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Working with analogy

We’ve had a quick look at analogy and what it can do – now let’s try to make the basic ideas more persuasive.

The example we tried involved simple Basque sentences with English equivalents. With such basic sentences it is clear that the translations really can be equivalent: there are no culturally loaded idioms or other complications.


The analogy process enabled us to work out new Basque sentences together with their English meanings. I want to suggest that the same analogy process underlies our learning of our first language, but of course in that case we have no other language which we already know to express the meanings in. Even so, I think we can correctly speak of a “language of thought” which we could have even without learning any language. In that case, if we are imagining Basque infants learning their mother tongue, we can look on the English equivalents as translations of their “language of thought”. This could be very helpful, since we have no real idea of how the “language of thought” works in the brain, or how it could be represented in any kind of symbolism.

My argument for the existence of such an internal language involves the thought processes of other animals, our two cats in this case. I almost invariably give them their breakfast, so every morning they stay close to me and remind me of their existence until the meal is served. I think it is clear that this behaviour shows the presence of various concepts somehow encoded in their brains. One is the concept of me as an individual: they recognise me and never confuse me with any other human in the house. Clearly too they have a concept of “food” and being “given food”. They are aware of themselves as individuals – they know their own names, and also each one knows her sister’s name. They also recognise themselves as a unit, the two cats who live in the house. The concept of “morning” is clear to them too. The transition from darkness to light is different from the opposite sequence. In the evening I do not always feed them, and they do not stay close to any particular person at supper time. Putting that all together, it seems to me that if the two cats could be asked “Why do you stay close to Ian in the morning?” they would certainly reply “Because Ian feeds us in the morning”. They have all the mental concepts needed for such an utterance, and their behaviour shows that it is true: all they lack is the language to express reasons.

Obviously that argument does not depend on our particular pets – one could gather countless examples of awareness of concepts and rational behaviour in any number of different animals. Since we have an evolutionary connection with those animals too, it is hardly surprising that our brains would work in rather similar ways.

I think the argument works best with the example of adult animals, as clearly they have acquired whatever mental powers they are ever going to have. It would be difficult to base the argument on the behaviour of very young children, I think, as they begin to acquire language before their mental development is complete, and it would be hard to disentangle the two processes. Humans acquire many of their concepts via language, after all. Anyway, from now on I shall assume that we are justified in using analogy as a learning mechanism for language in general.

I haven’t had much success working out a suitable notation for analogy. Let’s try something very simple. The first seven sentences might be “collapsed” into the following scheme:
Mikel



Mikel

Miren



Miren
Itziar



Itziar
Iñaki



Iñaki
Margari



Margari
Joseba



Joseba
Maite



Maite


__  joango da
  =
   __  will go
The contents of the brackets follow that order for translation – though of course in this case the “translation” is pretty obvious! Instead of repeating the brackets over and over, we might abbreviate them like this:

  1



 2


__  joango da
  =
   __  will go

For the next group of sentences, the following might be a transparent abbreviation:

Mikel

ek
Miren

Itziar

rek
Iñaki

Margari

k
Joseba

Maite

which could be reduced further to:



3

ek


Itziar

rek



4

k

In that case we could put:


3

ek
1

2
2

Itziar

rek


4

k


___  ___  ___  ikusiko du
=
___  will see  ___

Unfortunately the notation obscures the fact that analogy has been used here: the seven sentences in the group only have “Miren” and “Mikel” in second place, but here the whole set [1] is included.
If we make a more drastic abbreviation of



3

ek



Itziar

rek

to
5


4

k

the previous set of sentences becomes


5
1



2

2


___
__   ikusiko du

=
___  will see  ___
The abbreviation may be justified since English has no equivalent of the “-ek” ending.
Going on in the same way, the next two sentences will give


  1
6


 2
7


__  __  da
  =
   __  will  __
where [6] is   
joango

and [7]

go


etorriko



come


ibiliko



walk
We note that in [6] two items end in “-ko” and one in “-go”.
The next three sentences give




5
1
8


2
9
2


___
__   ___  du

=
___  will ___  ___
where clearly [8] is
ikusiko

and [9]

see



entzungo


hear



bilatuko



look for



ezagutuko


know
“-ko” and “-go” appear again!
The next two sentences make us wonder if “-i” and “-ri” work analogously to “-ek” and “-k”. But what about “Itziar”? Perhaps we could just establish [10] as

[3]

i

Itziar
?
ri


[4]

for now, and amend it later. In that case we would have


[10]
[1]


[2]

[2]


__
__  gustatuko zaio =
__  will like  __

Now try the next groups of sentences for yourselves!
