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1. PROLOGUE

"Probably no society has ever been more concerned
with meaning than the one in which we live. Never
before have so many people felt such an urge to make
sense of the world they live in and of the lives they are
leading. They find this sense not so much in
themselves as in the discourse, which is the entirety of
everything that has been said and written by the
members of the discourse community to which they
owe their identity. It is communication, this verbal
interaction with others, which reassures them about
their notions and ideas, and in which they find
interpretations they can accept, rework or reject, and
in which they can recognise themselves.”

Teubert 2010: 1

The term social futuring is a neologism that locates a new meaning.
But where does it do so? Partly into social discourses and
procedures, partly into common interpretations, and partly into
individual mindsets. Every new item of language raises the problem
of the relation between language and meaning, and its discursive
aspect. What causes a new term to denote a concept and how does
it acquire a meaning? Where does it get its sense from, and why,
how, and in what situations do people start to use it?




This paper sets out to compare the neologism social futuring with
concepts (terms) that already exist in academic and professional
discourses with respect to its two semantic categories, ‘ability’ and
future’. Comparing the meaning of social futuring with the concepts
examined, the paper seeks to answer to the following questions:

 What does social futuring refer to? (What social cases,
phenomena, and behaviours are taken to be part of the term?)

' What does social futuring express? (How is it conceptualised
and defined?)

 What is meant by social futuring (inside and between
disciplines, areas of expertise, ie. contexts and fields of
discourse)?

This analysis aims to reveal conceptual and discursive differences in
order to present the characterizing features of the meaning,
discourse, and communication of the term social futuring !

L] am indebted to Zoltdn Oszkdr Szantd, Janos Csdk, Eszter Monda, Baldzs Szepesi, Robert Gdl,
Tamdas Kocsis, Lorand Ambrus, Judit Sass, and Agnes Veszelszki, researchers of the Social
Futuring Center and the Institute of Behavioural Science and Communication Theory at Corvinus
University of Budapest, for their constructive comments and guidance that helped me finalise
this paper.
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2. DESIGNATION AND MEANING

The millennium-old literature on the views about the links between
language and meaning includes some illuminating insights and
fundamental disagreements. This paper, however, cannot be meant
to spell out the debates between those views or to take sides in them.
Within this conceptual-discursive framework of social futuring, | limit
myself to present the three main approaches to the link between
language (linguistic expression) and meaning.

The first view states that meaning is in language itself and the
expression or (signifier) carries the information so objective realia, i.e.
the objective outer world, can be approached and described using
conventions. In essence, meaning is a correspondence between
symbols (words) and events and things that occur in the world, a
relationship of reference. An essential aspect of this objectivist
approach is that conceptual systems reflect the structure of the
world that is independent from humans. From this aspect, we should
take the term social futuring to mean a correspondence with things
objectively existing and happening in the world as an answer to the
question "What does social futuring refer to””

The other view states that meaning exists in the human mind and
has a conceptual nature, and that our words represent our mind and
thinking, the categories® and frames that appear in it. This

2 On the cognitive view, people place things and events around them in different “meaningful
»groups, i.e. categories. (..) Categorisation is an inborn ability shared by all people, wherever
they live and whichever culture they belong to” (Kdvecses-Benczes 2010: 25). Cognitive
psychology usually considers it as a process of five steps. The first is to identify the structural
characteristics of an entity. The second is to search for categories/concepts that are structurally
similar to the entity. The third is to select the category/concept that is most similar to the entity.
The fourth is to draw conclusions about the entity. The fifth is to store information about
categorisation (Barsalou 1892: 26, cited by Kdvecses-Benczes 2010: 26). The process starts by
identifying the characteristics that constitute the concept, continues by making a comparison,
and ends by drawing a conclusion. In other words, it takes the logical activity of analysis,
verification, and creativeness to arrive at a definition. A classical model of this was devised by
Aristotle in Organon (Categories, Hermeneutics or On interpretation / Categories, De
intrepretatione, 1963), by which entities in the world can be defined by classification as genus
and species and by identifying their necessary and sufficient conditions. Categorisation is
described in different terms by the prototype model, which offers an explanation for concepts
that are harder to comprehend for the classical method. In prototype theory, the members of a
category are not linked by characteristics but, to use a term by Wittgenstein, by “the principle of
family resemblance” and they are parts of sets organised around the prototypes (Wittgenstein
1986: 317-32e). Simply put, a prototype is what springs to people’'s mind when thinking of a
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cognitive/experientialist view does not look at language as a special
inborn capacity but as a function of the mind; an operation that
represents our conceptualisation. In this view, meaning (an idea)
matters more than words and we do not (only) communicate words
but also concepts.® In this respect, the meaning of social futuring is
an adjustment to the existing conceptual categories and frameworks
or the consequence of creating a new conceptual framework. Thus,
the question on the cognitive view is "What does social futuring
express and what forms and functions of thinking can be used to
describe it?”

concept, in fact it is the "the best example”. But the concept itself is not the prototype. The
properties of the prototype are necessarily true for the characteristic cases of the given concept
pbut not for all cases. A concept, then, is more than prototypical properties. The additional
element is the core of the concept, which includes the critical properties of belonging to the
prototype’s category. Without core properties, a concept can be similar to the prototype but it
will be essentially different (a nice mature woman with grey hair who loves children is not a
‘grandmother’ if she has no children who are parents themselves. Likewise, a penguin does not
chirp yet we conceptualise it as a bird) (Armstrong-Gleitman-Gleitman 1983). Psychology, then,
essentially connects the cognitive model of classical categorisation with the prototype model.
The guestion whether prototypes are abstract mental representations or situative structures
created during speech and expressed by language cannot be answered clearly. However, it is
certain that research has observed a high number of individual and cultural differences in the
prototype-based creation and interpretation of concepts. The third way of categorisation may
be giving examples as we can interpret (and express or illustrate) a concept with specific
examples or with their mental images. According to classical categorisation, the concept of social
futuring is a social entity’s or agent's ability to benefit from future changes. According to
prototype theory, its distinctive features include a social entity that acts, an ability (potential and
possibility), and future changes. To categorise by examples, we can use the narratives of
organisations, communities, and countries about the way they previously coped with (in the
normative sense) learning and success, and assumed risks.

FReflections and research on the link between language and thought have produced a number
of basic theses in philosophy and statements about language in the past 2.5 millennia. Max Black
(1998) gives a highly vivid caricature of two opposing views. Essentially, in one of them, thought
arises first and is put into words only afterwards. What we think is independent from the
language expression: language and thought are separable from each other. Their relationship is
like clothes or dressing up to the body. A body is what it is without clothes and words give it some
character but clothes do not become its actual part. Likewise, thought is not built from language
and the other way round. This can be called the dress-model. The other view, diametrically
opposed to the first one, holds that separating thought from the language expression is like
separating a being from its body as no idea can exist without expression. Just as musical notes
express a melody, language expresses thought. In this aspect, thought in words is not dressed
but is made and becomes real. Black calls this the melody-model (Black 1888 (1868): 67-74).
Benjamin Lee Whorf goes as far as speaking about the primacy of language in the division of
experiences and attributing meaning to them, with the claim that language is a conventional
system which arranges the world and in which our experiences can mean something (Black 1998:
74).
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