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Twentieth-Century Linguistic Theory

Whatwould atheoryof languageerformancdelik e?Linguistictheoryin the20thcenturyhas
beendominatedby the notion of competencefor forty yearsandmore,following publication
of Noam Chomsly’s Syntactic Structures in 1957, attentionwas focusedon competencethe
underlyinglogical structureof languageandthe astonishingability of humanbeingsto pick
up alanguagen early childhoodandto constructsentences it that have never beenuttered
before,but which are neverthelessntuitively recognizableby otherusersof thatlanguageas
syntacticallywell formed.

What is the relevance of transformational-generative linguistic theory to
lexicography?

Chomsly hasgivenusrevolutionaryinsightsinto mary aspect®f the natureof languageand
it is thereforewith duediffidencethat| suggesthatattheroot of Chomsk/’'swork lies aclaim
which hasbeenresponsibldéor muchconfusionandwastedeffort. On pagesl6-17of Syntactic
Structures we read:

Evidently, one’s ability to produceand recognizegrammaticalutterancess not
basedon notionsof statisticalapproximationandthe like. The customof calling
grammaticabentencethosethat"canoccur” or thosethatare"possible” hasbeen
responsibléor someconfusionhere.lt is naturalto understandpossible"asmean-
ing "highly probable"andto assumehat the linguist’s sharpdistinction between
grammaticahndungrammaticais motivatedby a feelingthatsincethe'reality’ of
languagds too comple to be describeccompletely he mustcontenthimselfwith
aschematizedersionreplacing'zeroprobability, andall extremelylow probabili-
ties,by impossible, andall higherprobabilitiesby possible." We see however, that
thisideais quiteincorrect. . .Despitethe undeniablenterestandimportanceof se-
manticandstatisticalstudiesof languagethey appeaito have no directrelevance
to the problemof determiningor characterizinghe setof grammaticalitterances.

Therearemary thingsthatcould be saidaboutthis seminalpassageamongthem:

1. Peoplesomehav derived from Chomsk’s early work the notion that the propertask,
perhapghe only propertask,of linguisticsis to devise a machinethat,in theoryat least,
cangenerateall andonly thegrammaticalitterancesf alanguageWhy shouldthis have
been?
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In the passagejuoted Chomsly acknavledges,however grudgingly that other kinds
of linguistic studiesmay be interestingand important.Indeed,his own teacher Zellig
Harris, undertookstatisticalstudies Neverthelessfor 30 yearsafter Syntactic Structures
waspublishedJinguistics,especiallyin America,placedgreatemphasi®n syntax,while
tendingto negglectsemanticslexis, andotheraspect®f languagestudy Whenthe Chom-
skyansarrived at the study of lexis, they broughtwith thema vasttheoreticalapparatus
built up over decadego dealwith issuesin syntax.This seemgo have interferedwith
the objectve analysisof the actualbehaiour of wordsin use.Lexis andsemanticsvere
processeas ancillariesof syntax.The problemwas compoundedy lack of evidence.
In the absencef objective evidence,introspectionrwasappealedo instead But studies
in corpuslinguistics have shavn that introspectionis a very flawed technique Corpus
studiesindicatethatthereis aninverserelationshipbetweencognitive saliencgwhatwe
cancomeup with by meansof introspection)andsocial salience(whatwe find in cor-
pora).We humanbeingsarewiredto registertheunusuain ourminds,generallyin away
thatis availableto consciougecall.But we fail to payary attentionto thecommonplace
patternsof usageon which we rely so heavily in our everydaycommunicationslf you
do notknow theterm‘hermeneuticsandsomeoneells you aboutit, you mayremember
notonly whatit meansput alsoall the circumstanceassociateavith your acquisitionof
thatterm. On the otherhand,only a lexicographemwould pauseto askwhat exactly you
have to do to a photographo take it, while ordinary Englishspealrsaskedto list the
mostcommonmeaningof take never include expressionof time in their lists ("How
long will it take", "It only took a few minutes"),althoughgeneralEnglishcorporashov
thisto beextremelycommon We register andcanrecall,the unfamiliar new word, while
passingoverin silencethefamiliar.

2. Moressignificantis Chomsl’s insistenceahatthe dividing line betweergrammaticabnd
ungrammaticaltterancess a sharpone. For the Chomsk of 1957,thereare no inter-
mediatecasesThiswas,andis, acontroversialclaim. Therecanbe no disputethatsome
stringsof wordsaretotally ungrammaticalvhile othersconstitutewell-formedsentences.
But this doesnot entailthattheremustbe a sharpdividing line betweergrammaticabnd
ungrammaticallndeed,a contraryclaim hasbeencoming out of corpuslinguisticsin
recentyears,to the effect that somesentenceare moregrammaticathanothers.Gram-
maticality, accordingo corpudinguists,is agradableGradabilitycannotbearguedaway
by appealingo a distinctionbetweencompetencandperformanceMany utterancesn
thegrey areaof grammaticalitycannoteclassifiedasperformancerrors but mustrather
beviewedasexuberanexploitations of thecorventionsthatconstituteour linguisticcom-
petenceThis impliesthata theoryof exploitations,alongsidea theoryof corvention,is
neededo explain humanlinguistic behaiour.

3. Chomslky makesit clearhereandelsavherethat he is concernediterally with whatis
possiblein a languageno matterhow unlikely the possibilitiesmay be. It is time to
shift our focusfrom whatis possiblein languageo whatis probableandto look at the
theoreticakonsequencedsf sucha shift.

4. Also buried in the quotefrom Chomsly is an assumptiorthat linguistic theory repre-
sentssomepsychologicareality, i.e. thatit representprocesseshatreally do goonin-
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sidethehumanheadwhensentencearegeneratednddeconstructedChomsky couches
his explanationin psycholinguisticterms:a persons "ability to produceandrecognize
grammaticalitterances.But thepsychologicaleality of Chomsk’s modelhasbeenfre-
guentlyquestionedOnesuchchallengecomesfrom thefield of cognitive linguistics,in
particularthework of RonaldLangacler.

Cognitive Linguistics

In Concept, Image, and Symbol: the Cognitive Basis of Grammar (1990), Langacler asserts
that:

The ultimate goal of linguistic descriptionis to characterizein a cognitively re-

alistic fashion,thosestructuresand abilities that constitutea spealer’'s graspof

linguistic corvention.A spealer's knowledgeis proceduralatherthandeclarate,

andthe internalizedgrammarrepresentinghis knowledgeis simply a structured
inventoryof conventionallinguistic units.

A dictionary too, is aform of linguisticdescription A monolingualdictionaryis, atits simplest,
a structuredinventory of a setof linguistic units, namelywords: units that are corventional
in form, areusedin corventionalways,and have corventionalmeaningsWe shouldlook to
theory therefore to tell ussomethingaboutthe relationshipbetweerunits (in our casewords)
andmeanings.

Somequestionsarisingfrom Langacler’s formulationare:

1. Whatis the relationshipbetweerthe dictionaryin peoples headsandthe dictionaryon
thepage?

2. Whatis therelationshipbetweenwvord meaningandwordsin use(i.e. betweenvordsand
the procedure®f makingmeanings)?

3. How are we to regardthe "definitions" in a dictionary if knowledgeof a languageis
proceduraflatherthandeclaratve?

| will discusseachof thesepointsin turn,in alittle moredetail.

1. Whatis therelationshipbetweerthedictionaryon the pageandthe mentallexicon?Each
termin the mentallexicon senesasa nodeor focusfor a variety of memoriespeliefs,
perceptionsand conceptionsThe connectity of a dictionary entry is necessarilyre-
strictedto otherwords,but the connectvity of the mentallexiconis notsorestricted No
doubtthe "meaning"of eachtermin the mentallexicon is subtly differentfor eachuser
of thelanguagebut we have no way of knowing preciselywhateachtermmeango each
personln Word and Object the AmericanlogicianW.V.O. Quinecomments:
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Differentpersonsgrowing up in the samelanguagearelik e differentbushes
trimmedandtrainedto take the shapeof identicalelephantsThe anatomical
detailsof twigs andbrancheswill fulfil the elephantindorm differently from
bushto bush,but the overall outwardresultsarealike.

A dictionaryon the pagerepresentshe meaningof wordsonly in termsof otherwords.
Thereis no placein a dictionary for storedmemoriesof physicalsensationsno place
for rememberedights,soundssmells,or emotionsall of which areassociatedvith the
mentallexicon but only for wordsand,occasionallypictures.The dictionaryattemptso
represenin wordsonly the commoncorventionwhich spealersrely onin orderto com-
municatewith oneanotherIn the caseof the greathistoricaldictionaries,it is assumed
thateverybodyknows the commoncornventionof whatwordsmean(or elsethatcorven-
tional meanings unknovableor inexpressible) Sothe greathistoricaldictionariesof the
world’slanguage$ocuson sayingwherethe modernmeaningof aword camefrom, how
it developedwithout ever beingvery explicit aboutwhatthe modernmeanings.

2. Whatis the relationshipbetweenword meaningandwordsin use?It cameasa shock
to somepeoplein the Natural LanguageProcessingommunitythat mary dictionaries,
especiallythosefirst usedin NLP laboratorieshave nothingto sayaboutword use.They
list mary senseof a word, but rarely explain how a useris supposedo distinguishone
meaningof aword from anotherlt is, of coursenotthe casethatword sensesrefreely
interchangeableTo take a time-worn example, it is possible,but preposterousto say
"Johnswamto the bank" and mean"Johnvisited a financialinstitution by swimming."
Linguistshave gotinto the habitof deploying immensangenuityin constructingscenar
ios in which preposterougterpretationdecomeplausibleonsecomeplausiblefor ex-
ample,if the High Streetwerefloodedandunder6 feetof watet Johnmight have swum
to thebankbut suchingenuitydoesnot make theinterpretatiorany lesspreposterous it
is seriouslypresentedsrepresentingisagelt is possiblethoughpreposteroudp talk of
snailsgalloping:thisis agrammaticallywell-formedsentencef English,howeveroddits
meaningmightbe.And, of coursejt wasChomsk himselfwho first pointedout thatthe
preposterousentencé' Colorlessgreenideassleepfuriously” is syntacticallyperfectly
well formed.In recentyears,it hasbecomecustomaryin linguisticsto talk about"selec-
tional restrictions”,e.g.thereis a selectionarestrictionon the verb gallop suchthatthe
subjectmustbeahorseor inflation. But thetermselectional restriction is arich potential
sourceof furtherconfusion Giventhatthereis aliterally infinite numberof sentencethat
arepossiblebut unlikely, amoreaccurate¢ermis selectional preferences. Theverbgallop
prefersbut is notrestrictedto, subjectghatarehorsesor inflation. Evengallopingsnails
aregrammaticallypossible thoughin practiceunlikely. Corpuslinguisticshasincreased
our awarenessnot only of the overwhelmingfrequeng of somepreferenceshut alsoof
the uneven natureof the middle ground,andof the exuberancewith which spealersoc-
casionallyutter, for rhetoricaleffect, non-preferredptionssentencethatlie deepin the
grey areabetweengrammaticaland ungrammaticalThis apparentlytrivial point lies at
theheartof thedistinctionbetweerlinguistic performancéheoryandcompetencéheory

3. How arewe to regardthe"definitions"in a dictionary?A practicalexamplemay helpto
illustratethe problem.The New Shorter Oxford English Dictionary saysthata spideris
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"anarachnid .. having anarrav-waistedoodyandeightjointedlegs."Now, thisstatement
doesnot constitutea necessargondition:afatspiderwith only sevenlegsis still aspider
Nor doesit constitutea sufficient condition: a narrov-waistedcreaturewith eight legs
might be a thin octopus Of course by usingtheword arachnid asthe genuswordin the
definiens the editorsof the Shorterwere committingthemselesto the principle thata
definition shoulddefine,i.e. thatit shouldconstitutea setof a necessaryand sufficient
conditions,a decisionproceduregor determiningwhatis andwhatis nota spider But in
fact,whatthey committedthemselesto wasatautology A spideris anarachnidandwith
a few exceptionssuchas mites, ticks, and scorpionsan arachnidis a spider The really
informative partof the definition, "having a narrov-waistedbody andeightjointedlegs"
constitutesa sort of appendixto the definingterm "arachnid".If the purposeof saying
"with eightjointedlegs",is to distinguishspidersfrom otherkinds of arachnidsit fails,
for all arachnidshave eightjointed legs. But of coursethatis not really the purposeat
all: thetrue purposas to inform. Sayingthata spiderhaseightjointedlegsis descriptve,
informative, andhelpful. Sayingthatit is anarachnidis a dutiful nodin the directionof
zoologicaltaxonomywhich corveys noinformationaboutspidergo anybody Thosewho
know andcarewhat an arachnidis will alreadyknow that arachnidshave eight jointed
legs.Thosewhodon't, for themostpartwon't care.Theremay, of coursepeafew readers
specificallyinterestedn taxonomichierarchiesn thelife scienceswho will be gladto
know thata spideris classifiedasanarachnidput they arein atiny minority.

My commentsarenotintendedo becritical of the New Shorter adictionarywhich comes
from a stablefor which I wasformerly responsibleandwhichin my view representshe
finestavailableexampleof traditionalhistoricallexicography It behavesusto be full of
admirationfor the ingenuity of the New Shorter lexicographersn applyingtraditional
criteria of classificationand substitutabilityto definition writing. But shouldthey have
doneit at all? The point of the discussionis, not to criticize the executionof arny one
dictionary but to opena debateaboutthe underlyingtheoreticalassumption®n which
Europeanexicographyis based.

Threemainpointsemegefrom all this:

1. Classifyingobjectsin theworld (e.g.classifyingspidersasarachnids)s not the sameas
explainingwhatwords(e.g.’spider’) mean.Sayingthata spideris an arachniddoesnot
explain anything, andit may not be helpful to anyone.We shouldnot imaginethat, by
classifyingaterm,we have explainedanything.

2. If knowledge of a languageis proceduralratherthan declaratve, then meaningsare
events,not objects,anddictionary definitionsare not statement®f meaning,but rather
organizedlists of 'meaningspotentials’. They representinidealizedandpartial verbal-
izationof somethinghatis availablein our headsyeadyto be dravn on by spealrsand
writersto make meaningsThis accountof definitionsandmeaningsyoesa long way to
explain the difficulties encounteredy the Hector project,the Sensgal lexicographers,
andotherswho have attemptedo mapreal examplesof languagdan useonto dictionary
definitions.An importantconstraintof suchprojectshasbeento accountfor all usesof
the given word in the given sample,not just thosewhich bestsuit the lexicographers
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purpose Someperfectlystandard-seemingsesdo not matchthe dictionariesvery well,
andyet they do not always provide sufficient motivation for rewriting or addingto the
dictionary

3. Tothisextentatleastthedictionaryfunctionsin asimilarwayto thementallexicon.Both
containinventoriesof corventionallinguistic unitswhich areavailablefor usein making
meaningshut utterersdo not follow the corventionsslavishly; rather they exploit them,
to saynew andinterestingthingsin new andinterestingways.

In thewordsof Dwight Bolinger:

A dictionaryis afrozenpantomime, .. anos@ayof fadedmetaphors.

Dictionariesdo not exist to define,but to help peoplegraspmeaningsandfor this
purposeheirmaintaskis to supplyaserieof hintsandassociationghatwill relate
the unknown to something<nown. Dictionariesdo not exist to define,but ratherto
provide a seriesof hintsandassociationsonnectinghe unknovn with the known.

Much modernmonolinguallexicography especiallylexicographyfor foreign learnersjs con-
cernedwith identifying anddescribinglinguistic corventions(or at leasta very large subsebf
them).anddistinguishingthemfrom the accidentaloutcomesof the procedure®f usinglan-
guage(i.e. non-cowentionalusesof a kind which canreadilybefoundin large corporaandare
eagerlyseizedon by citationreaders).

An example:

Ligger is definedby slangdictionariesas"a freeloadeiin the musicindustry” This
hasgivenriseto thetermligger ati in somecircles,denotingafreeloademwhois also
acelebrityor memberf High Society Shouldwe addligger ati to theinventoryof

conventionalunitsof English?Probablynot, unlessevidenceis alsoadducedhatit

is now in corventionaluse whetherin slangor in moreformal registersof English.
Caution,in contradistinctiorto the wishesof marketing managershe world over,

urgesusto classifyliggerati, for the time beingat least,asan exploitation of the
establishederm glitterati, denotingfashionablepeoplein general,andthe less
well-establishedlangterm ligger . Exploitationslik e this are commonplacethey

areeverywhereaboutus,if we careto look. Exploiting corventionss partof normal
humanlinguistic behaiour, posingendlesshallengedor lexicographers.

Langacler alsohassomethingo sayaboutdefinitions:

Cognitve grammar... assumeghata frequentlyusedmorphemeor lexical item has
avarietyof interrelatedsensesThey canbethoughtof asforming anetwork, where
somesensesre prototypical,othersconstituteeitherextensionsor specializations
of a prototypicalvalueor of oneanother

Cognitvegrammalassumethatmeaningsarealwayscharacterizedelative to cog-
nitive domainsj.e. knowledgestructureor conceptuatomplexesof somekind.
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This raisesanothertheoreticalissueof profoundimportanceto dictionary making,to corpus
linguistics,andto performanceheoryalike. How muchknowledgecana dictionarywriter, or
indeedary otherhumanbeingtrying to explain somethingo others expectthereaderor hearer
to have?A dictionarydefinitionof atermin cricket, for examplegoogly, cannotbe written in
sucha way thatit explainsthe meaningaccuratelyto someonevho hasno knowledgeat all
of whatgoeson in cricket. It is legitimateto assumehata readedooking up the term googly
hasat leastsomeideaof whatcricket is andin particularwhatbowling is in cricket. It is not
only legitimate, but also unasoidable,to usethe verb bowl in defining cricketing termsand
to expectthe readerto know whatit meansor, if not, to find out by looking it up. Bowl is
a moregeneralterm thangoogly, so it mustbe explainedin languagethatis moreaccessible
to laypeople.And whenwe cometo look for evidenceof how the word googly is usedin
English,we needto be ableto look in corporaof writings aboutcricket beforewe confuse
ourseheswith themetaphoricalisesof googly thatcanbefoundin, say reportsof proceedings
in parliamenbrwritingsaboutbusinesdransactiond.argecorporashouldnotreally bethought
of ashomogeneouwholes,but ratherassetsof overlappingsubcorporaFor humanlanguage
in useis very domain-specific.

| concludethis discussiorof psychologicallyreallinguistic theorywith two morequotesfrom
Langacler. Thefirstis takenfrom a discussiorof the natureof meaning:

It is commonfor linguiststo assuméoftentacitly) thatall the meaningf a lex-

ical item mustbe predictablefrom a single basicsenseandthat separatdexical

itemsmustbe positedwhenno suchmeaningcanbefound. Thisis anunwarranted
assumptiorthat createsmore problemsthanit solves. The network modelis far

morerealisticanddescriptvely adequatefor it permitsandindeedrequiresall of

thefollowing:

(i) astatemenbof thefull arrayof corventionallyestablishedises;
(i) acharacterizationf therelationsbetweenndividual senses;

(iif) adescription(in the form of schemasdf whateser generalizationganbe ex-
tractedfrom setsof particularsenses.

The next quotelendssupportto thosewho, like myself, argue that prototypetheoryis of im-
mensamportanceo lexicographyandto corpusanalysis:

Traditionally dominanthasbeenthe view that a cateyory is definedby a set of
criterial attributes,i.e. necessarand sufficient conditionsfor classmembership.
... In fact, recentfindings by cognitive psychologiststronglyfavor an alternatve
conceptioncateyorizationby prototypesywheremembershipn acateyory is deter
minedby percevedresemblancéo typical instances.

This is a far cry from determiningall andonly the grammaticalutterancef a language or

indeedregardingdictionarydefinitionsasdecisionprocedure$or identifying all andonly those
creaturesvhich arespiders.
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Social Theory

Chomsly wasinterestedn therelationsbetweendanguageandlogic, andlik e mostgreatWest-

ernthinkersbeforehim, he assumedhatlogic underlieslanguagelt is not entirely clearwhy

we shouldacceptthat the relationshipis this way round. Whatwould it be like if we worked

onthe hypothesighatlogic is a construcfjust oneamongmary of naturallanguage®r rather

sincetherearemary logics,thatlogicsareconstructof naturallanguagel will notpursuethis

pointin ary detailhere,but onepossiblebenefitof turningthelanguage logic relationshipon

its headis thatit would free up the studyof naturallanguagerom the constraintof assuming
thatlinguistic behaviour is necessarilyogical (in particular thatit is governedby a particular
kind of logic), andthatif it isn't someperformancesrrormustbeinvolved.

If, insteadof seekingthe underlyinglogical structureof sentencesywe look at linguistic be-
haviour asa form of socialinteraction thenwe canlink languageerformanceo socialtheory

In Foundations of Social Theory (1990),JamesColemanobseresthatfashionsandtastesare
collective processesStanlg Liebersonsummarizeshe agumentasfollows:

One’s choiceis affectedby the choicesthat othersmake, andsincethis is the case
for all others,"thereis somekind of dependengcamongtheactions;individualsare
notactingindependently

Humanlanguagausersarenotactingindependentlyandthe choiceof wordsto make meanings
is determinedy collective processesl he selectionabreferencesf wordsthatareso striking
whenwe look at languageen masseasrecordedn a corpus,areasmucha matterof fashion
asarything else,but fashionwith anutterly seriougpurposenamelyto communicatevith, and
interactwith, otherpeople Whenlanguageusersflout corvention,by exploiting somenorm of
meaningor belief, they do sofor rhetoricaleffect, in orderto getthe attentionof anaudience,
or to make a pointin away thatwill impinge on the audiences consciousnesandbe noticed
andremembered.

Socialtheoristssuchas Liebersonand Schellingalsoaccountfor the rapidity with which so-
cial conventionscanchange Schellingstudiedthe processy which a racially mixed areacan
suddenlyloseits equilibriumandbecomesggregated:

1. A smallnumberof peoplefrom a new ethnicgroupmovesinto a neighbourhood.
2. Theirpresencencreaseshe propensityof othermembersf thatgroupto movein.
3. Thereis adeclinein the propensityof memberof othergroupsto movein.
4. Thepropensityof memberof otherethnicgroupsto move outincreases.

A very similar mechanismgovernsthe adoptionof new linguistic corventions.A currently
topicalexampleis the adoptionof rising intonationin Englishdeclaratve sentenceamongthe
young,anew corventionwhich cause®lderEnglishspealerslik e myselfto constantlymistake
statement$or questions:

1. A smallgroupof English-speakingeenagersyho arepercevedby their peersas”cool”
adoptrising declaratve intonation.

10
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2. Thisincreaseshe propensityof otherteenagersvhowantto beidentifiedas"cool" to use
rising intonation.

3. Thereisadeclinein thepropensityof teenagerto continueusingfalling or flatintonation.

4. Tensionarisesamongusersof flat andfalling intonation.Someolder spealers, finding
themselesin aquandaryor feelingisolated begin to userising intonation.

5. Ratherthanmove out (i.e. give up speakingenglishaltogether) by 2010 everyonewill
be using rising intonationfor declaratve sentencesOr maybenot. Maybe the whole
processwill gointo reverse,anddisappeagasrapidly asit arrived. Predictionan matters
of languagearehostageso fortuneof the mostvulnerablekind.

Thesamemodelcanbeappliedto almostall formsof linguistic changeFor example thewell-
known changan the meaningof theword gay:

1. A smallgroupof homose&ualsusegay to referto themselesandotherhomoseuals.

2. Thisincreaseshe propensityof otherhomose&ualsto usegay to mean’homoseual’.

3. Thereis a declinein the propensityof other English spealersto continueusinggay to
mean’bright andcheerful’.

4. Very soon,it becomesmpossibleto usegay to mean’bright andcheerful’ without caus-
ing asniggeror othercomment.

The modelalsoappliesto fashionsn phraseologyfor examplethe rise of the expressionbe-
tween you and |, whichis anathemao thefew surviving Englishspealerswhohave any aware-
nessof traditionalgrammaticatase put whichis now well establishedh standardnglishand
probablynotonly impossibleto dislodge but will very soonhave drivenout between you and
me completely exceptperhapsasa pedanticcuriosity usedonly by old-fashionedurists.

Whenwe look at a corpusand are astonishedoy the overwhelmingand often unsuspected
frequeny of corventionalphraseologywe arelooking at tracesof thousand®f instancef
fashionabldinguistic behaiour. If we thenturnto a historicalcorpus,we canseehow rapidly
the conventionsof meaningandusecanchange The equilibriumof word meaningandphrase-
ologicalnormsis very unstableln fact, it is constantlychanginglt is socialtheory not logic,
thatexplainshow thesechangesomeabout.

Corpus Evidence and Performance Theory

During the pastfifteen years,asvery large electroniccorporabecamemore and morewidely
available,corpusresearcherbeganto noticeanuncomfortablywide nay, yavning gapbetween
the predictionsof linguistic competenceheory and the evidencefor what actually happens
when languageis used.Examplesare encounteredy corpuslexicographersevery day, but
thereis notyetanestablishedheoreticahpparatushatenableshemto dealwith thedichotomy
comfortably

In orderto accountsatisaictorily for languagen use,atheoryof languageerformancewill be
neededa theorythatis statisticaland probabilistic,ratherthan certainand cut anddried. Of

11
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all the mary words, uses,and structureghat are possible in a languagejt will shov us how
to pick out just thosethatarenormal, andit will relateotherusesto the normsby a theoryof
exploitations:a setof exploitation rulesthatwill sayhow a normalusemay be exploited to
form metaphorsandotherunusualuses,andwhatthe constraintsare.(Norms,of course may
be genre-specificaswell asgeneral.)

Until theadwentof large corporain the 1980s therewassimply noway of analysinghecharac-
teristicbehaiour of eachwordin thelanguageNow we have large corporait is time to revisit
theoryfrom alexical point of view, takingaccountof whatcanbelearnedfrom corpora.

In pursuitof definitionsthat accuratelysummarizethe unique contributions of wordsto the
meaningof sentences which they occur modernlexicographergannow studyconcordance
lines from a corpus.What they find is interesting,and not always expected,even though,in
all too mary caseswhatthey find is be determinedoy what they expectto find. Somelexi-
cographerandlinguists have treatedthe corpusmerelyasa quarry a sourceof examplesfor
whatthey already’know’. And very oftenthecorpusobliges.If youlook longenoughandhard
enoughandif you have a large enoughcorpus,or enoughtexts of theright kind, you will find
whatyou arelooking for. For example,alarge historicalcorpusmayyet be foundthatcontains
anexampleor two supportingthe notionthattheverbfan meansto winnow (grain)’. But that
doesnotmeanthatthisis partof themeaningof themodernwordfan. In fact,to useacorpusin
thisway, i.e. to make self-fulfilling propheciesis preciselywhatcorpuslinguisticsis not about.
(This doesnot preventlexicographerdrom doingit, however.) Corpuslinguistics,if it is about
anything, is aboutobservingthe corventionsof languagen use,andthenobservingthe great
variety of waysin which thesecorventionsare exploited. (It is perhapsworth mentioningin
passinghata corpusdoesnot, of course provide directevidencefor meaning;t consistsof a
recordof tracesof linguistic behaiour, from which meaningsanbeinferred.)

Somegrammariandiave usedcorpusevidencein a similarly supplementaryvay. Beth Levin,
for example,in compiling her (partial) inventoryof Englishverb classesandalternationsfirst
consultedher intuitions, then (with the help of colleagues)hecled the corpusto seeif she
hadmissedanything. The resultwasundoubtedlyanimprovementon intuition alone,but nev-
erthelesssomeof the verbsin Levin’s classificationrarely if ever behae in the way thatthe
classificationpredicts.The corpus,evidently, wasusedto supplementntuitions ratherthanto
motivatethe analysis andexampleswhich satisfiedintuition but for which no corpusevidence
wasavailablewerenotrejected But Levin mightask,why shouldthey be?For we mustbeware
of thefailure-to-findfallagy: thefactthatwe have failedto find somethingdoesnot meanthatit
doesnotexist. Againstthis mustbe settheline of agumentthatsaysthatif somethingdoesnot
occurin a corpusof 100 million wordsequvalentto half a dozenyearsof harduninterrupted
readingfor anormalpersonthenit cannotbevery important.

Anotherexampleis the COMLEX project(GrishmanMcLeodetal.), which describesn detail
the possible complementatiopatternsof Englishverbs.Becausdhe focusof COMLEX is on
thepossiblenottheprobableijt is perhapslessusefultool thanit mighthave been And | think
the COMLEX peoplerecognizehis.lt is surelynoaccidenthatoneof thedriving forcesbehind
the AmericanNational Corpusinitiative is CatherineMcLeod, who wasalsooneof the prime
moversin COMLEX. Her experienceon COMLEX wasnot dissimilarto thatof mary British
lexicographersn the 1970sand 80s. Using their intuitions, sheand her colleaguesompiled

12
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awork of referencan which no distinctionwas madebetweenstructuredor which therewas
only intuitional evidenceandstructuredor which thereis plentiful evidenceof actualusage.

Conclusion

Is atheoryof languageperformancen competitionwith atheoryof languagecompetenceh
might seemasif the two are necessarilyin competition,but in factthey are complementary
andthey arefurthercomplementedby cognitive theory Languagempingeson every aspecof
our beingandis centralto the vastmajority of our everydayactwities, soit is hardly surprising
thatan exceptionallywide rangeof theoriesis calledfor to accountfor sowide-ranginga phe-
nomenorashumanlanguageFor all their desireto presentransformational-generat theory
aspsychologicallyreal, muchof the work of the Chomslyansis really aboutthe relationship
betweernanguageandlogic, andin this regardit raisesfundamentalinansweredjuestionsTo
returnto the questionwith which | started,it is hardto seehow transformational-generag
linguistic theorycould be of muchinterestto lexicography In thefirst place,its greatinsights
arefocusedntheclauseor sentencasaunit, notontheword or phrasewhich aretheranksof
unit thatareof interestto lexicography In the secondplace thelogical relationswhich perme-
atetraditionallexicographyareinheritedfrom thetraditionallogic of Leibniz andothers,going
backto the medieval schoolmerandbeyond.| have beenarguing thatthesetraditionalnotions
needto bereplacedput by the analyticalconceptsnheritedfrom modernprototypetheoryand
theoriesof social corvention, not by the logical relationsaccountedor in transformational-
generatie theory

Obsenationof the psychologicalealitiessuggestshathumanbeingshave simultaneouslyoth

digital andanalogicalreasoningpowers.We all have theability to calculatgthoughsomepeople
arebetteratit thanothers)andwe all have theability to drav analogiegthoughsomeanalogies
aremoreimaginatve andinformative or shouldwe sayfarfetchedthanothers) Somehav these
two abilities coeist in a single humanskull, and both are invoked aswe interactwith other

memberof our own species.

Whenall is saidanddone,humanbeingsaresocialanimals,andlanguages the instrumentof
their sociability A satistctorytheoryof languageperformancetherefore mustbe pursuedas
a subsetof socialtheory explaining the preference®f linguistic unitsin termsof the forces
governingcollective behaiour andthevagarieof fashion ratherthanin termsof logical struc-
tures.

A languageconsistsof setsof units and structuresstructureswhich are activatedby people
behaing linguistically. Units at the word level morestrictly speakingat the lexemelevel are
fired up and pressednto serviceby spealers or writers seekingto make meanings,Treating
meaningsas eventsratherthan objectsyields a more satistctory explanationof the dynamic
natureof languagehantreatingthemasobjects.
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