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Because all description requires a metalanguage, translation is the key issue in language description. As Quine (1960, 1969) has cogently argued, all translation is subject to a limiting principle of indeterminacy: there is no unique optimal fit of data to analytical metalanguage; rather a range of interpretive conceptual schemes may be entertained as compatible with the data. But even Quine’s worries significantly understate the problem. By relating the indeterminacy of translation to alternative interpretive conceptual schemes, Quine falls afoul of what Merleau-Ponty (1962) calls the fallacy of ‘intellectualism’, the view that meaning is in the thoughts and intentions of the speaker. But it is not minds which speak, but bodies. Within Peirce’s (1965-6) ternary typology of the sign, symbols, indices and icons, a conceptual ‘intellectualist’ position is perhaps arguable for symbols, due to the property of metasemantics that mainly hold for them, but it is not tenable for indices and icons, grounded as they are in embodied contextual understanding. They therefore pose particular problems for any theory of translation which is based upon conceptual schemes. The paper will look at a number of examples of indices and icons cross-linguistically and discuss the problems they present for translation theory, particularly in applications to metalanguages in descriptive linguistics.
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