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1. Introduction  

This lecture presents the history of modern linguistics, tracing developments in the 
theories, principles and methods of major figures and prominent schools as they 
relate to primary areas of investigation from semantics, syntax and phonology to 
pragmatics and discourse analysis. 

 

1.1 General information: 

Tutorial: tuesday, 13.15 - 14.00, Geb. 35, U13 

recommended reading: 

Robins, R. H., 1997, A Short History of Linguistics, 4th ed., London: 
Longman. 

Sampson, Geoffrey. (1980). Schools of Linguistics. Stanford, CA: 
Stanford UP. 

both titles are put on reserve in the IB (Handapparat) 

 

website, bibliography, folder, quiz and “Scheine” 

 

1.2 Ways of doing History  

History as history of ideas  

History as argument for a position  

History as clarification from new perspective  
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History as comparison of theories  

History as Kuhnian paradigm shift (Kuhn 1970)  

1. prehistory as science, pre-paradigm period 
2. paradigmatic science  
3. normal science  
4. crisis science  
5. crisis resolution, return to normal science  

 

1.3 What is modern linguistics?  

Scientific study of language begins in 19th century:  

Reliance on data  
Development of hypotheses  
Accumulation of knowledge 

 
19th century linguists developed perspectives and ideas which lay the groundwork for 
20th century linguistics:  

Regular sound shifts  
The phoneme  
Synchronic vs diachronic linguistics  
Language as a system of signs independent of individual speech habits and 

speech acts  

We’ll see how these concepts work themselves out in 20th century linguistics  

 

2. Linguistics in the 19th Century  

 
2.1 The Genetic Hypothesis  

Jones 1786 recognized relationship between a whole group of languages: 
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If languages are related, then what needs explaining is not their similarities, but their 
differences  

The Genetic Hypothesis: languages “sprung from some common source” belong 
together in a language family  

This Genetic Hypothesis raises a whole set of questions about the nature of language 
and relations between languages  

Consider first just English and German:  

We see that English and German share cognates like:  

mouse – Maus house – Haus  

 jeans – Jeans rock and roll – Rock and Roll  

 theater – Theater philosophy – Philosophie  

to this point, the shared words might be explained by borrowing – maybe from each 
other, maybe from a third language.  

But there are whole sets of regular relations like:  

 pole – Pfahl path – Pfad    

 pipe – Pfeife pepper - Pfeffer  

 

and even parallel sets of inflected items like:  

I  me  mine - ich  mich/mir  meiner  
we  us  our - wir  uns  unser  
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the correspondences are so great that two languages must be related by more than 
borrowing.   

Consider a whole group of languages  

 
 

The Genetic Hypothesis:  

• Languages as belonging to families: German and English are closely related to 
each other and ultimately to Sanskrit, but not to, say, Chinese or Thai  

• Languages as living organisms that evolve through the generations (recall that 
Darwin’s theory of evolution did not yet exist!)  

• Mechanism of change as either progress or decay  

 

 

Friedrich von Schlegel (1808) Über die Sprache und die Weisheit der Indier  
 

Sanskrit and language decay  

Organic vs mechanical form  

Organic (inflectional) form: stems change,  

as in Latin:  

 esse (infinitive)  
  ero (1st person future I)  
  sim  (1st person, present, subjunctive)  

Mechanical form: stems combine without change,  

as in Turkish:  

sevisdirilmek ‘to be made to love one another’  
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sev-  ‘love’  

is-  ‘reciprocal’  

dir- ‘causative’  

il-  ‘passive’  

mek ‘infinitive’  

   

 

August von Schlegel (1818) 

Three-fold distinction of languages  

• Isolating “without grammatical structure”: each word consists of a single 
unchanging root as in Chinese, Vietnamese  

• Affixing with unchanging roots and affixes as in Turkish  
• Inflecting with changeable roots and affixes as in Sanskrit, Latin, German  
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Franz Bopp (1816) Über das Conjugationssystem der Sanskritsprache: In 
Vergleichung mit jenem der griechischen, lateinischen, 
persischen und germanischen Sprache 

 
Importance of inflections like verb conjugation in language comparison  

  

  

Wilhelm von Humboldt (1825, 1836) 

• Agglutinating replaces affixing    
• Language classification and Romanticism  
• Language structure as reflection of Volksgeist  

   

 

Jacob Grimm (1819, 1822) Deutsche Grammatik  

Ablaut  vs Umlaut (as new inflectional principle)  

Ablaut marking changes in verb forms was part of the Indo-European heritage, as in: 

    sing - sang - sung        ride - rode - ridden 

but Umlaut was a new process in the Germanic languages marking other alternations, e.g. 

    Mund - Münder - mündlich        Schloss - Schlösser - Schlösschen 

 

Lautverschiebung = sound shift    

 

Grimm’s Law (following Rask 1818)  

 First (Germanic) shift: 

 T (Latin tu)    >  TH  (thu OE) 

 D (Greek daman) >  T  (tam  OE) 

 TH (Greek thugater) >  D  (dohtor OE) 
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  Second (High German) shift:  

 TH  (thu) >  D (du)   

 T  (tamjan) >  Z   (zähmen)  

 D  (dauhtar) >  T  (tochter)  

 

   

This leads to a recurrent set of correspondences:   

T  >  TH  >  D  >  T  

The standard textbook version of Grimm’s Law is:  

   

Sound shift takes place in the mass, but never neatly in the individual words, and 
exceptions occur, e.g.  

Latin  dies   and  Gothic  dags  (English day)  

Law-like nature of sound shift aligns linguistics with Naturwissenschaft by contrast 
with Geisteswissenschaft  

• recurrent process  
     mass phenomenon  
     outside human control  

Confusion of letters and sounds  
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August Schleicher (1863) Die Darwin’sche Theorie und die Sprachwissenschaft  

Isolating, Agglutinating, Inflecting structures  

not nebeneinander, but nacheinander  

 
Language as evolving organism  

 

 

Hermann Paul (1880) Prinzipien der Sprachgeschichte  

Linguistics as Geisteswissenschaft because it’s historical and diachronic, but  
 
linguistics as Naturwissenschaft in its methods and statement of natural laws  

 

(Comment:    Distinction of Geisteswissenschaft  vs Naturwissenschaft often makes 
the wrong division for linguistics.  More appropriate is distinction between physical 
(experimental, predictive) sciences and biological (taxonomic, descriptive) sciences) 

 
 
 
2.2  The Regularity Hypothesis  

 
Karl Verner (1875) “Eine Ausnahme der ersten Lautverschiebung”  

No exception without a rule  

There must be a rule for irregularity  

Verner’s Law: differential stress in Indo-European accounts for exceptions to  

Grimm’s Law, thus: 

 

Sanskrit  bhrátar >  OE  brothor (as per Grimm’s Law)  

 

Sanskrit  pitár  >  OE  fæder   preceding stress 

 

Apparent exceptions form a pattern just as predictable as the primary pattern   
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Verner extended his law to [s] in medial and final positions:  

--After stressed syllables, [s] was voiced to become [z], 

and this [z] later shifted to [r], 

explaining the alternation between was and were 

([s] in past plural wesan shifted to [z] then [r], while voiceless [s] in was shifted 
only later to voiced [z]); 

cf.  Engl lose, lost but forlorn  

Engl  choose  G  gekoren (veralt. kiesen)  

Engl hare, G Hase    

Note: though described later, the shifts in Verner’s Law must have preceded 
those in Grimm’s Law 

 

 

August Leskien (1876) Die Declination im Slavisch-Litauischen und Germanischen  

Sound laws admit no exceptions  
Die Junggrammatiker (esp. Brugmann 1878)   

Language does not have a character of its own independent of its speakers  

language change as ongoing process can be studied in languages today  

Sound laws as fundamental mechanism of language change  

Analogy and Borrowing always factors in change  

dove replaces dived in AE in analogy to rode, wrote  

It was generally assumed that:  

sounds in transition always remain distinct  

sound change never interferes with understanding  

speakers are unaware of change in progress  

each language is a discrete, rigid system  

dialect variation is irrelevant in change  

   
 

2.3 Meaning change  
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Karl Christian Reisig (1825) “Semasiologie” 
 

as study of meaning to find principles governing development of meaning along 
with syntax and etymology in Latin Philology  

e.g. narrowing:  OE fugol ‘bird’  ModE  fowl  

          widening: OE brid ‘young bird’  ModE  bird  

 

Hermann Paul. 1880. Prinzipien der Sprachgeschichte 
 
gave prominence to matters of meaning  

 

Arsène Darmesteter. 1887. La vie des mots étudiée dans leurs significations 
 
for general public  

 

Michel Bréal. 1883. Les lois intellectuelles du langage 
 
first used the term “semantics” i.e. “sémantique”  

laws psychologically motivated, e.g. by the principle of least effort and the 
tendency to generalize, but also by goals of communication like desire for clarity 
intentionality at work in language change  

   

 

2.4 The phoneme  
 

letters and phonemes  

Grimm (1822) used letter (Buchstabe) for both written symbol and sound  

Dufriche-Desgenettes (1873) first use of term phoneme (phonème) for language sound  

The search for an international alphabet  
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Sweet (1877) “organic alphabet” 
broad vs. narrow transcription  
symbols for “distinctive” sound  

 phonemes as sites of language change  

Saussure (1879) phonème for contrastive sound in universal alphabet for 
comparison of languages (and stages)  

 Phonemes as systematic units in synchronic language system  

Kryszewski (1879) Alternations like  knife - knives  

 Phoneme as psychologically autonomous unit  

Baudouin de Courtenay (1882)  

 Abstracting distinctive sound from speech  

Reducing the spoken chain to writing  

 Each language has independent phonemic system  

 Boas (1889, 1911)   Sapir (1921)  

 Phoneme as set of distinctive features  

 Trubetzkoy (1929) 

   

 

2.5  The sociological approach  
 
 

Durkheim (1895) founded sociology as distinct from the physical world and the 
psychological domain  

Recognized a collective consciousness (âme collective) at work in society, 
transcending any individual member  

social facts are ideas within this collective consciousness  

which govern our behavior without our explicit awareness, e.g. dietary preferences, 
proxemic behavior, habits of dress etc  

society consists in a complex web of social facts  

institutions like the judicial system are highly structured social facts: thus certain acts 
like car theft count as crimes, lead to arrest, trial, sentencing and imprisonment, and 
we act accordingly  
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for Saussure, language was also a fait social, a sort of mean or average not complete 
in any individual  

  

 

3.    Saussure (1916) Cours de linguistique générale: lectures from 1906-1911  

 
 “it is the viewpoint that creates the object” (p. 8)  

synchronic versus diachronic:  Primacy of synchronic description  
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The place of language in the facts of speech  

 

 

 

Individual execution of the speech act is parole  

Note:  Parole includes sounds, wording and grammar  

Language (langue) “can be localized in the limited segment of the speaking circuit 
where the auditory image becomes associated with a concept.”  

It is outside the individual, who can never create it or modify it by himself.  

“Language is not complete in any speaker; it exists perfectly only within a 
collectivity.” (p. 14)  

Language, Speech, Speaking: really a 3-way distinction  

“Language is speech less speaking” (p. 77) 

Individual and dialectal variation disappear in the collective consciousness of the 
community  

Hence: no interest in group variation, register, style etc  

Overarching System as independent of individual speakers with inertia of its own: 
Mutability and immutability  
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“The linguistic sign unites, not a thing and a name, but a concept and a sound-
image” (p. 66)  

 

 

 

concept = signified  and  sound-image = signifier  

 

 

 

The sign is a psychological entity independent of its manifestation: phonemes 
suggest activity and apply to the spoken word only  

Language as a system of arbitrary signs with value in system  

Determined by contrast with all other signs  

The sign relation is not an event but only “the momentary relation of terms” in the system   

"Phonemes are above all else opposing, relative, and negative entities" (p. 119): 

not constituted by substance, but only by differences which separate it from all other units   

not characterized by positive quality but by the fact that it is distinct 
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    same as letters:  

        we can write  T   t      T t    T  t       T  t , all that counts is distinctiveness  

 

The Saussurian relation of sounds and ideas  

 

 

A modified diagram clarifies distinct segmentations of phonic substance and thought 
(from Ph. Davis: Notes 1999)  

 

 

Meaning justifies delimitation of the sound chain  

phonemes do not provide a basis for analysis   

mois = [mwa] in le mois de Septembre  

but: mois = [mwaz] in un mois après  
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cf. knife [nayf] vs  knives [nayv]+ Plural [z]   

esp. since sign is not equivalent to word  

e.g. porte-plume  ‘penholder’  s’il vous plaît  ‘please’  

  

Syntagmatic and Associative (later: Paradigmatic)  

Relations between words generate two classes of values in the language system:  

In discourse, words acquire Syntagmatic relations based on the linear nature of the 
speech chain  

Outside discourse, words acquire Associative relations based on diverse links in memory  

The sentence is the ideal type of syntagm, and the sentence belongs to speaking, 
but the syntagm itself belongs to the language system, because:  

 

- many set phrases must count as independent signs,  

e.g.  take offense, by dint of, there’s no need for  

- certain syntagmatic types recur  

e.g.  intolerable, impossible, indefatigable  

- associative relations on borderline between language system and speaking  

e.g.  assignment, judgment, payment (due to suffix)  

        assignment, duty, job (due to meaning)  

      assign, malign, refine (due to sound-image)   

  

“In reality the idea evokes not a form but a whole latent system that makes possible 
the oppositions necessary for the formation of the sign” (p. 130)  

Both the syntagmatic solidarities a word develops with the other words surrounding 
it in the spoken chain and the associative relations it contracts with other forms in 
absentia contribute to making the sign less arbitrary.  

Baker is motivated by relation to verb bake  

And by relation to other deverbal nouns with –er suffix, e.g. player, hunter etc  
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Assessment:  

Saussure’s description of language as the psychological link between the concept and 
the sound-image is so general that it fits any semiotic system.  

Saussure’s treatment of value and systematic relations laid the groundwork for 
linguistics as the synchronic study of the language system, esp. in the area of lexical 
semantics, and for structural treatments of semiotic systems generally  

But Saussure’s linguistics renders language abstract, independent of its manifestation 
in sound and its function in human interaction, due to his principled dichotomy of 
langue and parole. 

The definition of phonemes as "negative entities" independent of substance is 
disturbing, and the comparison of phonemes with written letters is simply wrong, 
since variants of phonemes are conditioned by phonetic context, while shape of 
written representation is choice of font, printing vs script etc. 

Along with his distinction of synchronic and diachronic linguistics, important as it was 
at the beginning of the 20th century, Saussure’s semiotic approach saw language as 
an abstraction without variation by speaker, region or time, of language as a non-
cultural, non-social, static, depersonalized fact independent of context and discourse  

 

Saussurian Semantics:  

e.g. Jost Trier (1931) Der deutsche Wortschatz im Sinnbezirk des Verstandes  

first synchronic semantics based on Saussure’s work. Still concerned with diachronic 
meaning change, but as a structural phenomenon, i.e. meaning determined by 
adjacent items: theory of semantic fields, e.g.  

horse, cow, sheep, pig  

 
Walter Porzig (1954) “Wesenhafte Bedeutungsbeziehungen”  

purely synchronic approach to meaning, opposed to Trier’s paradigmatic word fields, 
concerned instead with syntagmatic relations, e.g.  

horse–whinny  horse–ride   hair-blond  
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4.   Prague School  

Vilém Mathesius (1911) “Potentiality of the phenomena of language”  

Recognizes Variation as basic in language: individual, dialectal, societal, diachronic  

Language as a whole functional system, not fragmented as in Neogrammarian 
approach to sound shift  

Linguistics as search for laws of language  

Appeal to functions of language and within language  

No sharp line between synchronic and diachronic  

No sharp line between speech and language  

Inclusion of dialects and functional varieties  

 
 
Vilém Mathesius (1928, 1931) 

Functional Sentence Perspective:  

theme-enunciation (later: rheme)  

the sentences below express similar information, but each thematizes a different element  

            theme                          rheme 

              The kid                       left three marbles in the bag. 

            Three marbles            remained in the kid's bag. 

            The kid's bag             still contained three marbles.    

Also quantitative analysis to compare productivity  

functional load (or yield) of affix or phoneme and combinability of units in system  

 

Nikolaj Trubetzkoy (1929) phoneme divisible into distinctive features  

/f/ = [+C] [+labio-dental] [+fricative] [-voice]  
/v/ = [+C] [+labio-dental] [+fricative] [+voice]  

Neutralization: /f/ is [+voice] just like /v/ in plurals like  knives and lives  
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Archiphoneme combines features of neutralized variants:  

[+C] [+labio-dental] [+fricative]  

labio-dental fricative in knives, lives etc is not [+voice] as such, simply unmarked, 
realized phonetically as [-voice] in word final position and [+voice] before plural 
morpheme  

Markedness Theory: generalizes the concept of Markedness within language system 
and across languages   

 Marked items: neutralized in certain positions  
                                              less frequent across languages  
                                      often missing in dialects acquired later by children  

 

Karl Bühler (1933) “Organon Model”: functions of language  

Language as a tool  

Roman Jakobson (1960) expands Bühler’s model  

Language realizes multiple simultaneous functions  

Prague School interest in literary language, poeticity, style from the beginning  

Assessment:  

Major influence through functional approach, esp. functional sentence perspective 
(Theme-rheme); distinctive feature theory, later applied in semantics as well as 
phonology;  markedness theory, later applied in many areas of linguistic description; 
influenced structural descriptions of literary texts, esp. poetry. 
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5.        American Structuralism  

 

5.1 Franz Boas (1911) Handbook of American Indian Languages  

language as key to understanding culture  

there are no primitive languages  

in every language certain categories must be expressed, while other categories are 
left unexpressed, e.g.  

Russian: singular/dual/plural   
           English: singular/plural  
           Chinese: no number marking  

 language description in cultures with no written tradition, so:   

no need to distinguish synchronic and diachronic 
         no point in distinguishing langue and parole  

languages can “differ from each other without limit and in unpredictable ways” (Joos 1957)  

the search for linguistic universals must proceed via slow accumulation of data  

Linguistic description as a workable model of behavior not a reflection of mind  

Hocus-Pocus vs God’s Truth (Householder 1952) 

Related question: Can you correctly describe a language you don’t speak?  

  

5.2 Edward Sapir  

Edward Sapir (1921, 1929, 1949) Benjamin Lee Whorf (1945, 1956) proposed 
relationship between language, meaning, culture, and personality  

“Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis” states that our language determines our perception: This 
remains open issue even today  

Sapir (1933) proposed psychological reality of phoneme, rejected purely physical, 
mechanistic description of language   

Sapir also studied the poetic effects of rhyme  

Sapir’s “Formal completeness” and the “Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis”:  
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Language is like a number system with a specific digit for each item. Gaps and 
deficiencies appear only in contact, e.g. efforts to translate. From formal 
completeness, he concludes that speakers are “at the mercy of their language.”   

But human language is not formally complete. Languages have standard gap fillers 
like thingamajiggy and je ne sais quoi. Grammars are full of indeterminacies like: 
it is I/it’s me and funner/more fun as well as sets of options like:  

We saw a place where/at which/which/φ/ we could stop (at)  

We all acquire a set of words for talking about the things we deal with.  Basic level 
shifts with interest: bug/weevil or tree/beech.  Nobody knows or uses the entire 
vocabulary with whatever gaps and dense areas it contains, and thus nobody’s “at 
the mercy” of it.  

   

5.3      Leonard Bloomfield (1926, 1930):  Linguistics as science  

Again: Linguistics as Naturwissenschaft as opposed to Geisteswissenschaft  

Physicalism (vs. mentalism) based on:  

Logical Positivism: only true/false statements meaningful  

Operationalism: definitions must include test conditions  

Monism: no distinction between body & mind  

Behaviorism: only observable behavior counts; no appeal to mind or reason for explanation    

Human language behavior (indeed: all communicative behavior) explicable in terms 
of physics and biology  

Even human conduct such as belief systems, ethics, law, science can be understood 
monistically—given the unique role of language  

Refusal to use reports of introspection  
Rejection of teleological statements  

Not: the flower turns to face the sun  
But: the movement of the sun makes the flower turn  
Or:  the flower turns as the sun moves  

Human and animal behavior; thought as speech  
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Stimulus and response, substitute stimulus and response  

  S  >  r ... s  >  R     Jack and Jill  

Given:  world – concept – image - utterance  

define language as linking world & utterance where world is network of 
knowledge, custom etc all describable in physical terms with no appeal to psychology 
or mind  
                       (cf. Saussure: language as linking concept & image)  

if we had sufficient knowledge of the physical world and the complex workings of 
human behavior, we could predict what people would say in given context  

Meaning and expert knowledge: salt = NaCl  

effectively removes semantics from mainstream linguistics  

No recourse to semantics in analyzing structure  

No recourse to morphology in analyzing phonemes  

In general, no level mixing:  
(Units defined by position in system, as for Saussure)  

Phonemes and allophones below word level,  

in morphemics we ignore allophones,  
in syntax we ignore allomorphs      

Discovery procedures:  

begin with sound, identify phonemes to determine words,  

minimal pair test for phonemes  

 pet – bet tap-tab          

 but reconsider: knife-knives  

we can’t say singular knife [nayf] becomes plural [nayv] then adds voiced form of 
plural suffix [z], since this description includes morphological data: singular/plural   

Even the ordering implicit in this statement is a convenient fiction according to 
Bloomfield (1933: 213):  

the descriptive order . . . is a fiction and results simply from our method of 
describing the forms; it goes without saying . . . that the speaker who says 
knives, does not “first” replace [f] by [v] and “then” add [-z], but merely 
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utters a form (knives) which in certain features resembles and in certain 
features differs from a certain other form (namely, knife).  

And from the hearer’s perspective, it’s a matter of recognizing the knife and plural in 
the speech chain  

Immediate Constituent (IC) analysis to describe sentence  

Pauses, insertions, permutations as tests  

The little dog    will chase the big cat  

The little dog    will   chase the big cat  

The little dog    will   chase   the big cat  

The   little dog    will   chase   the   big cat  

The   little   dog    will   chase   the   big   cat  

 IC analysis yields constituents and hierarchy  

[[willAux] [chaseV] [[theDet][bigA][catN]NP]VP]  

 IC analysis resolves structural ambiguity  

old [men and women]  
[old men] and [women]  

Bloomfieldian Linguistics concentrated on phonemics:  

e.g. Chao (1934) “non-uniqueness of phonemic solutions”  

phonetic data doesn’t uniquely determine phonemes   

linguists invent different Hocus-Pocus solutions   

Twaddell (1935) phoneme as systematic relation  

phoneme doesn’t occur; it exists, as brother exists as a relation between entities 
evident in some contexts    

  

Bloch (1941) “Phonemic overlapping”  

Use of morphological data creates contradictions  

Phonemes must derive from phonetic data alone  

Even when this destroys the underlying system  
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and obliterates native speaker’s perceptions  

(Comment: Recent, psycholinguistic research shows that other features are salient 
than the ones linguists identify for systematic purposes: thus aspiration is more 
salient than voicing for stops; the real acoustic distinction if voicing onset time 
(VOT). Moreover, we recognize words before or simultaneous with phonemes in top-
down processing. Hence, much argumentation over phonemic systems and 
perceptions was based on false premises.)  

 

Some Bloomfieldians went beyond phonemics:  

e.g. Hockett (1942, 1947, 1952) phonemics & morphemics  

Goal: describe all elements in the sound sequence,  

not just to distinguish words (as Bloomfield & Saussure),  

to yield a complete description of elements, variants and combinations  

Hockett (1954) explicitly distinguishes two methods of description:  

item-and-arrangement:  

bake [beyk]   infinitive 
bakes [beyks] 3rd person, present tense  
baked [beykt] past tense  

item-and-process:   

infinitive bake [beyk] plus s => 3rd person, present tense bakes [beyks]  
infinitive bake [beyk] plus t => past tense baked [beykt]   

 go back to description of knife-knives above:  

item-and-arrangement grammar:  

knife      singular  [nayf]        plural  [nayv]  

Plural [s] after voiceless Consonants  

 [z] after voiced Consonants  

hence:  [nayvz]    
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item-and-process grammar:  

knife + singular >  [nayf]  

+ plural  >  [nayv]  

Plural     > [s] after voiceless Consonants 
           > [z] after voiced Consonants  

hence:  [nayvz]  

 

phonotactics  

- phoneme distribution  

e.g. velar nasal [n] written ng only syllable-final,  
         h only syllable-initial  

- allophone distribution  

e.g. preglottalized, unreleased t only word-final  
         flapped [D] only word-internal  

 - combinations  

 e.g. Consonant clusters  

syllable-initial CCC:  str, spr, skr, spl, skl  

Hockett (1968, 1983) argues that phonetics-phonotactics differs in kind from 
morphemics, syntax, semantics, pragmatics:  

Like sound changes, phonetics-phonotactics has physical correlates and is generally 
beyond consciousness, while morphemics, syntax, semantics and pragmatics are 
“mental constructs” accessible to conscious attention  

Thus phonetics-phonotactics counts as Naturwissenschaft while the rest count as 
Geisteswissenschaft  

  

Charles Carpenter Fries (1952) The structure of English  

Telephone conversations as data  
eschewing traditional syntactic terms, develops system of word classes and arrangements  

e.g.  introducers like  well, oh 
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Zellig S. Harris (1951, 1952) sentences in discourse  

Linguistic theory should account for systematic relations like those between active 
and passive sentences  

Transformations express such relations among sentences which can occupy the same 
slot in a text as part of the analysis of discourse  

Harris proposes equations for constituent analysis which Chomsky later formalizes as 
Phrase Structure Rules  

  

Assessment:  

Bloomfield (1933: 20) wrote: “The only useful generalizations about language are 
inductive generalizations,” which led his followers to obsessive concern with 
accumulation of data and low regard for generalization or theorizing.  

Bloomfieldians lost track of language universals and replaced them with collection of 
data as a standard for judging what kind of thing language is.  

Bloomfield’s physicalism and insistence on scientific rigor led to an identification of 
linguistic theory with methods and procedures of language analysis   

   

 

5.4 Pike 1945-1967 Language in relation to a unified theory of the structure of 
human behavior   

Levels of description:  etic vs emic  

Focus may be narrow/wide, deep/shallow  
e.g. football game or family breakfast  

Functions of language within behavioral units,  
e.g. in greetings, leave-taking, meetings etc 

And functions of behavioral units within language 
e.g. wave, handshake, nod, shoulder shrug etc  
along with or instead of language units  

Method: not just ethnographic but monolingual, working directly in the language to 
be described  

Pike rejects any dichotomy of language and behavior or of language system and its 
realization (langue/parole)    

Pike questions binary oppositions as especially distinctive,  



 27

or as advantageous in linguistic description  

or as fundamental in language acquisition  

Language is a set of units and relations, not oppositions  

Pike rejects any functional dichotomy of form and meaning:  

meaning must be manifested in language  
no necessary separation of phonemic and other levels,  

Thus native speaker intuitions on meaning are admissible as “one kind of data”  

And we must recognize that the morphemic system can differ from one speaker to the next  

Triadic view of language: as particle, as wave, as field  
Reflecting: item, process, arrangement  

Form & meaning always both co-existent in different modes  

e.g. not is ‘negation’ in the feature mode 

not or n’t in the manifestation mode   

unique   in the distribution mode  

because only n’t  occurs in the slot  was__it?  

    

This relation between a unit and its slot-occurrence is the most basic in language: tagmeme  

Structural meaning overcomes morphemic meaning,  

e.g. awfully tasty, damned nice, terribly good  

where the slot overcomes negative meaning  

Slot occurrence locally conditions semantic variation  

e.g. drive a car  vs  drive a horse  

Language is hierarchically structured from phonological level through morphemes, 
phrases, sentences and discourses  

with Portmanteau levels: single phoneme as word, word as sentence, sentence as 
discourse etc  

Meaning is inherent in the whole system from the morphemic level on upwards  



 28

Pike allows for potential indeterminacy at any point in the language system, just as in 
other areas of human experience  

  

 

6.     Generative Grammar  

Chomsky (1957, 1965): Standard Theory  

Linguistic theory describes an ideal speaker-hearer in a completely homogeneous 
speech community, who knows its language perfectly, and is unaffected by such 
grammatically irrelevant conditions as memory limitations and errors in applying his 
knowledge of the language in actual performance  

Hence distinction: competence  vs  performance  

language as a set of sentences  

use of introspective judgments of grammaticality  
and rejection of real discourse as data  

Universal Grammar (UG) as innate property of human mind  

Language Acquisition Device (LAD) based on UG enables child to acquire native 
competence so fast  

Generative Grammar formalizes IC analysis as Phrase Structure Grammar  

Re-write rules  

S  > NP  VP 
NP > Det (A) N  
VP > Aux  V  (NP)  

 But Phrase Structure Grammar can’t account for:  

1. Discontinuity  

Judy must have driven  have + en  for Perfect  
Judy must be driving  be + ing for Progressive  

2. Underlying relation of distinct structures  

Sue put out the cat - Sue put the cat out   
Sue told the kid a story – Sue told a story to the kid  

 3. Underlying distinction of similar structures  

 Judy is eager to please - Judy is easy to please  
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4. Disambiguation of structures  

Flying airplanes can be dangerous  

 

Transformations solve all these problems by relating surface structures (SS) to deep 
structures (DS):  

Transformations move, add and delete elements  

Elements together in DS can be moved by transformations to end up apart in SS and 
vice versa, e.g.  

DS Sue [put outV] the cat    

 Particle Movement Transformation  

 SS Sue [put__V] the cat  out  

Similar or identical SSs can have different DSs, since transformations can delete 
elements, e.g.  

 DS1 Judy is eager to please [someone]    

DS2 Judy is easy [for someone] to please  

Indefinite Deletion Transformation  

 SS1 Judy is eager  to please  [__]  

SS2 Judy is easy  [__]  to please  

Transformational Grammar as item-and-process description  

(as opposed to item-and-arrangement)   

PS Rules generate base phrase markers,  

Words are inserted into base phrase marker from Lexicon to create Deep Structure (DS),  

DS provides basis for Semantic Component,  

Transformations change DS into Surface Structure (SS),  
SS provides basis for Phonological Component  
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  SS >   Phonological Component 
 > ||   

Transformations > ||   
 > ||   
 PS Rules    -> DS <-   Lexicon 
  ||   

Semantic Component           

      

Only the Syntactic Component is strictly generative, Phonological and Semantic 
Components are interpretive  

So-called Generative Phonology has process rules which work from underlying forms 
to phonetic forms, e.g.  

write  [rayt] > [rayD/r]     

more generally:   

[t] >[D] between Vowels  

even more generally, since [d] is flapped as well:  

[+alveolar][+stop] > [+flap] / V__V  

Phonological process rules seem to describe the speaker’s generation of speech from 
forms in memory, just as syntactic transformations seem to describe the speaker’s 
generation of a sentence from an underlying plan;  

the hearer has to work from the spoken alveolar flap in  [rayDFr]  back to the t in 
writer (or the d in rider);  

but Chomsky insists that TG implies no directionality and works equally well as a 
speaker or hearer model  

Generative Phonology postulates underlying forms which may be quite abstract and 
differ from anything ever pronounced by native speakers;  
In order to make the general rules work, underlying forms may reflect historical 
forms like [x] no longer realized  

Generative Phonology uses phoneme notation only as a convenience;  
Sounds are really just bundles of features, and feature representation reveals natural 
classes, classes determined by fewer features than required for any member,  
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e.g. class   [p t k] = +stop, -voice  

 while  [p] = +stop, -voice, +bilabial  

  [t] = +stop, -voice, +alveolar  etc  

Semantic Component of Generative Grammar:  

Semantic feature theory integrated into the so-called Standard Theory of generative 
transformational grammar by Katz and Fodor (1963), Katz and Postal (1964), 
Chomsky (1965)  

Semantic feature theory (also called markerese, componential analysis, and lexical 
decomposition) had roots in anthropological linguistics and in phonological feature 
theory developed by Trubetzkoy (1939)  

Syntactically oriented semantics based on feature theory   

syntactic markers vs. semantic distinguishers  

 mare +N  +common  +count  +equine  +female  +adult    

 die +V -transitive  ( X (become (not alive)) )  

Compositionality and projection rules  

Semantic interpretation simply combines markers  

The mare died  

( [ +equine  +female  +adult ] become not alive )    

   

Katz (1966, 1972) extended feature theory to describe such semantic notions as 
anomaly, contradiction, tautology, synonymy, antonymy, paraphrase etc.   

Chomsky and followers continued to develop GTG,  

seeking general principles reflecting Universal Grammar (UG)  

Languages differ in setting of parameters  

e.g. English is right-branching language,  

so all heads precede complements:   

Verb Phrase    > V  Comp  

Prepositional Phrase > P  NP  
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 but  Japanese is left-branching language,  

so all heads follow complements:  

  Verb Phrase   > Comp V  

         Postpositional Phrase  > NP  P  

   

Search for UG led to Principles & Parameters (P&P) model (also called Government & 
Binding: GB) and to current version called the Minimalist Program (or Minimalism) 
Chomsky (1995)  

Transformations as principles of UG:  move α 

PS rules redundant given lexical information:  

 X-bar theory: Verb heads VP, noun heads NP etc  

 Case theory: Verb assigns case features to terms, ensuring that they must   
 contain nouns    

 θ- theory: verb assigns semantic roles: agent, patient, goal etc to   
 determine sub-types of nouns  

Logical Form (LF) and Phonological Form (PF) are interfaces for successful derivations:  

   

  SS ->   PF 
move α -> ||   
Lexicon -> DS ->   LF 

    

In newest Minimalist theory: 

no DS or SS  
operations apply anywhere  
derivations may be convergent at LF and PF  
otherwise they crash  

Assessment:  

Generative Grammar is clearly God’s Truth linguistics  

Chomsky claims generative grammar reflects human mind  
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GTG has progressively assimilated positive aspects of other theories, viz. feature 
representation, case theory, semantic roles in θ- theory, theme-rheme sentence 
organization and modal logic in LF.   

In the Minimalist Program, grammar is built around words, especially verbs which 
determine the syntax and semantics of sentences.  move α  works as a universal 
operation requiring language-specific limits.  
This avoids redundancy and suggests constraints, which become the principles and 
parameters of UG.  
And this allows strong claims about universals and about language acquisition with LAD.   

But GTG sees grammar as a disembodied abstraction, separate from production, 
comprehension and interaction; syntactic derivations take place without contexts or 
goals. Generative Phonology posits long series of rules and abstract underlying forms 
leading to wildly complex derivations, seemingly unmanageable for kids acquiring 
their native language.   

The idealization of language as rigid competence with consequent focus on intuitions 
about grammaticality and the exclusion of real data from natural discourse limits GTG 
to an account of special mental processes and disqualifies it as a theory of language 

 

7.     The London School  

Henry Sweet (1877)   Handbook of Phonetics, Including a popular exposition of the       
Principles of Spelling Reform  

model of Henry Higgins in Shaw’s “Pygmalion”  
pioneered theoretical and practical phonetics  
     e.g. interest in spelling reform  
systematized phonetic transcription  
phoneme as unit in ideal orthography  
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Jones  (1914) 

 

  

John Rupert Firth (1944) first professor of general linguistics in GB  

Main interests Semantic theory and Phonology  

1935a “The technique of semantics”  
1937  The Tongues of Men for general public  
1948  “Sounds and prosodies”  

Rejects dichotomy of synchronic vs diachronic  

Concerned with variation from the start:  

 Styles (including literary)  
 Regional dialects  
 Registers for special purposes  

 Opposed Saussure’s mentalism, collective consciousness  

Language as real, physical, local, personal, embodied, evolved and acquired by 
complete organism in cultural context  
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“You must use French sounds if your life has a French meaning.  It is part of a 
Frenchman’s meaning to sound like one”  (Firth 1951)  

   

Monism (as for Bloomfield above):  

Given:  context – concept – image - sounds  

language links  context & sounds  
where context is network of knowledge, custom etc  
describable without appeal to psychology or mind  
(cf. Saussure: language as linking concept & image)  

Context of situation from Malinowski (1923, 1935)  

for Malinowski, speech is a tool, and its meaning is its use;  

language realizes different functions in different contexts of situation, 

- Pragmatic efficiency in cooperative work   
- Magic function in ceremonies  
- Rapport function in Phatic communion   

Firth (1935b) “The use and distribution of certain English sounds: Phonetics from a 
functional point of view”:  

We must take our facts from speech sequences, verbally complete in 
themselves and operating in contexts of situation which are typical, recurrent, 
and repeatedly observable.  Such contexts of situation should themselves be 
placed in categories of some sort, sociological and linguistic, within the wider 
context of culture. 
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  Meaning inheres in all levels of language organization  

- in type of text:     

Monologic  vs choric  
Creating rapport in Phatic communion   
Coordinating a job of work   
 

- in grammar 

sentence form declarative/imperative  
sentence mood active/passive     
 

- in phonology:  

certain consonant sequences signal juncture  
e.g. in bring her and is she?  

   

Leads to Firth’s Prosodic Analysis  

Polysystemic phonology expressed as plurality of systems of interrelated phonematic 
and prosodic categories  

More than inventory of phonemes; different systems of sounds contrast at various 
points in system  

 
Not all sounds occur in all positions  

e.g.  no final [h] or [tw] in English  

   > essentially integrates phonotactics into phonology  

 
Sounds may contrast only in certain grammatical categories  

e.g. voiced th only in group of mostly deictic words:  
this, these, them, there, then  etc   

   > occurrence of [wa:] can naturally be limited to borrowed words like:  

  coiffure, boudoir, bourgeois  
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  Alternations don’t necessarily occur everywhere  

e.g. Am Engl [d],[t]  
distinct word-initial: dip, tip  
and word-final: pat, pad  
but not medially: rider, writer    

>  troublesome [f]–[v] alternation in knife-knives can be described as system   
    only operative in word-final position for a certain set of native English  
    words—with no consequences for the whole system  

 
Prosodies may extend across whole syllable, word, phrase, even sentence, esp. in 
marking initial, final, juncture  

e.g. voicing in  breadwinner   
   lip-rounding in  soup-spoon     

>  agreement of negative prefix with initial sound in stem receives natural  
    statement  

 indirect  imperfect  irregular  illogical  etc  

Firth begins “empirical analysis of meaning at the phonetic, morphological, 
syntactical, and semantic levels” with “the simplest context—a purely phonetic 
context,” e.g.  

[b.:d] with initial voiced bilabial stop [b], back round vowel [.:] and voiced alveolar stop [d]  

note prosody: voicing extends over whole word  

“function or meaning” at this stage just differentiation from e.g.  bid, bed, bad, 
bard, bought, port, pot  etc  

but [b.:d] is a neutral (i.e. ambiguous)      

asked for contexts of experience, speakers may say:  

which [b.:d], [b.:d] of studies, [b.:d] to death  

then associate various forms in formal scatters:  

1a. board, boards  
1b. bawd, bawds     
2. board, boards, boarded, boarding  
3. bore, bores, bored, boring     

the scatters identify the form as: 1. a singular noun, 2. a simple verb form, 3. a –d 
form of a verb  
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then try to eliminate the neutrality by extending the scatters:  

1a. room and board, boarding school etc  
1b. bawd, bawdy, bawdiness  etc  
2. boarding ramp, boarding pass  etc  
3. crashing bore, bored to tears  etc  

But still:   

- final [d] has no semantic function, since it fails to distinguish various forms  

- even syntactic frame on the [b.:d] shows only that the form is a noun  

semantic function appears only in context of situation, e.g. when I ask: [b.:d]? in a 
lecture, and you reply yes or when I ask: Does the price include [b.:d]? of a 
hotel manager  

The meanings of complex words and speech acts are built up through contextual 
elimination.  

“The rest of the contextualization is in the province of sociological linguistics.”  

“The central concept . . . is the context of situation, in which, in a sense, whole 
stretches of personal biography and cultural history are involved.”  (Firth 1935a) 

  

Parallel to polsystematic approach and view of speech as simultaneous realization of 
meaning on various levels is Firth's famous treatment of the origins of language : 

Firth's terms make light of speculations that language had some single origin: 

1. bow-wow  or  cuckoo theory claimed language originated in onomatopoeia 
 

2. pooh-pooh  theory claimed language originated in emotional interjections 
caused by pleasure or pain 
 

3. yo-he-ho  theory claimed language originated in muscular and rhythmic efforts 
accompanying group work;         

the social character of this theory could include group activities such as eating, 
celebrating and mating,  

    hence words like: yum-yum, ta-ra-ra-boom-de-ay, and hey baby  

4. ding-dong   theory claimed language originated in our harmony of sound and 
sense with all sentient nature: as if we all ding-donged phonetically to our 
environment 
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5. ta-ta   theory claimed language originated in pantomimic gestures, whereby the 
movement of the tongue in pronouncing ta-ta mimics the movement of the hand 
in waving goodbye 

Firth predictably maintains that all these sources contribute elements of meaning to 
language reflected in various parts of our vocabulary 

  

Assessment:  

The practical basis of Firthian linguistics and its grounding in text and context, along 
with its rejection of the dichotomies synchronic-diachronic and competence-
performance, naturally lead to interest in discourse, style and variation as well as to 
pedagogical applications.  

Firthian semantics has been repeatedly criticized--just as Bloomfield’s has.  Both are 
monistic, physicalist in method, and critics have failed to understand how they 
ultimately include cultural knowledge through the context of situation and the 
context of culture; cf. sociolinguistic analysis of speech events in Hymes, which 
divides the context of situation into setting, participants, goals, key, medium, genre 
etc  

Polysystemic Prosodic Analysis allows most natural description of certain phenomena 
like alternations in small sets of words and prosodies stretching across segments.  

 
   
8. Halliday (1967-68, 1973, 1975, 1978, 1985) 

Halliday & Hasan (1976),  
Halliday, McIntosh, Strevens (1964)  

 
Systemic Grammar as extension of Firthian linguistics  

Systemic Grammar also polysystemic in Firth’s sense:  

posits set of systems describing choices at various points in syntactic structure of a 
language  

Systemic Grammar as taxonomic, not generative  

Systemic Grammar as functional and contextual  
(by contrast with abstract, mental TG)  
(Introduction to functional linguistics, Halliday 1985)  

Systemic Grammar naturally hooks up with sociology (while TG hooks up with psychology)  

since language reflects cultural categories  
Hence: Language as social semiotic (Halliday 1978)  
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Paradigmatic, choice grammar  

Functional, roots in rhetoric, ethnography   
Semantics as foundation of language  
Organized around text/discourse  

vs.  Syntagmatic, chain grammar  

Formal, roots in logic, philosophy 
Syntax as foundation of language 
Organized around sentence  

In Householder’s terms, Systemics is hocus pocus linguistics (by contrast with the 
God’s truth attitude in TG)  

Halliday rejects competence-performance (langue-parole) dichotomy  

sees meaning potential in terms of culture, not mind  

asks what speakers can do and mean, not what they know  

sees meaning as a way of behaving  
“mean is a verb in the doing class”  

Develops general concepts Field (activity, subject matter), Mode (channel, genre), 
Tenor (social relations) for describing how Firth’s context of situation determines 
types of meaning expressed  

Linguistic features associated with configuration of situational features 
constitute a Register (personal narrative, oral, among friends)  

Register coupled with context of culture determine choices in discourse  

3 major functional-semantic components:  

Ideational   

Experiential: reflecting context of culture 
Logical: abstract  

  Interpersonal:  social, expressive, appellative  

  Textual:  coherence in text and context  

e.g. every clause involves choice in system of Theme, dividing content into theme-rheme   

and: every spoken tone group involves choice in system of Information Structure, 
dividing it into given-new   
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Thus: Hallidayan Systemics naturally applies to texts, and supplies special category 
for spoken discourse  

Consider the system for Person (Halliday & Hasan 1976):  

  

   

Systemic Grammar provides ever more delicate description down to word level, 
where it distinguishes even similar words like boy and girl, based on collocational 
differences  

(only recently with computers and large corpora can we confirm such delicate 
semantic prosodies, whereby girl occurs much more frequently in collocations with 
nice or little)  

compare: nice little girl - nice little boy 

Halliday’s concerned with language acquisition in real-life context (instead of merely 
positing LAD as in TG)  
(see Learning how to mean, Halliday 1975)  

kids must first learn the modes and conditions of meaning  

- first just one meaning per utterance  

utterance form related to meaning  
system becomes more arbitrary through time  

- then comes grammar, allowing combination of various types of meaning in a single utterance  

- in adult language, most utterances realize multiple meaning  
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this ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny of human language  

Assessment:  

By contrast with most other work in semantics, the functional-systemic linguistics of 
Halliday recognizes not only ideational and interpersonal meaning, but also textual 
meaning.  Thus, systemic linguistics has operated with the goal of describing 
discourse meaning all along, and offers tools for handling cohesion, coherence, 
anaphora etc.  

Halliday presents integrated theory of language acquisition,  

text and context, sociolinguistics, variation, semantics and grammar.  

Critics fault Halliday for inflation of terminology, reliance on intuition, lack of 
empirically testable and potentially universal hypotheses about language.  

 

9.     Labov and Sociolinguistics  

As Labov puts it: sociolinguistics is “a somewhat misleading use of an oddly 
redundant term”  

Since language always exists in varieties and is always changing, any adequate 
linguistic theory should be sociolinguistic in its description of variation by speaker, 
class, region and time; failure to account for variation and change should render a 
linguistic description useless  

Labov questions Saussurian/structural assumptions:  

The distinction between synchronic and diachronic linguistics became a program 
for ignoring the fundamentally dynamic nature of language  

Like binary distinctions generally, this dichotomy privileged one half of the pair, 
namely synchronic linguistics;  

The distinction of langue and parole similarly privileged langue, the language as a 
system, and marginalized parole, language in use; this distinction became a 
program for ignoring the fundamentally social and behavioral nature of language  

Linguistics as the synchronic study of langue:  

language as an abstraction without variation by speaker, region or time;  

language as a non-cultural, non-social, static, depersonalized fact independent of 
context and discourse  

Hence the “Saussurian Paradox” of Labov (1972: 185-87):  
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If we all share knowledge of the communal langue, one can obtain all the data 
necessary for linguistic description from a single person—perhaps oneself; but one 
can obtain data on individualistic parole only by studying linguistic behavior in the 
community.  

The social aspect of language is studied by observing a single speaker, but the 
individual aspect only by observing language in its social context.  

Consider two kinds of variables in “categorial” vs “variationist” views with regard to 
language history, social factors and description:  

Phonological:  room with long u as in pool  
   with short u as in book  

Morphological: -ing   with velar nasal ng [-In] 
                                      with alveolar nasal n  [-In] 

But Sociolinguistics has remained outside “mainstream linguistics” till recently   

Till Labov, no one had tried to explain language change  

When linguists described change, they cited internal (systematic linguistic) not 
external (social) factors  

Linguists claimed language change was imperceptible, and its origins obscure to 
speakers and linguistics alike,  

e.g. Saussure: language as mutable and immutable  

Linguists claimed language change proceded from above,  

i.e. from higher classes to lower classes  

But according to popular belief, vernacular speakers cause language change, i.e. 
language deterioration, through lack of education, laziness, unclear thinking (recall 
Schlegel, Bopp, Grimm et al on language decay)  

So-called language experts see change as corruption  

Any deviation from standard is undesirable, because standard language is pure, 
better, more logical than dialects  

Labov’s questions:  

What causes language change?  

Internal vs external factors in change?  
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Who propagates language change?   
 
Does it really procede from above?    

How can language change be imperceptible if people talk about undesirable features 
and changes in progress?  

Is language change dysfunctional or does it have positive influence?  

Why do some groups maintain stigmatized features after centuries of condemnation?  

 

In a case study of Martha’s Vineyard, Massachussetts, Labov found apparent “free 
variation” tied to groups and attitudes  

Diphthongs (ay aw) with clear local pattern by location, occupation, group/age  

Centralized diphthong marks identification as native islander  

Based on research on Martha’s Vineyard,  

Labov summarizes “Mechanism of language change”  

1.       Change from below originates in subgroup due to external pressure.  

2.       Change begins as generalization of feature to all members of the subgroup. 
The variable acts as indicator of membership, and it shows no stylistic variation.  

3.       Succeeding generations carry variable beyond the model set by parents  
(=hypercorrection from below).  

4.       The variable becomes a marker showing stylistic variation.  

5.       Movement of variable in system leads to readjustments in system, and hence  to 
new change.  

6.       Other subgroups interpret first change as part of community system and new  
change as stage 1.  This recycling stage is primary source for continual  
origination of new changes.  

Members of language community aren’t explicitly aware which features are in flux 
(though they may identify someone’s speech as “fishermen’s talk” or “dockworkers’ 
talk”)  

But linguists can see change in progress—finally  

Attitudes toward variation and change  
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Evaluation of variants are uniform across classes and groups; they assign character 
traits to speakers and groups, e.g.  

New York dialect sounds impolite and tough;  
Bostonian sounds refined and snooty;  
Southern drawl sounds lazy and ignorant,  etc  

• Those who use highest degree of stigmatized form also condemn it most  
• Pre-adolescents are aware of prestige and stigmatized forms, and they 

monitor their speech accordingly; but they usually settle back into established 
class patterns  

• Indeed, lower class groups know prestige forms, but choose not to use them, 
and they continue to use forms they know to be stigmatized in most styles,  

• Apparently covert norms opposed to those of the middle class attribute 
positive values to use of the vernacular  

Language change as positive influence  

• Language change as deterioration and leveling of distinctions is only half the 
story; change also introduces new distinctions and features  

• Language change must have value for the group, because it requires extra 
learning and monitoring of forms; change from below strengthens position of 
vernacular  

• Language change appears dysfunctional only if we view language as a purely 
ideational system; for language to serve as a social marker, it must have 
variation and undergo change  

“The actuation problem” = what sets change in motion?  

Social factors account for change in a general way, e.g.  

A. Pressure from new group produces greater solidarity in original group, and 
members signal this through distinctive behavior, including speech patterns    

B.           Commuters accommodate speech patterns to focal point, usually a major 
city, and introduce patterns at home  

C.  “Linguistic missionaries” return from living in focal point city with high status  
new speech patterns  

Linguistic factors may favor certain changes, e.g.  

regularizing a pattern  

like /ay/ causing parallel change in /aw/  

but even taken together they can’t predict that change will occur or in which direction  
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Even knowing the linguistic and social matrix doesn’t explain why one specific feature 
changes and another doesn’t, e.g.  

• why has the pronunciation of the vowel in words like craft changed from [æ] 
in OE to [a] in ME, back to [æ] in EModE and back to [a] in the 18th Century 
(in southern England, but not in America or northern England)?  
 

• why do speakers in southwest England drop -r in posh pronunciation, while 
careful speakers in New York City are reintroducing the sound?  
 

• how can historically stigmatized constructions like the comparative and 
superlative forms funner and funnest become standard in the course of a 
single generation (in AE)?  

To account for variation, Labov postulated “Variable rules”  

Assume full forms are stored in memory and reduced in speech, e.g. by rules for 
contraction:  

She + is   >   she’s      we + have + been   >   we’ve been 

and by rules for deletion:  

we’ve been   >   we been    last + time   >   las’ time 

Phonological rule for final consonant cluster simplification, as in las’ time:  

C   >  f / C ___ ## C 

Read: delete a consonant following a consonant at the end of a word, if the next 
word begins with a consonant.  

Some dialects allow consonant cluster simplification even if the next word begins 
with a vowel, as in las’ of all, so we could write:  

C   >  f / C ___ ## 

This rule fails to say that deletion is far more likely before a consonant than a 
vowel—in every dialect; so we need variable rules, relating differences in 
application to differences in the environment, as in:  

C  >  <f> / C ___ ## <C> 

Read: delete a consonant following a consonant at the end of a word, more often 
before a consonant than a vowel.  
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In addition, the rule is far less likely to apply if the consonant to be deleted 
represents the past tense suffix -t,d, as in:  

liked (pronounced [laykt]) and seemed (pronounced [simd])  

This suggests a revision of the rule as:  

C   >  <f> / C <~#> ___ ## <C> 

Read: delete a consonant following a consonant at the end of a word, more often if 
there’s no morpheme boundary between the consonants, and more often before a 
consonant than a vowel.  

Further, deletion is more likely for speakers of Black Vernacular than for white 
speakers, and more likely for younger speakers than for older speakers and so on.  

       

 

10. Cognitive Linguistics  

Recall that Chomsky’s original GTG:  

accepts traditional grammar categories 
(though based on Latin grammar) 

accepts and formalizes IC Analysis 
and basic Structuralist viewpoint  

But TG also seeks universals 
Assumes universal deep structure   

Chomsky’s own students, esp. Postal, Lakoff, Ross, McCawley, tried to make TG work 
to achieve stated goals by: 

 attempting to capture semantic relations like: 

X please Y  - Y like X  

X reminds Y of Z  -  Y finds X similar to Z  

reducing grammatical categories 

PrepP as NP, since both contain Noun Phrase 

Adj as V , based on e.g.  

Sue resembles Al   -  Sue is similar to Al        
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decomposing complex lexical items, e.g.  

dead  =  ‘not alive’  

die   =  ‘become dead’  =  ‘become not alive’  

kill  =  ‘cause to become not alive’  

 
All had effect of: 

rejecting traditional categories 
deepening Deep Structure (DS), 
making DS more semantic 
making DS more adequate as universal level  

   

Chomsky reacted by restricting TG theory, making DS shallower and less semantic 
(Chomsky 1970 “Remarks on nominalization,” 1973 “Conditions on transformations”)  

This reaction gave rise to:  
anti-Chomsky sentiment  
anti-formalist tendencies:  
rejection of “voodoo” grammar based on abstract underlying forms and complex   
derivations  

return to Sapir, anthropological linguistics  

Influence of previous “outsiders” like: Bolinger, Chafe, Fillmore: semantic 
frame theory  

Influence of Psychology, esp. Rosch: attempts at linguistics based in real 
human cognitive psychology  

Influence of Natural Language Philosophy, esp. Wittgenstein, Austin, Searle, 
Strawson:  

Non-discrete categories, speech acts, presupposition  

Influence of Modal Logic from Montague and Fuzzy Set Theory from Zadeh  

Finally, complete rejection of DS and attempt to generate sentences directly 
from semantic structures based in natural logic  
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This movement was called Generative Semantics (GS) as opposed to the Chomskyan 
Interpretive Semantics  
   

In the “Linguistic Wars” (Harris 1993) that followed, Chomsky rejected semantic 
claims of GS and borrowed much of its syntax in developing the Minimalist Position 
described above    

Lakoff 1987, Lakoff & Johnson 1980, Langacker 1987, 1991 and others went on to develop  

Cognitive Linguistics:  

• Language as integral part of general human cognition  
(no separate LAD or special language faculty)  

• Linguistic faculties as integrated (not modular) 
 

• Grammar as conventional symbolization of semantic structure 
with no clear distinction of lexicon, morphology, syntax, semantics, pragmatics   

• Meaning as cognitive phenomenon = conceptualisation, based on Idealized 
Cognitive Models (ICMs),  

 e.g.  

Tuesday understood with respect to ICM “week”  
Where “week” involves: 7 days, 5 work days + weekend,  
day/month/year/season  

bachelor as ‘unmarried adult male’ 
some prototype like “my neighbor Bob”  
involves notions of marriage, typical marrying age etc  
ignores priests, polygamous Mormons, Tarzan etc  

classification of someone as bachelor requires comparison of 2 ICMs, 
e.g. priest + bachelor 
 

ICMs are embodied in human life situation, so that meanings are not abstract (as in 
feature representation)  

Basic level categories like “dog” and “bird” are more frequent, more salient in 
experience, learned earlier by kids than more specific items like “collie” and “wren”  

We don’t learn the meaning of dog by checking for properties like 
[+domesticated] [+canine] but by experiencing some real dogs  

• Linguistic categories (like cognitive categories generally) are also non-
discrete, based on prototypes 
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In phonology: Phoneme is a prototypical sound which we apply in understanding 
various phonetic realizations  

In Syntax: prototypical Subject is both Agent and Topic, as in:  

Sue smashed the window with a brick 

 not simply Agent, as in:  

We watched Sue smash the window with a brick 

 or simply Topic of the sentence, as in:  

A brick is what Sue used to smash the window 

 
   

• Imagery, Metaphor, Metonymy as fundamental for linguistic meaning  

 
In Metaphor, a basic meaning extends to perceptually related case, e.g.  

movement:  Sue ran into the woods  

direction:  The road ran into the woods  

trajectory:  A bird flew over the house  

state:  A line hung over the house  
   

In Metonymy, a thing stands for a related thing, e.g.  

place for institution:  The Kremlin responded  

container for contents: Sue drank a pint  

part for whole: Get your ass over here  

   

• Semantic structures as language-specific (not universal)  

cf.  I am cold – mir ist kalt – j’ai froid  

   

• constructions are more or less prototypical and more or less deeply entrenched in 
language system, e.g.  
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one sense of out more central than others, compare:  

go out the door  
reach out your hand   
stretch out the carpet  
smooth out the fabric  

 one construction preferable with certain classes of items  

I sent a book to the library  preferable with location  

I sent Jill a book    preferable with recipient  

I sent the library a book    unlikely  

  

one form unmarked the other marked (as in Prague School), e.g.  

[+front][+round] /ü/ relatively marked as compared with [+front][-round] /i/ 
and [+back][+round] /u/  

 
[-voice] as unmarked value for fricatives in word-final position, but [+voice] as 
unmarked value word-internally,  

as in:  knife - knives  

the unmarked member of the pair tall-short is tall, as shown by naturalness of:  

How tall is Sue?  She’s six feet tall. 

As compared with:  

How short is Sue?  She’s six feet short. 

Clearly, meanings not so arbitrary as Saussure claimed 

 

• Cognitive Grammar aligns itself with Sapir/Whorf and against Saussure as regards 
arbitrariness, but also in rejecting all standard dichotomies:  

competence-performance, in order to avoid abstract, psychologically unreal forms
   

synchronic-diachronic, so that a single construction may receive both synchronic and 
diachronic explanations, e.g.  
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it is I  vs  it is me 

literal-figurative, since imagery is basic to the extension of prototypes in grammar 
and semantics 

grammar-lexicon, since: 

even so-called function words can have elaborate meanings,  
e.g. modals like can, must and prepositions like up, over,  
esp. as compared with e.g. thing, have,  

function words may be less abstract than lexical items, e.g. entity, 
proximity  

so-called closed classes of function words can gain new members, e.g 
new coordinator: plus  in  She’s old, plus she’s crazy  
and personal pronouns:  you-all   

Cognitive Grammar may provide both synchronic and diachronic explanations, and a 
construction may appear in lexicon and follow morphological rule, e.g.  

stapler  <=  staple  +  er  but additional meaning  

Personal, temporal, regional differences in prototypes in semantic categories, but 
also in grammatical categories, degrees of centrality and entrenchedness, provide 
natural approaches to linguistic variation as well.  

Some work in Cognitive Linguistics (like Lakoff & Turner 1989, Langacker 1991) 
shows how the theory can also apply to naturally occurring discourse. Indeed, it has 
a special significance for discourse analysis, since it explicitly recognizes the culturally 
bound character of meaning.  

Assessment:  

By rejecting the standard (Saussurian) dichotomies, Cognitive Linguistics has a 
chance of providing adequate descriptions of real, scalar, fuzzy linguistic phenomena. 
Cognitive Linguistics also at least has a chance of providing a psychologically valid 
theory of language by taking into account research in cognitive psychology.  

By viewing language as real, physical, embodied, evolved and acquired by complete 
organism in cultural context (like Firth), Cognitive Linguistics avoids the abstraction 
and narrow scope of Generative Grammar; by incorporating the results of research in 
cognitive psychology, it avoids the charge of “bad Behaviorism” leveled at Firth and 
Bloomfield. This inclusion of psycholinguistic considerations also entitles Cognitive 
Linguistics to claim a “God’s truth” description of language.   

By allowing multiple explanations of a phenomenon from different perspectives, 
Cognitive Linguistics avoids the pitfalls of claiming the one single absolutely correct 
description.   
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Cognitive Linguistics also shows promise as a tool for the description of linguistic 
variation and discourse in the cultural context. 

 

11. Toward Discourse Analysis  

Partially as reaction to Chomskyan TG, abstract syntax, mentalism  

Partially ongoing tradition in anthropological linguistics going back to Boas, Sapir, 
Bloomfield (and Pike)  

Anthropological, functional, ethnographic  

Hymes (1962) Communicative Competence as opposed to Chomskyan grammatical 
competence 

Includes context of situation & culture 
 

Speech events    

Gumperz Intercultural communication 
                   Speech styles, stylistic differences 
                   Contextualization cues  

Presupposition entered linguistic semantics from philosophy (Frege 1891; Russell 
1940; and especially Strawson 1950)  
 

Another discourse-bound type of meaning  

Indexicality and anaphora as aspects of meaning requiring inferences about speaker 
beliefs and intended referents, beyond truth-functional semantics proper (Bar-Hillel 
1954);  
over 90% of declarative sentences are indexical in requiring reference to speaker, 
addressee, time and place with pronouns like I and you, adverbs like now and 
yesterday, here and there, right and left, and demonstratives like this and that.  

Indexical meaning bound to context represents historical foothold for discourse 
analysis within semantic theory    

Austin (1962) “Performative analysis”: we use language to “do things with words” 
not just to make true or false statements 

instead with some illocutionary act potential  
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Searle (1969, 1979) Speech act theory provided functional classification of 
illocutionary act types  
Locutionary, illocutionary and perlocutionary meaning  

Grice (1967, 1975) saw meaning grounded in speaker intentions Context influences 
the meanings even of logical connectors.    

Grice’s “implicature” suggested inferential models of meaning  

 


