PUFF discussion material

10 Sep 2009

Below are two email exchanges between Mohanan and Lian-Hee in chronological order with irrelevant material removed. It begins with Lian-Hee giving a misguided characterization on how generative linguistics is historically related to the American structuralists and the Prague school. This is followed by Mohanan’s more detailed response and some instructions for exploring further.

From: L.H. Wee [mailto:lianhee@hkbu.edu.hk]

Sent: Sat 9/5/2009 7:07 PM

To: Mohanan, Karuvannur P (ELL)

Subject: ??


I'm still thinking hard about how to do my homework. If I simply wrote down the gist of what you told me, the following paragraph might suffice. But somehow, I'm not entirely satisfied. 

"Sociologists and anthropologists who recognized that the study of any society cannot dismiss a description of language drew upon the Parlovian tradition of psychology and the discovery procedure, in turn inspired by formalistic approaches in science. The discovery procedure was in fact only the methodological processes of experimentation at best, and does not characterize science, as Chomsky (1957) would then demonstrate. Chomsky's argument is that the only viable procedure for steering scientific research is the 'evaluative procedure', where theories motivated by data had to be compared and checked against empiricality, generality and simplicity. However, structuralists had the idea that language is structured which was adopted by generativists, with the modification that structures across languages are not free to vary. All variations are constrained by certain universal properties that was eventually to be identified as principles and parameters. From the Prague school, generativists inherited distinctive features as a means to classify and describe linguistic entities." 

The above paragraph might probably serve as some kind of quick reference to the story you told me, but I would like to fill in more details, perhaps with some examples etc.

Lian Hee

http://net3.hkbu.edu.hk/~lianhee
**************************************************
"The unexamined life is not worth living." -- Socrates

From: Mohanan, Karuvannur P (ELL) [mailto:ellkpmoh@nus.edu.sg]

Received: Sunday, September 06, 2009 6:34 AM
To: L.H. Wee

Subject: RE: 

(1) The term "structuralism" can be interpreted as referring to a research program that investigates the structure of entities and events (in human affairs), rather than the meaning and context. This is roughly what is implicit in the opposition between structuralism and post structuralism in the humanities (see, for instance  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Structuralism and http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Post-structuralism). Under this meaning, generative linguistics is structuralist. 
(2) In the context of language studies, however, "structuralism" refers to a certain approach to language studies that was popular in the thirties, forties and fifties, and was more or less replaced by generative linguistics in the second half of the twentieth century. Under this meaning, Chomsky is not a structuralist, since he was the one who destroyed it.
(3) Structural linguistics includes Bloomfieldian structuralism, the Prague School, Stratificational Grammar, Tagmemics and Systemics that grew partly out of Ferdinand deSaussure's shift of focus from diachronic to synchronic linguistics, and partly out of anthropological linguistics (Sapir, Boas, Malinowsky).  A general characteristic of structuralism is the preoccupation with the identification of the parts of linguistic expressions, the classification of the parts, and their labeling. The idea of providing explanations for the asymmetry for what is observed and what is not (or for what is acceptable for experimental subjects and what is not) was not part of this research program. Biology, not physics, was their role model. Hence Chomsky used the term "taxonomic linguistics" to refer to their enterprise.  The critique of classical phonemics that Chomsky and Halle mounted in the fifties was a critique of the general features of taxonomic phonemics shared across Bloomfieldian structuralism, the Prague School, Stratificational Grammar, Tagmemics and Systemics. Another general feature of this group was the idea that languages can vary infinitely, with nothing in common. This idea came to exist as a result of the anthropologist's investigation of aboriginal languages (especially Native Americal languages) and the discovery of patterns that were completely unknown to the western world. Based on these discoveries, structural linguists critiqued the traditional linguistics that preceded them for their "Latinate fallacy" (describing all languages in terms of the descriptive framework of Latin grammar,  and (b) Eurocentrism (the idea of some languages being "primitive" languages, not complex, and not having "grammars") . The recognition of diversity in languages also led to a rejection of language universals. Universals were brought back to linguistics in Chomsky 1965.

(4) The Chomskian critique also singled out neo-Bloomfieldian structural linguistics that wanted to make linguistics "scientific". To do this, they bought into the positivism that was fashionable in those days  -- the idea that science should not have any constructs that are not directly observable. Since atoms were not directly observable, positivist philosopher Ernst Mach critiqued atomic theory as being unscientific. Since mind is unobservable, behaviourist psychology banished mind from psychology and defined psychology as the study of human behaviour. Since meanings are unobservable, Blooomfieldians banished meaning from linguistics. It took several decades for psychologists to return to the study of the human mind and for linguists to study meaning. (Even Chomsky was swayed by this. His Syntactic Structures version of generative linguistics does not have semantics. It was included only in the 1965 version.) The negative reaction to the postulation of the invisibles was (and still is) present in Halliday's linguistics, but, influenced by Vyogotsky, he whole-heartedly accepted the idea of linguistics as the meaning-making enterprise.
(5) The neo-Bloomfieldians also tried to make linguistics scientific by constructing a Discovery Procedure,  an explicit mechanical procedure which when applied to a body of data written in a phonetic transcription will yield the grammar of the language. Central to their discovery procedure was the concept of substitution, contrast, and grouping. For instance, the mechanical procedure for the discovery of phonemes, went like this: 

a) If one sound cannot be substituted for another, the two sounds are in complementary distribution. Two sounds that are in complementary distribution are allophones of the same phoneme
b) If a sound can be substituted for another, and that substitution brings about a change of meaning, the two sounds are in contrastive distribution. Two sounds that are contrastive distribution are distinct phonemes. (Notice the reference to meaning which bothered the neo-Bloomfieldians.)
c)  If a sound can be substituted for another, and that substitution does not bring about a change of meaning, the two sounds are in free variation. distribution. Two sounds that are free variation are allophones of the same phoneme if they are phonetically similar.
These principles can be formulated as an algorithm that takes data as the input and theory as the output. One of Chomsky's attacks on structuralism was the argument that Discovery Procedures of this kind are even in principle impossible. Even Decision Procedures are impossible. The only realistic demand is Evaluation Procedure.  (Hilbert's program and such.)
Sorry about the hasty scribbles.
Mo
From: Mohanan, Karuvannur P (ELL) [mailto:ellkpmoh@nus.edu.sg] 
Received: Thursday, September 10, 2009 7:08 AM
To: L.H. Wee; cheung winnie; moniquekka
While you are thinking about the two concepts of "structural" in (i) structural linguistics vs generative linguistics and (ii) structuralism vs post-structuralism, think also about the following questions.

(a) What is "generative linguistics"? is there such a thing non-Chomskian generative linguistics? Are the people who work within Chomskian frameworks or what is called "generative phonology" practitioners of generative linguistics?

(b) What do we mean by theoretical linguistics? Isn't there no theoretical linguistics in sociolinguistics, in applied linguistics, in psycholinguistics etc?

(c) What do we mean by" formal linguistics"? Is the 'form' in formal linguistics contrasted with "meaning" (form vs meaning) or with "content" (form vs content)? If it is form vs content, semantics is part of form, but if it is form vs meaning, semantics is not.

(d) What do we mean by "applied linguistics"?  Is interactional sociolinguistics a form of applied linguistics? Why?

(e) What is the distinction between anthropological linguistics and linguistic anthropology? Are the people who call themselves sociolinguists doing sociolinguistics or linguistic sociology?

Mohanan

