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From community competition to complementarity
in general linguistics:

The eight complementary why questions
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Overview:

* Do general linguists need to be organized in competing communities?

* My tentative answer is no.

* Instead, linguists could think of their methodological choices as complementary.

* There are in fact eight different theoretical questions of general linguistics,
which are as complementary as Tinbergen's famous four why questions in biology.

I. Community organization of linguistics
* linguists often belong to particular communities (“schools”, “frameworks”)

e.g.  Prague School
Leningrad Phonological School
Columbia School of functional linguistics (e.g. Davis et al. 2006)
Systemic Functional Grammar
Role and Reference Grammar (e.g. Van Valin 2005)
Functional Discourse Grammar (e.g. Hengeveld & Mackenzie 2008)
Head-driven Phrase Structure Grammar (e.g. Miiller et al. 2021)

* they come together at conferences around these communities,
some of which are very big,

eg.  GLOW (Generative Linguistics in the Old World)
UBL (Usage-Based Linguistics)
ICLA (International Cognitive Linguistics Conference)
ICCG (International Conference on Construction Grammar)

* these communities are often based on pedigrees

e.g.  HPSG: Ivan Sag and his students
LFG: Joan Bresnan and her students
FDG: Simon Dik, Kees Hengeveld and their students
CxG: Charles Fillmore, Paul Kay and their students



* the communities sometimes describe their orientation in ideological terms

e.g. “commitments” (Lakoff 1991), “tenets” (Goldberg 2003)
and authors often say that they “subscribe to” a particular view

or they divide linguistics into relevant and irrelevant parts

e.g. Hornstein (2019): “LINGuistics* vs. “LANGuistics*
(Chomskyan vs. Greenbergian)

* one often gets the impression that these communities compete with each other —
instead of competing hypotheses that can be distinguished by data, we seem to have
“competing ideologies” where persuasion and rhetoric are more important than data

Is this ideology/community-based organization somehow a necessary feature of
linguistics?

My tentative answer is no — linguistics could be reunified.
There are no unsurmountable ideological differences, because we all respect the basic
principles of science and rationality. (We do not need “political parties”, because

linguistics is not about dividing power, but about finding the truth.)

We may differ in methodological choices
(including terminological choices) — but we must always be open.

2. Types of theoretical linguistics: Particular vs. general
linguistics

Two terminological points:

Theoretical linguistics contrasts with applied linguistics — all non-applied research is
theoretical.

Theoretical research is about understanding (asking “why questions’’) — applied
research is about changing the world.

General linguistics (the study of Human Language) contrasts with particular
linguistics (the study of a particular language, or language family) (cf. Haspelmath
2021b)

It makes no sense to contrast

“descriptive vs. theoretical”
“typological vs. theoretical”

because all description and typology is theoretical



“Theoretical” is often used as a synonym of “general-theoretical”, e.g.
Legate, Julie Ann. 2002: Warlpiri: Theoretical implications. PhD dissertation, MIT.

But it is better to say “general” (“Warlpiri: General implications”)

3. The eight theoretical questions of linguistics

cf. Tinbergen’s (1963) four explanatory questions of behavioural biology

static dynamic
proximate mechanistic ontogenetic
question: question:
How does it work? How does it develop?
ultimate functional question: phylogenetic
question:
What is its survival
value? How did it evolve?

Table I. Tinbergen’s four questions (or levels of analysis)

— Like biologists, linguists can profit from accepting explanatory pluralism
(or theoretical pluralism) as a foundational principle for their field.

— Different theoretical questions coexist and have answers at different levels of
analysis, and none is reducible to the others.

— The questions complement each other, and there is space for different methods
and different subcommunities in the field whose approaches are not necessarily in
tension.

— A theoretical question (or “why question”) is a question about an explanation (not
about data or about possible practical applications), and we can ask such questions
either about PARTICULAR LANGUAGES, or about Human Language in general.

Linguistics involves theoretical research both at the general level (Human Language)
and at the level of particular cultures — g-linguistics and p-linguistics.



— Thus, we get eight questions in linguistics

particular languages Human Language
(particular linguistics) (general
linguistics)
proximate mechanistic How does a particular How does language
static language work? (in general) work?
proximate ontogenetic How is a particular How does language
dynamic language acquired by its grow in human
speakers!? children?
ultimate functional- What are the functions How is language
static adaptive of the parts of a adapted to its users’
particular language? needs!?
ultimate phylogenetic How did a particular How does language
dynamic language arise and evolve and change?
change!?

Table 2. The eight theoretical questions

4. The four questions about particular languages (p-questions)

— How does English work? e.g. Chomsky (1957),
a reverse engineering approach
— How is English acquired? e.g. Berko (1958)
— What are the functions of its grammar? e.g. Halliday (1985)
— How did English arise? e.g. Rask (1818)

5. The four questions about Human Language (g-questions)

— How does Human Language work? e.g. Lenneberg (1966) — Greenberg (ed.) 1978
— How does language grow in children? e.g. Guasti (2004) — Slobin (ed.) 1985

— How is language adapted to users’ needs? e.g. Pinker & Bloom (1990) — Givon (2010)

— How does language change and evolve?  e.g. Darwin (1871) — Paul (1880)

These questions are related to the p-questions, but the p-questions are often
independent of the g-questions.

Moreover, how can the g-questions be answered on the basis of the p-questions!?



6. The eight subquestions about Human Language

general subquestions: subquestions:
questions
about biological universal
capacity properties
Human
Language
mechanistic How does How does the How do
language (in capacity for languages
general) work? language work? work?
ontogenetic How does How does the How are
language grow capacity for languages
in human language grow? acquired?
children?
functional- How is What is the How are
adaptive language survival value languages
adapted to its of the capacity adapted to
users’ needs? for language? their users’
needs!
phylogenetic How does How did the How do
language capacity for languages
evolve and language change?
change? evolve!

Table 3: The eight subquestions of the four questions of general linguistics

1. A concrete example:

Differential object marking in Spanish and in general

7.1. How does DOM work in Spanish?

7.2. How is it acquired in Spanish?

7.3. What function does it have in Spanish?

7.4. How did it evolve in Spanish?

7.5. How does DOM work in the mind/brain?

(cf. Fabregas 2013)

(cf. Rodriguez-Mondonedo 2008)

(cf. Serzant 2019, on Russian)

(cf. Garcia Garcia 2018)

(cf. Lopez 2012; Aissen 2003)

7.6. How is DOM acquired as a mental capacity?

7.7. What is the adaptive value of object marking in UG?

7.8. How did object marking in UG evolve in human phylogeny?

1?




7.9. How does object marking work in languages worldwide!?

(cf. Sinnemaki 2014; Comrie 2005)
7.10. How is object marking acquired in the world’s languages?

?

7.11. What is the general purpose of (differential) object marking?

(cf. Bossong 1991)
7.12. How does differential object marking develop?

(cf. Serzant & Witzlack-Makarevich 2018)

8. The general purpose of differential object marking
(Moravcsik 1978; Bossong 1991; Haspelmath 2021a):

* Languages tend to show extra marking when a semantic relationship is not readily
predictable from other information — to serve as efficient means of
communication.

* Object marking is favoured when the object nominal is definite or animate and
thus unexpected as an object.

* In general, highly ranked roles tend to be filled by referentially prominent
arguments (agent and recipients tend to be animate, definite, topical etc.), and vice

versa (Haspelmath 2021a)

* Object markers have a diverse range of diachronic sources:

Spanish a < Latin ad ‘to’/dative

Russian -a < -a (genitive)

Afrikaans vir < Dutch voor ‘for’

Batavia Creole kung < Portuguese com ‘with’ (Maurer 2004)

Persian -ra < Old Persian radi ‘concerning’

Sri Lanka Malay -yang < Malay yang (relative marker) (Smith 2012)
German -n < stem-forming element (Haspelmath 2002: §12.1.5)

In German, differential marking arose by abandoning the distinction in inanimates:

medieval German NOM dffe  ‘ape’ knote ‘knot’
ACC dffe-n knote-n
Modern German NOM Affe Knoten
ACC Affen Knoten

What exactly happened in all these languages remains unclear — but the changes have
yielded analogous results in many different languages, apparently due to the same
selective pressure.



Evidence for functional adaptation is not found in the changes themselves — but the
changeability of linguistic conventions makes it possible for selective pressures to take

effect.

Multi-convergence is evidence for adaptation (Haspelmath 2019).

Thus, efficiency considerations explain the worldwide distribution of object-marking

phenomena (Comrie 2005; Sinnemaki 2014).

Recapitulation: The eight (or twelve) questions:

language arise and
change?

language evolve?

particular general general
questions subquestions: subquestions:
biological universal
capacity properties
mechanistic How does a How does the How do languages
particular capacity for work?
language work? language work?
ontogenetic How is a How does the How are
particular capacity for languages
language acquired language grow? acquired?
by its speakers!
functional- What are the What is the How are
adaptive functions of the survival value of languages adapted
parts of a the capacity for to their users’
particular language? needs!?
language!
phylogenetic How did a How did the How do languages
particular capacity for change?

Table 4: The eight (or twelve) theoretical questions of linguistics

These twelve questions are obviously complementary. So why do linguists think that

there should be “community competition™?

Especially in research on grammar, there is a widespread stereotype that theoretical
linguistics should be monistic, instead of pluralistic.

People often talk about “linguistic theory”, as if there were not many different
theoretical questions that must be complementary.

And we often neglect the difference between general linguistics and particular
linguistics — we try to answer general questions by using particular data.
This is overly ambitious (cf. Haspelmath 2021b).




9. The “language faculty’’ and human linguisticality

Some authors think that what divides us ideologically is the belief in ‘““the language
faculty”, or in “Universal Grammar”.

But these terms have not been used consistently.

Chomsky (2000) (https://chomsky.info/architecture01/)
“If they believe that there is a difference between my granddaughter, a rabbit and a
rock, then they believe that language is innate. So people who are proposing that there
is something debatable about the assumption that language is innate are just confused.
So deeply confused that there is no way of answering their arguments. There is no
doubt that language is an innate faculty.”

(Chomsky et al. 2019) (https://doi.org/10.5565/rev/catjl.288)
“The term Universal Grammar (UG) is simply a label for this striking
difference in cognitive capacity between “us and them” [= humans and non-
human animals]. As such, UG is the research topic of GG: what is it, and
how did it evolve in us?”

It is better to use the term linguisticality for the biological capacity for language
(Haspelmath 2020), and evolution of linguisticality when talking about “Darwin’s
Question” (because there is also cultural evolution).

There can be no ideological question about linguisticality —
only empirical questions, e.g.

— to what extent is linguisticality is domain-specific?
— to what extent is it species-specific? (e.g. Pinker & Jackendoff 2005)

— did linguisticality evolve by saltation or gradually?

The consensus seems to be that we do not know very much about all these questions,
but it is of course interesting to ask them.

10. What is the purpose of second-level analyses?
Many linguistics papers contain two levels of description

— once in terms that are generally comprehensible

— and a second time using a technical metalanguage

and extremely abstract concepts (“theoretical analysis™)

e.g. Fabregas (2013), reporting on Lopez (2012) on differential object marking in
Spanish:



EA v
/\
v oP
/\
(a)-DO o
/\
10 a
/\
o VP
/\
\% DO

This “two-level analysis’” mode makes sense only if the purpose is
to do p-linguistics and g-linguistics at the same time:

* The technical metalanguage (“the framework”) is hypothesized to be innate,

* and by offering a second-level analysis of the Spanish facts in this metalanguage, the
author provides support for a particular claim about the innate building blocks
of grammar as part of human linguisticality

But if only one language is considered, this is a very weak claim, because
* many other second-level analyses are possible
* it would have to be shown that the same building blocks also work well for all
other languages

There is no reason to be ideologically opposed to this approach, but it must be asked
whether this one-language-at-a-time method is an efficient way of finding the innate
building blocks (cf. Croft 2009).

Generative syntax is a methodological choice, not an “ideology”, or a
“commitment”. There is no reason to “adopt” or “reject” it wholesale, but its
specific claims should be assessed in comparison with other methodological
choices.

Generative grammarians typically do not do this,
cf. my blogposts about Levin (2018) (https://dlc.hypotheses.org/| | 19),
Kalin (2018) (https://dlc.hypotheses.org/1496),

However, Ormazabal & Romero (2019) (https://dlc.hypotheses.org/2454)

are a nice exception in that they do compare their approach to functionalist
alternatives — though their paper is limited to Spanish, and how it might extend to
other languages remains unclear.

So it’s not that | “reject” generative approaches — | just find most of the work
very narrow (limited to a few languages), and the claims are extremely difficult to
test.
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It appears that many linguists conceive of the generative approach as the only possible
one, apparently because they think of linguistics in monistic, rather than pluralistic
terms

BUT:

— particular linguistics is theoretical on its own (without the general Human Language
perspective)

— general linguistics must be based on large-scale cross-linguistic comparison
(Haspelmath 2021b) — if it is based on a few languages, it is very speculative

l1. Conclusion

* There are many different theoretical questions of linguistics that are
complementary.

* There is no reason to say that description is ‘“not theoretical”
linguistics is somehow less worthy than g-linguistics.

, or that p-

* Different linguists differ in their methodological choices, but there is no reason
why this should define isolated communities.

* A “theoretical framework” is a methodological choice, but without applying
multiple converging methods, we will not know whether our theoretical claims are
true. So it is not enough to work “within a framework” (cf. Haspelmath 2010).

* One real problem is that we often fail to understand each other — talking past each
other is a frequent experience.

* This is sometimes due to simple vagueness of technical terms, so one way to improve
the situation may be to raise awareness of terminological issues (cf. Leivada & Murphy
2021, Haspelmath 2021c)
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