) 
of its development. This entails the impossibility of knowledge in itself of the 
world of reality. At best we can produce approximative images bound to indi
vidual presentations of it. It also means that, for Mauthoer, our senses are of a 
contingent (zufiillig) nature, senses from which we derive perceptions (Wahr
nehmung) or complexes of sense impressions. 

b. Language as etymology 
The science of language deals with its objective aspect, and is developed on the 
basis of both linguistic observable phenomena (comparative linguistics and 
VOiketpsychologie) and of interpretations that concern social reality.27 In fact, a 
distinction is drawn between the phenomenon of language as such and the study 
of linguistics (m the basis of a psyc:hologistic theory. From this point of view, 
language is defined as a mass product (Massenprodukt) on the basis ofits value 
as merchandise (Ladenwen), and Mauthoer's critique of language employs the 
paradigm of an anthropological foundation of language as one of various human 
activities.28 
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c. Language as a catalogue of the world: grammar and syntax 
Here a grammar is set out. This eXamines the word through its use, where of 
interest is not so much its expoundable rules as customary usage, that is, its in
strumental function of ordering (Anordnu'l) the world of reality through the ex
plication and definition of points of view. Thus understood, grammar is gov
erned by general systems of coordinates - the adjective, the noun and the verb -, 
which correspond to the various stances that can be adopted vis-a-vis the world. 

Syntax is identified with the real situation of speaker and hearer in linguistic 
communication itself, and as such constitutes the medium and the synthesis of 
grammar and logic. Syntax, in fact, is that which renders communicable or 
manifest the flow of thoughts between speaker and hearer. Fundamental for the 
transmission of thought is the succession of presentations, as is aroused via 
words. In this succession Hes our ordering of the world of reality, and in it we 
present our point of view vis-a-vis reaHty. To this area belong Mauthner's 
thoughts on ellipsis and the theme of linguistic context - both reduced to analo
gies or linguistic habits which avoid redundancy in communication. Syntax, 
moreover, even with the most punctiliuos codification of its rules, is .nevei: able 
to express the relation that exists between real subjects and objects, between the 
self and the world that the self perceives. The succession of words is funda
mental in syntax, since it express the order by which we present reality accord
ing to our specific interests. It enables us to establish a connection, to relate that 
which is said and which may be object of expression (the predicate) to the 
intuition (Anschauung) - wbich may not show itself in verbal ostension and 
which, on its own, constitutes something reaL Concepts and/or words are activ
ities of thought (Denlcalde). They are real and proper movements (Bewegungen) 
in the phenomenalistic sense, distinct one from another only in relation to the 
mode in which the attention is related to them.30 Thinking ant,! speaking coin
cide, because speaking is the use that is made of the signs of memory. Language 
is not an object for use, neither is it a tool; above all it is not an object. Lan
guage is use, linguistic use itself.31 

11. 

· The general philosophical underpinning for Mauthner'& conception of language 
derives from a cultural background of pragmatism, together with a not clearly 
defined conception of the life-experience (Lebenserfahtung), which he takes 
from Mach. 32 Moreover, the identity of thought and word is not presupposed 
but it is demonstrated on the basis of their fundamental unity of origin 
(Ursprung), which constitutes the key to the unravelling of this question. 

Essentially machian is the framework of his philosophy: one remember& here 
of the importance of individual and genetic memory, of association as the basis 
functions of our species' development.31 And, moreover, the assumption of the 
reciprocal dependence of the experienced data in space. This kind of functional 



reciprocal dependence of elements- in mathematical sense-formed the machian 
conception of the importance of the spatial boundary of our body, the so called 
U boundary.34 Starting from this machian conception, then, Mauthner derives 
the reciprocal dependence of continuous changing presentations too, consider
ing psychic and physic phenomena as the same, different only from the way of 
CODSidering them. Every concept, consequently, even those of 'thing' and •r, are 
merely fictional, since they owe their origin to a special kind of method, that 
one of continuous variation among elements. In this continuous variation from 
sensible presentations, through common sense to scientific thought, also concepts 
and words follow only one rule, that of analogy. The meaning of words, then, is 
to be searched in the various series of associations which they recall to the 
memory. Hence the relevance of etymology and the principal task of philosophy 
as critique- theraphy- of language. 

u. 

I have said that adjective, noun and verb correspond to three stances that may 
be adopted vis-a-vis the world. Mauthner's last work was entitled Die drei Bilder 
der Well and represents his final critical view of language. Adjective, noun and 
verb are the three formative functions leading to our Weltanschauung or world 
picture. Mauthner cites the Reinassance humanist Lorenzo Valla who, by re
ducing the Aristotelian table of categories to three, had apparently provided the 
solution to the problem set out in the Sprachlaitik. The aim of this work is to 
examine the conditions and special features of the three 'images' corresponding 
to adjective, noun and verb respectively and to see if it is possible to reunite 
them in a unitary conception of being. In order to avoid assuming non-real en
tities, Mauthner limits the use of the categories to the realm of psychology only, 
both as regards their origin and as regards the possibility of their logical use, 
which in Mauthner's philosophy will be proved to be impossible. He rejects re
alism or Platonism which he sees as being due to a too substantial view of the 
world and to a primitive conception of the natural sciences and their thingly 
treatment of reality. For Mauthner, it is only our consideration of the world 
mom�t-by-moment via linguistic expressions, that in the last analysis is given to 
us, and in the form of sense impressions, ordering of things and sequence of 
changes. There is no world other than this. The only categories, therefore, are 
these three possible psychological 'images' or psychological 'intuitions' •35 Since 
their origin is arbitrary, depending on the individual and is established voluntary 
by the subject by means of an intentionality addressed in a particular direction, 
these images of the world are distinguished one from the other, not so much by 
their object as by their mode of considering it. They are our relative, arbitrary 
system of coordinates and of reference, the only way we have of conceiving the 
world of reality. The irreducible nature of the three points of view leads to the 
checkmate and final silence, or suicide, of the critique of language. Philosophy 



remains as aitical attention to language which has the primarily therapeutic 
func:tion of denouncing liuguistic fetishism. 

13. 

· Trying to impose order on the Borgesian universe of Mauthner is an ardous 
task; I have attempted to show the nucleus of argument within the Sprachlaitik • 
as expression of a speculative grammar underlying language - that is able to re
store unitariness to the themes listed above. 

The nominalist thesis becomes that of the univocal designation by a subject 
who may, however, during the operation have changed his mind. Here we have 
the chief source of equivocation, which occurs every time that a change in 
signyfying intention is not matched by an appropriate expressive device with re
sped: to the effective meaning conveyed in the language. The resultant scepti
cism derives from the inarticulated identification of the effective meaning with 
the codified grammatical form, or when thought and language are treated as being 
equivalent from a merely linguistic point of view.36 Thus equivocation lies not so 
much in the linguistic carelessness or incompetence of the individual who 
moment-by-moment produces a speech act; rather, it is to be foimd in already 
consecrated, codified literary uses, and the treatment of these becomes one of 
the most powerful elements of the critique of language. At bottom, the whole of 
Mauthner's W�elfnlch is to be taken as an attempt to resolve a number of im
portant equivocations in philosophical literature. 

14. 

In point of fact, it is at the very least possible to argue for the presence in 
Mauthner of a confusion between a pragmatic of communication and a theory 
of knowledge, culminating in the identification of thought with speech, derived 
from his machian phenomenalism. A solution to the impressionism that gener
ally characterizes his critique of language must meet the requirements of a the
ory of language able to harmonize, from the linguistic point of view if nothing 
else, the three Mauthnerian world pictures. 

Consider the four axioms of Biihler's Spnzchtheorie. The first (OtganonmodeU 
der Spnzche) summarizes the nature of hmguage as an instrument for communi
cation; the second (Zeichennalur der Spnzche) its semiotic uature; the third 
(Leistungen tier Spnzche) the performative, functional aspect of language in its 
four manifestations (SprechJumdlung, Sprachwerk, SprachQ/ct and Sprachgebilde); 
and the fourth (Symboi-Feld-$ystem vom Typus tier Sprache) the double sy&tem 
of field and symbol typical of language. 37 The fourth axiom sheds considerable 
light on Mauthner's position, since the double system of language entails both 
simple communication and the extended communication that �nveys not only 
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the field and the code but also change in the code. This latter field is the special 
realm of the linguistically symbolic, which, in the course of linguistic behaviour, 
establishes a second class of means of syntactic construction and comprehension, 
identifiable under the name of context (Kontm). Situation and context are the 
two sources for every form of linguistic exteriorization. 

15. 

For the purposes of providing a summary of the various topics dealt here, it 
might be said that the desaiptive critique of language in Brentano is a Vorarbeit 
of a genetic kind, preparatory to and collateral with a desaiptive psychology, 
and designed to eliminate the fictions and idola that are inevitably to be found 
in linguistic communication. That this is a critique of the reason conducted in an 
exact and analytical fashion in no way reduces the possibility of an ontology, 
albeit strongly reist, guara,nteed in the last analysis by the fact of inner percep
tion relative to the representation of things, and guarantor in its turn of the 
symbolic translation performed by the common inntn Sprachform. Mauthner's 
critique of language, as a profession of scepticism and with a highly therapeutic 
value, is equally concemed to clarify linguistic expression, but, in contrast, dis
plays a substantial conventionalism in favour of an anthropological foundation 
of language as a human activity. 

It is to Mauthner's credit that he exploded the illusion that it is the task of the 
philosophy of language to achieve a logical or scientific anal�is of language it
self as an abstract structure. Language, as he never tired of pointing out, is in
separable from the speech forms in which it is expressed. It is apparently possi
ble to conclude, therefore, that if speech cannot be reduced either to the logical 
structure of coordination, or to the operational structure of use or to the im
pressionistic use of poetry, then only examination of the stratified intersections 
and overlaps between its language varieties can account for iL 38 
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14 P. Brent811o, Die Lehre 110111 richtigen Urreil, "V on den Gcdaakell und ibRn Ausdruc:k in der 
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157 

24 a. L W'JttgensteiD ThzciDiu.s logico-phiJosop, London: Roudeclge and Kegan Paul, 1953, 
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26 a. P. Mauthaer, Beitrdge Zlll' Kridk dlr Sprache, I, 34. et. also L Wittgenstein, Philosophical 

lnvestiglllitJru, I, 329, and G. Weiler, Maullrner's critique of klnguage, London: Cambridge at 
the Uaiverlity Press, 1970, 298-307. 
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