1 What 1s “Language™?

there are situations v dealing with aateras data o soelemical sinuations, in particu-
ar—ir which a statemern: of principles saves waste ang leads to the realization tat
certain factual protlems were i-formalateds or that some factuel probloms arc
selated zo other facrual prodlems as special, or as mose pereral, cases .. (ne soon
eerns that certain formal principles, appealed to indirectly nerhaps, hur with ac
mmplication of evident validizy, are less cogens than they are claimed 1o be. And yet
the practices and concrete Interpresations which they are designed o bottress do
stard up as reasonable and, o0 ocession, as verifizble,

H. Hocnigswald (19730 ix x)

I is commonplace to observe that “languages are always changing.” I=deed,

seems clear that anv congention of the nature of language as an onject of soent1ﬁc
study wrich does not account for this universal property of human languages 1s
regardiess of the apparent richness of its empirical support, in a very real sense
fundamenraliy flawed. On these grounds alone some historical linguists regard
witz deep suspicion any rheoretical approach to the study of language which
appears to neglect this diachronic aspeet of the narure of Iung‘-‘u‘lgr: For their
pars, theoretical linguists quite corvectly observe that the fact of change is nov
secessarily relevans to the synchronic funcrioning of lazpuage. Pas: change events
<o ot form part of the “competence”™ of adult narive speakers, for example; our
knowiedge of such events results not from the acquisition process, but from
avademic stucly.! This apparent “universal propersy”™ of human languages there
fore seems to differ fundamentally from other claimec universals
Universal Grammart in that it is not, zc least an any obvious sense, the result of
contralnts on human cognitive systems. To the extent I believe, with mos: theoret-
ical lInguists, that the object of study of linguistics Is precisely those aspects of

:

{e.g., those of

Furan cognitive systems which constitute our Il::gum'n‘ competence, i+ would
appear thas there mav be no place for qisroeal linguistics 1= such an enterprise.

' There is an explicit secognition of tac .ack of knowledge of lavguage history or the

sarr of natve <~peq<c s i well estanlisned concents from histerical Jingaistics such as that
af “fuik errmology.” There appears ro be o serious dissent Zrom this view,



4 “Language” and “language Change”

It 1s a fundamental belief of the author of this book that the appareny conflict
just sketched between the views of historical inguists regarding the inevitability and
universality of language change as a fundarental property of linguistic systems
and the concemtration of modern theoretical linguists on cognitive systems is
in fact Llusory. The fact of language change is nor only wholly consistenit with
moderr theoretical conceptions of the object of study of linguistics, it is, in my
view, highly dependent upon them. I envision z riew and critical place for the
study of historical linguistics in <he modern linguistic exterprise as a result of the
resolution of this conflict, which [ will arrempt to sketch in this book.

Historical linguistics, as a discipline, has existed in 2 form readily recognizable to
ke modern practirioner for at least 150 years. The wisdom accumulated during
this extended period provides the modern day kistorica’ linguist with a tremendous
body of information upon wiich to draw in purszing his or her research. Perhaps
tne greatest benefit of this collective knowledge resides in the fact that most
pracuicirg historical linguists have a wel-developed and reliable sense of what
rypes of change are attesied int human languages and what rypes are not. On the
other hand, this sense is largely a pragmaric one. While it was built up from data
gleaned by the detailed investigarion of many ‘anguages {though, of course, in
tae end only a small subser of human languages;, it was not articulated (nor even
asually conceprualized) as derivable, in principle, from some broader theoretical
construcs, bur rather as a developed and nformed intuition arising {rom the
scholar’s individual experience and the collective experience of the field as a whole.

It is, I think, hardiy Su]prlsmg that historical lizguisis “avored this “intuition
informed by experience” approach to doing linpuistics. Theories of the nature of
language were, then as now, usually Hnked to whatever particular conception of
human psychology was i vogue at the time, and these theories displayed wide
variation during the long history of the discipline of diachronic linguistics. It was
fair'y clear to historical Jinguists, at least since the Neogrammarian era 0f the late
nincteenth century, that linking rheir investgations too closely to psychological
theory impeded, rather than enhanced, the mvestigation of issues which were
uniguely treir own concern (such as “sound "]mr]ge”}. Indecd, the Neogrammarian
doctrine represented the first major “theoretical™ breakthrough in linguistics. I
was not expicitly ded to any particular psychologica! model® — it was a theory
about language as such, the insights of which would teed to be incorporated
‘o a coherent social or psya.ho ogical theory {ratrer than being dependent upon
onel. It brought a conceprual independence o linguistics as a domain of inquiry
which has been steadiiy increasing since the Neogrammarian era, giving <ise cirectly
to the synchronic theorizing of Neogrammarians like Saussure and, indirectly, to
muct of subsequent, including contemporary, linguistic theory.

For all irs advantages over previous work, however, Neogrammarian doctrine
represented an attempt to directly implement diachronic generalizations about
arguage without a coherent synchronic theory of the nature of langusge as
an objecr of study. As Saussure asserted early n the rwenticth century, such an

Y Though of course it presupposed one which has never beer made fully explicir,
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artenpt is doomed from the ourser; diachronic generalizations must hold over whar
are, in facs, a series of synchronic stages. [t 1s not possible in any meaningful sense

.

tr krow what “changed” berween Stage [ and Stage 11 of some *langnage” without
lerowing what Stage 1 and Stage 1F were, as syncironic systems. It is therefore
not possible to construct a restrictive diachronic theory of possinte relationships

stween any two arbitrary sequertial srages withour a coherent, equally general,
svochronic <heory. 1 will artempr to show below thar hu.mr.'cai linguists mave
never fully incorporated this fundamental insight of Saussure’s inte their meth
odological discussions, much ro the detriment of the discipline.

Thus, 2 t~ough wistorical lingmistics provided the discipline of linguistics with jes
first explicis “rheory,” <his theory was highly stipulative. It did not foliow in any
direct way f-om a corbination of (11 a conception of the nature of <he object of
szady and (2} a conception of the principles governing the “change” of that object
over time. The first 7, of course, an explicit theory of synchronic linguistic strocrure
fthe definizion of “language™ as an object of study s a necessary prerec visite 1o
such a theoryh The second Is the goal of the discipline that nistorical linguistics is
striving to be in the modern era, The necessity of the development of such dia-
chronic principles has long been noted by historical linguists, bur progress, i
spite of :ne rich compilation of empirical data which shou!d bear directly on their
construction, has been Frustrasingly siow, particwlarly in areas other than phonology.

The shorrcomings in conceptualization and method which have given rise o
this slow development lie in two areas: the failure to incorporate z coherent
conception of the nature of language into the working methodology of diachronic
Fnguists and the lacx of clarity fr part arising from this failure) surrounding
tre notion of “change.” In what follows [ will atternpt to veveal whare I believe
the shortcomings in sach of these areas liv and suggess ways in wh dl they m[c*l
be redaced. | will begin with two fundamental questions: what is “language,” as
the object of study of linguistics? and what is “language change”?

1.1 Synchronic “language” vs. Diachronic
“Language”

There are, 2 fact, two diszinet ssues which arise in artempting to answer the first

“language™ as & synchronic

quession in the context of historical linguwistics - what is
_' 1 in the world {independens of its history;, and whart s “language™ in irs
dizezronic aspect (e whar does 1t mean to say thar a lnngque “Changes™ aver

fimet?* Tre first T will simply call “the synchronic question,”™ amd it arises quite

Pl owid nee oar tais funcrare address arguments, suehoas those in MoMahor (2000),
thas o erincipled dissinetion can he drawn berween synch-ory ard diachrony. The
reasans for this will probably become apparcrs 1o whar follows, bur the matter will b

explicizly discussed 0 the concluding chaprer.
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Frgure 1.1z Synchrony and diachrony

clearly In the work of Ferdinand de Saussure, perhaps most unambiguously in
his discussion of what has come to be known as the “Primacy of Synchronic

=

Linguistics™;

For exaraple — ard to begin with the most obvious fact — they T, e “syuchronic”
litporaance. Here
iwis evident that the synickrooic viewpoint predominazes, for 7t is the tue and only

and “diachronic™ aporoackes to linguistic anzlysis] are nor of ¢

realizy to the communty of speakers. The same s true of the Engaist; i he rakes
the diachronie perspective, he no longer obscrves language bus rather a ser'es of
events thas modify o (Saussure 195%; 90

We can represent Saussure’s model of the relationship betweern synchronic
linguistic states and language change as in figure 1.1, In this figure, each box
represents a synchronic srate of the language. Diachronic linguistics concerns
itself with the differezces between these successive stares fe.g., berween G, and
Gy, or Gy and Gy, or even, by extension — as discussed in some detail below —,
hetween G, and G,

What is int the boxes in figure 1,17 That is, what is the nature of the “synchronic
states” (-, G, and G;? This is the synchronic version of the “What ‘s ‘language’”
question, As Is not uncommon in seientific disciplines whic concern themselves
with domains of human activity, the answer to this question has proven difficult.
In parricular, much of the linguistic literature shows clear mixing, in one and the
same discussion, berween an empirically useful conception of “language™ {as the
object of study of linguistics) and more everyday uses of this term. Not surpris.
mgly, such ambiguities do little to further the cause of scientific dariry. In this
book, Twill attempt to keeo clearly distinet the widespread, pretheoretical concept
of “language,” with its predomizantly sociopolitical foundations, and the theoretical
concept of the “grammar™ as the object of study of linguistics as a discipline.’

1 vPar exemple et pour comrencer par le falt le plus zpparent - ds 2ent pas égale

importance. Sur cg point, iest évident cue I'aspect synchronigue srime Fautre, suisque
prur la reasse parkante Uest La vrale et la seule rézlicd. I en st de méme pour le livguiste
' se nlace dars lz perspective diachronique, co o'est plus la fangue quil zpercoit, mais
une série d'événerments qui o medifiers” (Saussuse 1984, [2§),

© Giver the lack of stocess of niy fellow Eaguists in srying o maintain sermino opical
clarity in this domain, [ean only imagine that I, oo, a tmes will fail, | bep the reader’s
pardan in advance for ary such lapses.
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“lLangvage,” like many <erms which have widespread informal, pretheoretical
use, van be conceived of in g variety of ways.® The discipling of linguistics could,
in principle, adopt any of a number of these. “Language” as a sociupoiitical notion
(reflecred in termizology such as “the English language™; represents a sct of distinet
ways of spea<ing — the speakers of this “language”™ typically feel hound 1o one
another through their self-desipnated identity as, for example, “speakers of Eng-
lis=.” It has been clear for some time that this particular conception of “language™
is diFficult to systernatically implement in linguistic research: there is no empiricai
sest which allows us to derermine that, ¢.g., the English of a Yorkshire village

and of Ypsilanti, Mickhiga=n, are manifestations of the same entity {*English™;,
while a given dialect spoken in Denmark and a similar dialect spoker: in Norway
represent distinet ensities {*13anish” and “Norwegian™}. The standard atrempts to
develop rests to estadlish “languagehood™ isuch as mutual intelligibility, shared
core vovabulary, ere.d mave ror proven fruitful.

This is not to sav that one couldn’t establish some criterion or set of criteria

for identiiving a grammar as “Eaglish™  one cosld pick some particular piece of
morshology, a syntactic structure of some type, a lexeme, or some combination
of these, There ts no [imirt to tre human ability to create arbitrary categories. The
question is whether there are any motivated, 1.e., nonarbitrary, criteria available

it

— criteria which solve rhe scigntific problem of defining “socionolitical” Janguages.”
Likewise, this s not to deny thar Jinguistic self identity on the nast of speakers
mayv affect their behavior Uncluding their Urguistic behavior, e.g., 12 willingness
to 2copt iznovasionsh, bur ozly thas at hase e notion is nor a “linguistic”
one. After all, many Zzetors influence the spread of linguistic innovations —
SOCIDECONEMIC Stazus, oress, othnicity, age, gender, ete.  without it being neces-
sary to see these various aspects of speaker status and behavior as the proper
object of an cxplivit linguistic theoryv, We must distinguish between the behavior
of individuals and the nature of their linguistic competence. The interaction of
issues such as language choice - Including here selection berween dialects - and
geeral theories of human bebavior provides valuable material for the study of
humar behaviar, but it 15 only when we can precisely characterize the iinguistic
compeenice of an individual — i derailed, explicit, and cmpirical terms .- that
we can even begin to coberentiy investigate the much more complex question of
the inplementazion of that comperence ro perform specific fe.g., socali tasks,

i

ke discussion of Chomsky iv Knowoledge of Language (1986} is 2l forndational on
this matwer,

For z <lear dempnstration of the shorcomings of these rechrigues i acnual practice,
see Schitz (1972,
! Note that arhitrarily selecting some property a as criterizl for “Erglish,” some un-

Lo

v for “Ere:

reicted propert k7 ang vet a thisd oriterion, 2, for Marshalese, would never

v
provide us wizh a scientifc answer o the general question of waat is “sociope.tical”

ge. For each new language we come across, or which comes Inta belng airosk, a

lang

rew criterial property would aced o be posized.
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We next to turs to the question of how the concept of “language™ as arn object
of scjentific inquiry has come to differ from its common pretheoretical predecessor.

1.2 “Language” as a Synchronic Object

What is “language”™ as a synchronic object of scientific study withiz the science of
linguisties, then? As nored above, linguists over the cenruries have answered this
question in a variety of ways. For example, in the nincteenth century, when the
focus of linguistics as a disciplize was on « relatively small set of dead fan guzges,
it was clearly commonplace to asswme that a “language™ was a corpus, a ser of
linguistic forms encoded in the surviving records for a given period of 2 given
Iinguistic tradition. This concention of the object of study of linguistics turns out
10 be seriously inadequate whe: we, as linguists, turn our astention to Lving, spoken
languages. First, corpora mave @ number of properties which living languages lack.
Through their fixed nature, for example, they have Emited vocabuiaries, indeed,
even a lughly resrricted ser of utterances [those whicn happen to be attested in
the exzant record of the Janguage}. By contrast, living languages possess numerous
arocesses which allow the productive creasion of new words fe.g., via morphalogical
derivation, including compounding, and inflection; and cannort in any mmmr*gfu]
sense be said to consist of a finite and Hstable set of sentences. It scems uniikely,
for example, rhat, zlthough vou are a *speaker” of English, you have ever before
been confronted by the specific sentences you have read thus far in this hook.
Second, living languages gencrally provide evidence — e.g., detailed phonenc dara
— which we could never exrract from the Aistorical record of “dead™ languages.

It is universally acknowledged that tae features found in “dead” languages
which make them unlike living languages are notr due to the facr that these
langirages were in fact different in <ind from their modern sisters, bur ravher
must be amtriputed 1o the accidental nature of their avtestation (which arrificially
restricts our zccess to them;. No one believes that the sentences preserved on
our Hittite tablets were the only sentences Hittites conld say!” It seems clear that
we shouid not define the object of study of linguistics on the hasis of such

7 While this fs, [ assume, universally mscagnized, some of the relatively st-aightforward
impiications of this concenton of things appear to be missed i some “corpus™ linguistics,
For example, one often sess faizly dramatic conclusions being drawn or the basis o7 th
statistical distribution of some pasicular forms fin some particelar sentences) in a dead
‘anguage. Neverthelsss, there s 0o reason o belleve thar the Hittites said (the Histirs
equivilens of) T will destroy his land”™ more often than they sald “Meet ate here tonighn,”
Hut the former sentence, and tdus the morphological obiects I that senrence, could castiv
ggcur 1 tne corous far more frequenty taan the (anattesred) latter, Thes is the normal
guAge.

stare of affairs when dealing with a dead far
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fundamentally irrelevant properties as accidentally preserved records, Thar is,
we must not confuse the nature of the atrestation of a language with what thar
larguage was when alive. While we will need special tools « prilological tools,
in particular — to extract dnguistically refevant and significant dara fromt the
corpora of dead languages, tae so-called Uniformitarianism Privciple derands
of us that we assume that the languages of antiquity and orher earlier historical
periods were iz facr no different in their fundamental properties than the hiving
lan juages around us. That is, the extant record of a dead language orovides
us with a glimpse at the “t'p of the iceberg” of what was ‘n facr a vital, living
language, no Cifferent in its basic design properties than the living languages
which surround us today. The limited set of sentences and related morphological
fimitations are stimply accidents of attestation. This matter will be discussed again
when we turn 1o the question of the diachromic nature of “language™ below.
The question of the nature of synchronic language states as the object of sclentific
investigation has neen addressed perhaps most prominently by Noam Chomsky
H1 PLTerous “orks, nowhere as clearly as in his well-knowr Knowiedge of
Language {1986} Chomsky distinguishes berween “externalized™ or E-Larguage
— language as something observable, out there in the world — and “inzernatized”

or I-language — janguape as a knowledge state.

£

Let us rvefer 1o such sechnical concepts as instarces of “excernalized language”
E-larguage;, in the sense that the construet s uncerstood independently of the
propesties of the rindiprain ... Let as refer to tals “notien of structure™ [In the
EWEE,
then, s some elemens of the mind of the pessor who knows the langusge, seguired

rind of the speaker| as ar

interralized languape™ (Llanguage) The [
by the learner, anid ased by the speaker-bearer. [Chomsky 1986: 220 2)

As Chowsky has argued ar lengt>, the proper object of c"1p5r"a:a] Inguistic
investigation must be I-Language." The soclopolitical {or “normative,” as Chomsky
calls it} concept of E-Language is, unforturately, fairly close ;1o the extent it can
be made sensible} 1o our everyday use of the term “language”™ in phrases such as
“the English language™ or “the Marshallese language.™" In my opinion it is quite
con‘l"wnp['lce in the literature for major debates to arise as a result of linguists’
deft ability 1o switch anconsciously ‘n the course of their discussion berween

As Chomsky notwes regazding F-Larguage: “Thar any coherens accoun: van be given

of flargurage” iv this sense 1s doubsful, nore has been offered or even serfousiv attemprec,
Rataer, all scient’ac apprtm*hc: kave simply a L“PJm”—(i these elements of what bs calleg
Japgrapge o coremon asage”™ (Chomscy 19860 [5)

" As Char

dve” corcepCon of l;m_;_n;agc fuly with Chomsky’s concept of “E-language”™ renresents

rles Reiss regularly points ot to me, equating the ¥sociopoitical” or “norma-
z simplifeation of Chomsky’s characteristically comnlex tinging on these mateers. | do
not consider the simplifearion o do any particalar damage in the presens discassion,
and will thevefore persisz o this usage. The reader should of course refer divecty o the
discussion 1 Kesudedge of Language for 2 wore sophisticated version.
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these two quite distingt senses of “language.” In this book, I will have occasion
1o point out several instances of his entortunate phenemenon.

It will therefore be useful if we can be as precise as possible about what the
notion “l-Language™ encompasses and precisely how this concept differs from
the more common notion of “E-Language.” However, it is of some value to point
out that, in general, discussion of linguistic issues is phrased, even in relatively
nontheoretica! work, in such a manner that it implicitly recognizes the importance
of I Language for linguistics. For example, “language acquision™ is tvpically treated
as the coming inte being of a particular knowledge state (I Language) in a
particular human being. The notion of E-Language  whether defined as a *set of
utterances” in use ina particular “speech communiry” or in some related manner
- plays no central role in the study of this process.'” The transmission of gram-
matica) competence does not consist of the transfer of sets of utterances from
one generation to another, but rather in the coming irto being in the mind of
the acquirer of a system for generating linguistic representations {which may
then be passed off either to a production system, in the case of speech, or to a
processing system, int the case of parsing). [t is clear that parts of this penerative
syswemmn (the I-Language, which we will call the “grammar™) owe their existence
to the input data received ny the acquirer, but it is equally clear that the relevant
aspects of that input data are not the utterances themselves, i.¢., the specific set
of sentences, but rather the set of linguistic structures which the acquirer has
posited n developing an account of the primary linguistic data which formed
the basis for histher grammar construction.

Speech communities, to the extent this notien could be rurned into something
empirically well-defined, would seem to nced 1o acquire their properties through
the concatenation of the properties of the individual I-Languages which are present
% a speech commun-
ity Le., the E-Language of that comrwuniry, is therefore, in any event, at best a
cerivative notion, deducible from a sufficiently rich understanding of the relevant
set of I-Languages, which we will therefore be required to construct amyway.
Advocates of E-Language approachss not anly lack a clear definition of what an
E Language might be, but also faif to provide any compelling statement of what
‘115 we gain by seemingly arbitrarily construaciing these E-language objects from our
posited larguages. What is it we can Jearn from studying these new cozstructs that

within the comeunity. The sct of “potential utrerances™ of suc

can’t be discovered from an examination of their component [-language entities?
To answer the question of what a particular ' Language is with some greater
degree of precision, it is impostant to acknowledge in the first instance that

12

That s, scquisitionists do not typieahy collect the set of sentences in use in a particu-
lar speech commurity and then contrast these with the ser of sentences vsed by acquirers,
What are comnared aze linguistic siricrres rather than surface foutputi steings,

Y This concepiion of the object of srudy of lnguistics was widely held by American

structuralists. BloomSeld (1433} states that *The sorality of utrerances that can be made
it 1 speech-community is the fanguage of thas spesch-communiry,”
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the notion coes not necessarily refer to the generative systems which give rise
to aff of the linguistic representations of a single individual. Malulingualism and
polydialectalism are both well attested {if ot mearly universall properties of
individzals. It seems clear that attempting to develop a lnguistic analysis of
SO-'CL’LH{‘_‘d “Spanisiv English™ lingual by treating, e.g., what is u‘;uaily referred
w0 as “Spanish™type output and whar s csually referred to as “English™-type
ourput as the procucr of a qmg]e linguistic system {with a single morphological,
phonological, and symtax module; is not lixely to be very productive, In the case
of a so-called “Spanish English™ bilingua: speaker it is usefui 1o posit rwo fac
Jeast) distinet grammars n the drain of a single individual.” Tt alse does not seem
possible, or even desirable, to impose the sociopolitical distinetion between
“lanpuage” and “dialect” on our I-Langage models. Multiple production svstems,
whether responsible for generating representations which are treared in pres
heoretical terms as “different languages™ or as “different dialears of the same
langzage,” are, by definition, different grammars (e, distinet [-languages), Gram-
mars must be distinet if they generare nonicentical sets of representations.”
Each -Language (“grammar™; s thus responsible for generaring a particular
set of vutaut representations. It 15 of some significance, since T will return to
the point iz the discussion of specific crange mechamisims larer 1o this boox, that
“ourput representation” s distinet from “output,” The actual acoustic © outpur of
an frudividual is, of course, the result of “playing™ the grammar’s ourput represen
sation through a particular system fthe “performance
under some snecific set of feognitive and physteal) conditions, Acousic ourpur,
due to the nature of the conditions governizy its form, may be highly variable,
T=e output representation generated by the grarmmar, which mn%i‘;"a, if we comn-

(h)

or “production” systen;

sider only production for a moment, of a set of features, is assumec to be constant
for some particular sensence {to the exsent it was generated by a single grammar,
almost certainly e normd, Clearly, if & particular set of features is played through
a system which is procucizg OUIpUL ar 2 rapid rate, for “x-’lmple the acoustic
output will differ considerably froms the same set of features played throzgh
“me sarte bodyv o oa context in which it s producing jts output at a slower rate.
Tre variahility of output in these contexts s conditioned extralinguisticaly,
As noted above, the contrast between those aspects of the ourtpur which are
" Note thar this assertion is veatzal on the guession of the precise detal's regarding, ..,
re storape of “o -'e-“':”-l'\:ﬁing“ nfarmarion. Itis entrely comnatisle with a model in which
dupicated “koowledge™ is stored ml}-' orce, but accessad by poth graminars, ok gs the

terfacemaodicos —responsible for, prelinguistic acoussic parsing and arvicuiation ~ are,

B

The zmours of *overlapping”™ information, pussizly stored onee but accessed by both

generarive systers, may differ considerably i the cases of bidialeeral v, bilingual speakers,
af course. The evidence is mot Coar on this poirr, nor doss it seem particularly amsort-
ant 1o worey shout the guestion at this time,

B T wilt take the license of using terminelogy appropriate 1o spoker language in :his
discussion, though the same generalizarors bold of other natural human nguaistic syvs-
TEs, SLICE‘. e bl?'t‘\l lﬂﬂgl;l‘.glﬂ



i2 “Language” and “Language Change”

acquisition

Figere 1.2 The narure of acquisition

conditioned by features of the grammar and those aspects which are conditioned
by extragrammatical factors will play a kev role in the discussion of certain
types of change cvents 1o be considered below.

“Language,” thercfore, for Inguistic purpeses is equivalent ta I .Language, i.e.,
the “grammar.” The grammar {tself is a knowledge state. This knowledge state
arises in the acquirer through the interaction of the primary linguistic data
(PLD] to which the acquirer is exposed during the acquisition period with the
initial state of knowledge of language. This innate initial srate is usually referred
to as “Universal Grammas™ (UG} We might represent the acquisition process as
in figure 1.2, In this figure, S, represents the state of knowledge in an acquirer at
birth, before exposure to the primary linguistic data of histher environment.
This knowledge state changes upon exposure to the PLD, such changes being
the “stepwise”™ developing chain of knowledge states {“grammars”} represeted as
S.,S,...in figure 1.2,7

The most important feature of the acquisition process for our purposes in this
book 1s the “rerminal” state, G;. The existence of this state in figure 1.2 reflects

There are several rigeties involved it this figure whose full explication must await the
discussion of language accuisizion and lanpuage changs in the concluding chaprer. One
of these s the difference berweer the lires conmecting S, and ) and those connecting
other stages in the acquisition process. ll defer discussion of these poirss at this time.
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my beliel thar <ze acquirer, in the course of a given acquisition path, actually
attaing a point at which acquisition of that particular grammar can be said ro
he complete. Stbsequent data o the PLD waich appears 1o diverge frory the
current knowledge state of the acquirer 18 taken as evidence for other grammars
after tais point, whereas before this point, it may be raken as evidence that the
grammar current'y hypothesized je.g., S, in figure 1.2 is in need of revision to
some other knowledge stare {e.g., S; In fignre 1.2).

Note thar nothing iz this model precludes an acquirer ‘rom simulrancously
engaging n several distner learning paths sowards distinet targess {e.g., towards
a variety of “English™ and a variety of “Spanish,” w0 put the matter informmaily).
Nor does it prevent the acquirer fram beginning a new Jearning enterprise we:l
after their first grammar 2as been fxed {as in, c.g., late childhood or even adult
second-lanpaase acquisitiont, The key distincrion berween [.2-acquisinion and
the “stages™ in acouisition represented in figure 1.2 can be cescribed as {ollows.
State S, in figure 1.2 -epresents a revision to knowledge state S, based on the
evidence provided o the acquirer by the PLD. Basically, it reflects the fact that
the acquirer has reached the point where they rejec state S, in favor of S, as a
prausible grammar for generadng the date w the PLD. Sitce the target of acqui-
sition is a knowledge state which will generate such data, the refection of §, in
favor of §, is & direcr resu't of the acquirer’s nformed hypothesis that S, offers

o

a “hetter match”™ to the system generating the data the acquirer 1s receiving than
does S.. The “stages™ in acquisition thus represent reflacemesnts of hyporhesized
gramrears which were well grounded at an earlier point bur whick ultimately
were deemed fess consistent with e evidence.

We can contrast this process with that of the acquisition of a “second language”
by an acquirer who has already attaized the rerminal state, G, for thelr first
acquisition target. It s manifestly obvious that a 7-ycarold child who is a
competen: sncaker of some variety of “English,” suddenly expased to steady and
sufficient input evidence for some variery of “Spanish” such that sfze begins to
acquire this variety of “Spanisy,” dves not engage 10 a seplacement of their current
knowledge state {of some variety of *Emgrish™) by this new, “Spanisa-like,” know-
ledge stare. That is, whereas in the intermediare stages of a given accwisition path
addizions to knowledge represent replacements of now ourdated and conrrain-

divated hypotheses, in the case of L2-acquisition no already acquired, steady
srare 1] systems n the acquirer get “replaced”™ by new, L2 consistent kzowledge
states. [nstead, @ new learning path, with a new acquisition rarger, 1s begun, the
imitiz] 1] knowledge remaining intacs. Pur simply, the recognition of the exise
e of, ean, @ variety of “Spanish” o one's linguistic environmment doss not tigger
a compeete rejection of an acqeired grammar of a variety of “English.” in spize
of the fact that the existence of this variety of *Soanish
incon

"

115 one’s environment 1s

ststent with the knowledee state a monolingual speaker of a variety of
“Erglish™ is ir,
It s clear thar in t2is model - a model whick will play a critical role in our

discussion of the nature of langrage change  there is an imporrant distinction
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between easily rejected, tentative intermediate hypotheses the S, S, etc. of
figure 1.2} and the fixed, established knowledge state |G,) whick represents
an acquired grammar. There is implicit recogninon of this contrast eves in
pretheorerical work in linguistics. For example, historical linguists do not
accept, as the basis for the study of language change, a comparison between my
grammar and that of my 4 year-oid child. Pur another way, the “synchronic
states” being compared ir Saussure’s sketch {figure 1.1 above) of the object of
study of diachronic linguistics must be mature G, states - the differences be-
rween my grammar and that of my child do not represent language change.
Tmagine a contrary hypothesis  one which held that grammatical {as opposed
to lexical) learming continued throughout one’s lifetime. ¥ That is, imagine a model
wirhin which G; is never acquired such that throughout one’s life one continued 1o
modify one’s knowledge state just as one did during the eariy stages of acquisi-
tion, constantly “correcting”™ one’s knowledge on the basis of additional evidence
provided by the PLD. We could depict this hypothesis as in figure 1.3."
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Figure 1.3t Acquisition withour end

There ts little question that one’s language behavior can change during the course of
one’s marure zdulthood. Onee one acknowledges the necessity of a conteast berween
“know.edge™ and “hehavior” — in parncular, once one accenss thas the set of factors which

£

‘anguage behavior,”

]

irflucnce one’s behavior, includiog one’s is much broader chan jusr
the “gramnmar,” the relevance of this facr becomes considerably mmore provlematic.

SRR n this figure represents the speaker’s knowledge stare ar hisfher death
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Note that under such a nypothesis there would be no justifiable reason for
setving some arbitrary point, S, curing the acquisition process, afrer which
we could use the evidence provided by this grammar as reflecting & weli-defined
synearonic state. The grammar of a 30-year-old and the grammar of a 30-month-
old would both represent simoly a point somewhere along this never-ending
chain of developmert. Under such an assumption, the differences between my
grammar and that of my 4-vear-old child wondd reprosent “language change,”
at ‘east with equal justification as that gained by adopting any other point, clearly
an undesirable resue”

To summarize, then, it would appear thar the most coherent and productive
conception of “language™ as a synchronic object of study is thar of the Ilanguage
grammar. Inceed, it is not clear that there is any even vaguely coherent alternative.
[ my experience, tracitional historical hnguists find this conclusion unsettiing,
teeling thar it may undermine mary of the hard carned scientific gaing of their
7eld, This book argues in some detail that this discomfort is unnecessary,

1.3 “Language” as a Diachronic Object

It is possiple that it would urn our thar the optimal scientific conception of the
nature of language for synchronic linguistics could be cistinet from the oprimal
conception of that object for diachronic purposes. This seems @ pricri unlikely,”
but in any event an even cursory examination reveals that sociopolitical,
E-Language conceptions of language fail w0 provide a usable foundation for
diachronic work, just as they do for synchronc.

Ireagine thar we attempt to define language, for diachronic purposes, as some-
rh?tw akin to, though hopetully more precise than, the pretheoretical notion of

“the English language” and the ke, We could conceive of lanpuage in this sense
as, ¢.g., a set of grammars f.e,, I-languages! which share some criterial properry
or properties.”” Note that it wou'd no longer be the case that such “languages”™

I - . ' . .
Ozt least nor a result which wou'd be accepred by any historeal lnguist, theoretics] or

sraditional, If vou believe thar this represents a desirable result, it would be incambens:
4pon you to give some cokeren: exzlanation for how one migat do Ristortcal linguistics
ander such an assemption and for why historical lingristics apoears relasively suecessfu!
asing what wolld tern oat to be, if you were rigat, saroagly counterfactuel aasaurw']pt{f}m

A Note that it would be ratber surprising that urder such u conception *diachronic”

anguages, ke <he distiner objects koown as “synchronic” languages, have a phonology,
with fearures and segments and rules, or processes, or constrants or whatever, and a
morshology, and a syntax, ete.

T Singe this concepsion will be summarily refected in whar follows, [ will ot belabor
the probiems {mentioned carlicr} involved with establisaing in o valid, motivated, and
compelling manner whar ariteria might be nvoked in scch a case.

N
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have things like “a phonological system™ in any mezuingful sense {they “have”
only their members, i.e., individual 1 languages). If one wanted o create some
superordinate entity which did “have” things like a phonological svstem, we would
instead need to build this object by extracting infermation from the individual
[languages and compiling it in some manner into 2 “language.” One can imagine
ways to do this, but none seem likely 10 be of much use in diachronic linguistics,
For example, one could adopt the position®’ that the phonological inventory
of the superordinate “language™ was the union of the phonological inventories of
the relevant I-languages. The inventories of “languages” being used for diachrenic
purposes would ther suddenly be massively unlike those found i any natural
human language, conraining far more segments and making phonological
distinctions nowhere attested. Alternatively, one could take the nosition that
the phonological inventory of the superordinate “language™ was the intersection
of the phonological inventories of the relevant I-languages. Unfortunately, “lan-
guages” in this sense would have dramatically smaller inventories {in some cases
possibly nell} than any attested human language.

It is of course not possible for me to discuss the likely uselessness of every
possible operation one could perform on a set of I languages to try 1o generate
some conception of “language” for diachronic purposes which differs from that of
I language itself. However, it seems clear that any such notion would be at best
a derivative one, since 1t builds on the concept of Ilanguags, already available
for scientific exploitation. It is hard to see what “language change™ would be
under any “superoedinate” set definition of “language” in azy cvent: Does the
“language” contain tokens of I languages or types?” Does the “language” change
if my linguistic descendants develop front round vowels even if some speakers
im Northernr England already have them? What if the distribution of the front
rounded vowels differs in the two grammars? Does this affect the phonological
systern of the superordinate “language™? Fortunately, no such conception has ever
been seriously employeds in diachronic linguistics, in spite of the fuct thar many
historical linguists have asserted Ciat some such “superordinate system™ concep-
tion of “language™ is what they are acopting. And this grants me an opportunity
to exnphasize a point to which we will rerurn time and time again in this book.
The rhetoric of scholarly disagreement and dissent  hoth of which are healthy
and necessary elements of the scientific enterprise — is shaped largely by the
sociocultural landscape of the field, inciuding the complexities of interpersonal
fand interinstitutional, and international] relationships, and a myriad of other
out and out mysteries of the wavs of the world. Tt is very often the case that the

i

=1 Tt is worth pointing out thas since these marters are surely definitional, one is free to
adopt wharever cefinition one Lxes. However, purely stizularive and vomotivated defing
dons, designed merely to avoud the techaical problems arising fram an inaccurately
stractured initial cefinirion, are generally not very compelling.

# Note that If the answer

mechanisms of language charge, a seemingly undesirab’s consequence,

1

S

“tokens,™ the causes of deatk in human speakers begome
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rhetoric emploved by historical linguists - - both more “tradirional™ in orientation

]73

and more “theoretical” in orientation - in discussing the fourndational assump-
rions behind their work bears little or no relationship to the actual assumptions
which must be posited if we are to ground their metbods logically. It we look
beyond the rhetoric we will often find that scholars rabidly opposed to one
another’s rescarch, nevertheless use methods which make identical assumptions
on matters 0f seeming CONtrOversy.

So jet us return 1o the [Hanguage conception of language as a possible founda
tion for diachronic as well as synchronic investigation. While the synchronic
version of the “What ‘s ‘language’” question concerns what is in the boxes in
the Saussurean figure 1.1, the diachronic question asks what licenses the connec-
tion between the boxes by the arrowed lines. That is, under what conditions
would we be justified in treating a given G, as an appropriate object to be linked
0 G, by an “arrow of diachrony™? Put another way, the question about the
contents of the box G, is abour synchronic identity {under whar conditions can
we [real outpur as evidence for “the same™ grammar;, and (e question about the
arrow hetween G, and G, is about diachronic identity {under what conditions
can we treat the refationship between G and Gy as one of *descent™]? We can
work rowards the development of a useiul answer ro this question by a con-
sideration of the nature of historical evidence and the scientific investigation of
ristorical records, e, by introduciag the field of phitology.

1.4 Discussion Questions and Issues

A, Corsider the following alternative definition of *language”: “Language” s a
set?’ of distiner grammars {Le., gramiears with different - although perhaps
only “minimaliy” so — properties:, such as, e.g., thosc which we might,
sociopolitically speaking, consider ro be preseat in the minds of “Fnglish”
speakers, or “French™ speakers, or “Marshallese™ speakers, or whatever. What
would *language change™ be, under such an assumption, and what practical
or metaodoiogical issues about the object of linguistic study might azise iz
aursuing research under such an assumpiion?

ii

Pl pkrase these definizions in terms of set theary like eais, becaase T rhink if's a useful
t
have the prozerties of its elements — e.g., the set of all squares does not Bself have four

i1

way 0 think shout the possibitdes | have in mind. 12 55 worth roting that a set doesn

rigar angles, or four sides of equal lengths, ere. So a set of gramimars witl sot have the
propertcs of those grammars, This should become clearer as you read the subseguent
proposed zlternative definitions of “lanpgeage,” which are des:gned to rease these Issees
Apart.
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Consider the following alternative definition of “language™: “Language™ is the
intersection of al! the elements of a ser of distinct grammars such as, e.g.,
those which we might, sociopolitically speaking, consider ro bhe present
in the minds of “English” speakers, or “French™ speakers, or “Marshallese”
speakers, or whatever. Thus, for exampie, if every one of the grammars of
“Marshallese™ {sociopolitical’y defined) had a /k*/, or postposed definite
articles, or whatever, then she “Marshallese langsage™ would have said
property, but if a single “Marshallese™ grammar lacked that property, the
“Marshaliese larguage” would also lack it. What would “language change”
be, under such an assumption, and whar practical or methodological issues
about the object of linguistic study might arise in pursuing rescarch under
such an assumption?

Consider the following aiternative definition of “language™ “Language” is
the wnion of all the elements of a set of distinet grammars such as, e.g.,
those which we might, sociopoliticaily speaking, consider to be present
in the minds of “English” speakers, or “French® speakers, or “Marshallese™
sveaiers, or whatever. Thus, for example, ozly if any one of the grammars
of “Marshallese” {sociopolitically defined; had some property such as /<,
or postposed definite articles, or whatever, then the *Marshallese language”
would also have thar property. What would “language change”™ be, under
such an assump:ion, and what practical or merhedological issues about the
object of linguisuc study might arise in pursuing research under such an
AssuUmpIIen?

Consider the following sligntly varied version of the |B] scenario above.
Instead of selecting the grammars sociopolitically, imagine thar we take a
set of properties P, Py, Py, o oL Py and ase these linguistic properties to define
a set of grammazs. Any grammar defined by possession of all of these

criterial featnzes will be considered to be part of “language X.” Take the
defining propertics to bhe the frelevant! properties of the “language,” and
g Prof , BUag

ask vourself wiat woulc “language change™ be under such a scenario, and
what practical azd methodological issues about the object of linguistic
study nught arise 0 purszing rescarch under such an assumption,

[ assert above {in the discussion of figures 1.2 and 1.3}, controversialiv it
seemns, that there Is a termination point to the acquisition process — i.e., that
at some point, relatively carly in life, one is *done™ with acqaisition proper.
A contrasting view, briefy dismissed above, heoids <hat one continues o
change one’s grammar {.e.. “learn™) throughout one’s life {at least poten-
tally], Discuss the implications of removing the “termination point” i the
acquisition process and using the alternative assumption of conrinuous,
ife long grammatical learning for the development of a useful definition of
“change.” That Is, if acquisition simply consinues unabated throughour
onc’s life, at what point docs 1t maxe sense w0 think about a “change”
having taken place, and whar justifics selecting the particular pofnr you
pOSIE?





