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The Overestimation of
Functionalism

‘he four chapters of part D were concerned with the resolution of the
ontroversies and paradoxical findings that proceeded from the Neogram-
arian position on the regularity of sound change. The results have pro-
remarkably strong support for their point of view. Once the Neo-
marian concept is modified by our present understanding of the
hy of abstractness of linguistic categories, the regularity of sound
ange appears as a substantive reality. In part E, our attention turns to
aspect of the disagreements that have followed from the original
ammarian statement: the relation of sound change to meaning.
The Neogrammarian position on this matter is quite simple: the course
ound change is not modified by the communicative needs of speakers
steners. Grammatical systems do show adjustments that preserve
ngful relations, but these are the result of a separate process of ana-
change. The problem of distinguishing analogical change from reg-
und change has been argued continually since the Neogrammarians
articulated their position. But recent years have seen a revival of the
that sound change is directly affected by the need to preserve mean-
der the title of functionalism and the functional hypothesis. ms gen-
3[M:ﬁm of view applies to synchronic variation as well as to h}stoncal
ge. To assess functional arguments, We will have to deal with bgth
of variation. The most detailed developments have taken pla.ce with
to synchronic, stable variation, and much of this chapter will focus;
n this area of investigation. It will first be helpful to lf)ok at .the place o
onal arguments in general and their relation to linguistic argumen-

.

19.1 Functionalism and functionalists

inguisti dencies
of linguistic schools and ten!
e e S m. g’mhey have oriented themselves

ve worked under the title of functionalis y hav emae!
vard the notions of “function,” «communication,” and “meaning,” 10 &
that may be summed up as 2 default proposition:
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syntax is autonomou.s anq can be studied apart from semantics; and that
ﬂ?e language facu!ty 1S an innate structure isolated from social interaction.
»Smce those who investigate language in its social context do not usually
‘whplq any of these positions, one might expect that work in this area would
fall into the functl('mal camp. Yet over the past ten years, I and others who
observe language in use have become increasingly doubtful of arguments
ﬁer the controlling effect of meaning on language and language change. It
is often asserted that speakers take the information state of their addressee
into account as they speak, and that given a choice of two alternatives,
they favor the one that will put across their meaning in the most efficient
and effective way. But in what follows, we will see that quantitative studies
of the use of language fail to confirm this assertion.

Functional arguments are not easily discouraged. Communication and
meaning appear there as elements that are inherently good; a linguistic
device is considered better if it communicates more information, and worse
if it does not. I find myself inherently suspicious of anything that is
inherently good.

What we might call naive or teleological functionalism has been tried in
other fields and been found wanting. Merton points out that the structural-
functionalism of sociology looks to the structural consequences of behaviors
‘or institutions, not their motivations. In his discussion of functions and
dysfunctions, he points out two types of confusion in his own field:

“the tendency to confine sociological observations to the posiive contributions of
a sociological item to the social or cultural system in which it is implicated; and the
tendency to confuse the subjective category of motive with the objective category of
Junction.” (1957:51)

This description might equally well be applied to linguists whf) have res-
‘onated to Jakobson’s call for teleological thinking in linguistic analysis,
under the program that the structure of language can only be understood
as an implementation of speakers’ intentions (Caton 1987). At. the level
jate the position of Searle and Grice F.hat to
‘understand the meaning of an utterance is to understand the intentions of
‘the person who uttered it.”> Yet I think we must be skeptical of ,all argu-
‘ments that claim to explain linguistic changes through the speaker’s desn'res
Or intentions to communicate a given message. There is no r'eason to think
that our notions of what we intend or the intentions we attribute to others
are very accurate, or that we have any way of knowing whether they are

s with Grice only in claiming that it is the illocutionary

2g, ! ; '
Searle 1970:43-4. Searle disagree erlocutionary intention.
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19.2 Functional explanations of sound change

A full c9nsideration of functional arguments must certainly include the
explanation 9f sounfi change. The chain shifting of vowels and consonants
that we _consndered in part B has always been considered a major instance
?f functional behavior. Such coordinated changes have the effect of avoid-
ing merger and the loss of the distinctions that are used to encode meaning
(Martinet 1955; Haudricourt and Juilland 1949). It is well known that
such arguments fail to deal in an accountable way with the fact that merg-
ers are even more common than chain shifts, and that massive mergers do
take place, with a concomitant increase in homonymy. Though it is often
argued that the mergers that lose the least information are favored, part
C gave many examples of unconditioned mergers that are hard to reconcile
with this point of view.

Even where chain shifting does occur, it appears that functional argu-
ments are often arbitrary. Chain shifts are only one kind of coordinated
vowel change: the other is parallel movement, which is generally con-
sidered an example of rule generalization that leads (in terms of features)
to simpler statements. Such simplifications can be said to facilitate the
work of the speaker in producing language or the hearer in understanding
it. This can be argued to be the function of the change, and such parallel
shifts are sometimes given as instances of functional behavior. But the
entire discussion will quickly become vacuous if we lump together expla-
nations based on the facilitation of speech with those that are based on the
preservation of meaning. Lenition processes that wear away forms, destroy
inflectional contrasts, and confuse paradigms may be thought of as the
result of a kind of functional facilitation, following a principle of least
effort. In all that follows, “functional arguments” will be limited to LhosF
that are based on a tendency to preserve meaning in the course of linguistic
variation and change.

In many cases, parallel or generalized sound changes turn out to alter-
nate in an unpredictable manner with chain shifts. One .of r.h'e cleare§t
examples of parallelism is the fronting of (uw) and (ow) in Philadelphia
(see figure 3.6 for the community means). The parallelism is never com-
plete: it is normal for one vowel to lead, and the generalization SPpEAISINL
the gradual completion of the change in the slower memt.aer. In Philadel-
phia, as elsewhere, (uw) leads (ow).* Now, however, consider the London
vowel system of Marie Colville, in figure 6.3. Here /gw/ has moved. to the
front and /ow/ has moved down to low back position, parallel with the

parallel movement rather

% Chapter 8 proposed that all such frontings of (ow) are forms °fhmm part of the genersl

than chain shifts, and that the fronting of mid vowels is not an in!
principles of vowel shifting.
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and walked. Two major factor grou
' ps emerged
English speakers, as shown in figure 19.1. T i

One basic constraint on -t,d deletion is phonological: the effect of the

foll(')wing segment. A following consonant favors deletion more than a fol-
lo?vmg .vow§l,‘ Qs indicated by relations g and b in figure 19.1, and within
this major d.1v1s10n, greater sonority (and the possibility of resyllabification)
favors deletion. One might argue, as Kiparsky has done (1971, 1982), that
this kind of variation need not be entered into a grammar, since it c;n be
predicted by universal considerations of markedness in syllable structure
that facilitate articulation. The second constraint is independent of the first
and more abstract in the sense defined in chapter 18: clusters formed by
past tense inflections, as in walked, are less likely to be simplified than
monomorphemic clusters, as in fact and fist, as indicated by relations ¢ and
d in figure 19.1.

A variable rule that records these and other facts about this process is
given in (3).

(3) td— <@> / <-str> <+cons> [+cons] <@>  ## <-syl>

This may be read as follows: /t/ or /d/ is variably reduced after another
consonant before a word boundary, and this happens more often in
unstressed syllables than in stressed ones, more often when a third conson-
ant precedes, as in nexz, more often when there is no grammatical boundary
before the final consonant, and more often when a syllabic segment does
not follow.

It is true enough that if all the stable constraints on variation were to
be assigned to universal principles, there would be no need to represent
variation in the grammars of particular languages. To this end, Kiparsky

s

i T
4

L V K v
Monomorphemic Past tense :
Figure 19.1. Two basic constraints on -t,d deletion in English
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low.er, at .52, :as we would expect. The semiweak verbs are ambiguous in
their grammatical status:' some speakers appear to analyze the derivational
+ suffix as a past tense signal, while others do not. The mean value of 91
is thert_afore Intermediate, and the treatment of the semiweak verbs is not
inconsistent with the functional explanation of the behavior of past tense
forms.”

H?wever, Guy (1991) points out that a functional explanation would
predict that -ed in the present perfect have walked would be deleted much
more often than -ed in the regular past tense, since the present perfect is
marked primarily by the auxiliary have, and the /t/ or /d/ is redundant.
This is not what we find, however. The treatment of this -ed suffix is not
significantly different from that of the regular past tense -ed, and this is
accordingly a counterfunctional effect.

It is reasonable to ask, if functional effects do not explain the -z,d gram-
matical pattern, what does? Guy has recently pursued this question within
the structural framework of lexical phonology. The exponential hypothesis
(Guy 1991) predicts that the actual numerical relations between mono-
morphemic, semiweak, and preterit forms will be in the ratios x*:x%x as a
result of the fact that they have been affected by the -z,d deletion rule
three times, twice, and once respectively: monomorphemic within the base
morpheme; monomorphemic and semiweak forms after level 1 affixation
and bracket erasure; and, after level 2 affixation and bracket erasure, all
three types. Both preterit and past participle morphemes are level 2 affixes,
and this treatment is thus perfectly consistent with the fact that the preterit
and the past participle share the same values of -,d retention. At this point,
a number of issues remain to be resolved: what other languages show this
effect (and why Ladakhi does not); whether the exponential relation fits
the data better than other mathematical models; whether the stress con-
straint shows the effect of such iterative application, and so on. But the
exponential hypothesis fits in with the general pattern found throughout
this chapter: that variable morphological constraints are accounFed for by
mechanical and structural factors rather than functional tendencies to pre-

serve information.

The perfect (s) of Ladakhi
An opportunity to test the generality of functional eﬁ.”ec.ts on L'he deletvxonf
of grammatical segments appeared in Koshal’s socplmguxsuc stgdy of
Ladakhi, a Sino-Tibetan language spoken in the' Hlmalayan region O
northwestern India, Ladakhi has final clusters ending in /s/ where the /s{
is variably deleted in a process that affects initial clusters as well. In fina

] R s
?This intermediate value ultimately turned out to mask a wide rangeb iof ::il?l:::ij:;e‘:\%s
correlated primarily with age, since the actual value assigned to (hedml;o gulO‘)O).
upon the developing grammatical analysis of the speaker (Guy and Boy:
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tional effects on this process is found in

1.981). In her study of Pue}'to Rican Spanish in Philadelphia, Poplack con-
sidered many sources of information besides the plural inflection itself:
morphological, syntactic, semantic, and cultural factors. The data to follow;
are drawn from Poplack 1980, to illustrate the relations between functional
and counterfunctional effects, considering the deletion of both the variable
(s) in the plural of noun phrases and the variable (n) in the third person
plural of verbs.® To underline the application of the data to functional
explanations, I will mark each data set as FuncTioNaL or CounTERFUNC-
TIONAL.

To begin with, Poplack replicated the earlier finding of Ma and Heras-
imchuk (1968) that the relationship between monomorphemic and gram-
matical forms reversed the English situation (see table 19.3). She then
carried out an extensive variable rule analysis, simultaneously examining
the effects of phonological, syntactic, morphological, and cultural factors
on the realization of Spanish /s/. Each of the tables to follow is an extract
from that single analysis, showing the constraints on deletion by the
weights assigned to each possibility in a factor group.

The plural inflection /s/ can appear on several elements of the Spanish
noun phrase. For example, there can be a determiner, a noun, and an
adjective, as in (4).

the work of Poplack (1979, 1980,

(4) las cosas bonitas

Poplack accordingly examined the effect of grammatical role in the noun

Table 19.3 Effect of grammatical status on deletion of /s/ and /n/
in Puerto Rican Spanish

% deletion
Grammatical status s )
Inflectional 68 9 COUNTERFUNCTIONAL
Monomorphemic 54 1

i ization, weaken-
8 Poplack studied the aspiration and deletion of the variable (s), and the ur::lsnz::c:}rl\; e
ing, and deletion of (n). The tables to follow will present only th; con; | et terime
of these inflections. Aspiration and nasal weakening would nm’d:n ;l;y lthc ot B
constraint, since they leave some phonetic substance that can i
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relevant sets. ‘In the ﬂr_st @ee cases, there is at least one preceding /s/, and
so the plural information is preserved; in the fourth case, 00, there is no
such p!ural ir.Lformadon, and the morphological plural information depends
on an inflection in the third element alone. A functional theory must pre-
dict a lower probability of deletion in the 00__ case, but as table 19.6
shows, this is not what Poplack found. The same situation prevails with
two-element strings.

In both cases, we see the tendency of a speaker to continue the pattern
set at the beginning of the noun phrase: an /s/ tends to produce an /s/, and
a zero tends to produce a zero. We may refer to this as perseverance or
concord. Poplack relates this concordial tendency to a principle of least
effort at the grammatical level, an extension of the principle of least effort
at the phonetic level first articulated by Martinet (1961).

In the same factor group, there remains only one case to be examined
in table 19.6: noun phrases that have a single member. If there is no sup-
porting information in the noun phrase, there is the least tendency to delete
the plural /s/, and we have what seems to be a clear functional effect. We
will consider this case in more detail below.

Spanish sentences also show the plural by an /n/ inflection on the verb:

(6) a. La reina manda. “The queen commands.’
b. Las reinas mandan. “The queens command.’

7 a. La reina es bonita. “The queen is beautiful.’
b. Las reinas son bonitas. ‘The queens are beautiful.”

The contrast between (6a) and (6b) shows the most common situation.
Just as the /s/ is the sole indicator of the plural in the feminine noun phrase,
so the /n/ is the sole indicator of the plural in the third person verb. But
in (7a) and (7b), with the irregular verb ser ‘to be’, /n/ is not the only

Table 19.6 Effect of serial ordering in the noun phrase on deletion of plural /s/

Varbrul weight
for /s/ deletion

Three-element string
/s/ preceding [SS__, SO_, 0S__] ‘;‘; ] COUNTERFUNCTIONAL

No /s/ preceding [00__]

Two-element string
/s/ preceding [S__]
No /s/ preceding [0__]

44
52

.24 FUNCTIONAL

} COUNTERFUNCTIONAL

Single noun phrase
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never omits the article in the singular. In (8¢), cultural knowledge defines
.the beans as more than one bean, whether or not the /s/ s realized. And
in (8d), the hsterller’s awareness of the speaker’s family situation indicates
that the speaker is referring to more than one child, even if the three /s/’s
are deleted.

Poplack considered the effect of the presence of such morphological and
syntactic information, along with pragmatic information, on the deletion
of plural /s/ in two factor groups; her results are displayed in table 19.8.

These are relatively weak effects compared to the counterfunctional
effects noted above. But the most powerful functional argument of all
appeared when Poplack considered sentences containing no disambiguat-
ing information at all — neither morphological nor pragmatic nor cultural.
Here plural /s/ and /n/ were never deleted. But as Guy (1981) points out,
and Poplack (1981) emphasizes, this cannot be taken as evidence for a
functional account. It is not possible for a listener to know that a speaker
has signaled a plural inflection if the inflection does not appear and there
is no other information telling the listener that it is a plural. Therefore, in
a study like Poplack’s, the coder doing the linguistic analysis will automati-
cally classify such utterances as singular. Guy’s study of parallel phenom-
ena in Brazilian Portuguese shows that the analytical problem is not limited
to the extreme case of no supporting information. The overestimation of
functionalism is a more general process, a regular result of misclassifying
sentences as singular instead of plural.

The loss of the plural in Portuguese

Guy’s (1981) study of the deletion of /s/ in Brazilian Portuguese focused
on a large body of data collected by MOBRAL, a research project con-
cerned with increasing literacy among adults in Rio de Janeiro. In his expo-
sition of the functional problem, Guy begins with 5,247 tokens of noun

Table 19.8 Comparative effects of morphological aqd nonmorphologcal
information on the deletion of Puerto Rican Spanish plural /s

Varbrul weight
for deletion of /s/

Morphological disambiguating information
Present o }
Not present 43

FUNCTIONAL

Present i) FUNCTIONAL

Nonmorphological disambiguating information
Not present 41 }
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in replacing them,
table 19.10.

The functional effect has shrunk considerably. Yet in all probability, it
is still considerably overstated. Let us continue Guy’s original argument
by returning to the figure of 95.4% /s/ in single-element noun phrases.
These instances of /s/ have no morphological support from other sites
within the noun phrase, and their identification as plurals must depend on
the various other sorts of information discussed above, It is inevitable that
listeners would misinterpret a number of these plurals as singulars, just as
they do with two-element noun phrases. Let us assume, as a first approxi-
mation, that the proportion of single-noun plurals misinterpreted as singu-
lars is comparable to the proportion of two-element noun phrases misinter-
preted as singulars. There we had to increase the number of zeroes by
82%. If we do the same for the single-element noun phrases, we obtain
the revised figures shown in the bottom half of table 19.10. If 7.7% is a
more correct estimate of the number of /s/’s deleted in single-noun plurals,
then phrases intended as plurals will have no disambiguating support, and
will consequently be heard as singulars. If that is so, the calculation of
missing zeroes in (9) must also be revised:

we obtain the revised figures shown in the top half of

(10) Calculation of missing zeroes (revised)
Total two-element NPs 2,799
Zeroes expected from table 19.10 [= .077 * 2,799] 215
Zeroes found in table 19.9 70
Zeroes missing 145

Next we must again revise the calculation for two-element noun phrasgs
that was used to estimate the functional effect; the results appear in
table 19.11. ; .

At this point, the functional effect has disappeared. This particular mode
of calculation is recursive, and would force the estimates for one- and two-

Table 19.10 Functional effects in plural marking of Brazilian Portuguese noun
phrases: Revised estimate

0 Is/ Total % deletion

Second element of two-element noun phrase b g
/s/ inflection preceding 2,046 683 2,72 .

FUNCTIONAL

i 49.2
No /s/ preceding 63 65 128
& i
One-element noun phrases 438 5,201 5,639 7.7
(= 1.82 * 241]
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plurals as mngulars in Brazilian Portuguese, why have these problems of
communication not been reported? Would the frequency of misinterpret-
anons be greater or lesser in actual conversation than in the linguistic
coding? What would happen if the interview materials were meticulously
reexamined for possible errors or ambiguities of number?

I do not have a complete answer to these questions, but some hints are
available from the results of the CDC project in the United States.

Several chapters in this volume have drawn upon the CDC study of
natural misunderstandings to make inferences about the effects of misun-
derstanding upon language change. The same study has demonstrated that
the actual number of misunderstandings in everyday life is much greater
than casual observations lead us to believe. If we ask someone to write
down the misunderstandings that occur in the course of a day, we will
receive a half dozen or so at the end of a week. If we don’t succeed in
getting people to write these events down, they will of course not remember
the details. But it is surprising to find that people will not remember that
any misunderstandings occurred at all.

The actual misunderstandings recorded are heavily concentrated among
those that are quickly detected because they do not fit the pragmatics of
the immediate situation. A smaller number are detected by accident. For
613 examples whose mode of detection was established, table 19.12 shows
the percentages of the various modes.

The smallest categories are made up of errors that are detected only
accidentally, or never. These are the most important, from several points
of view: they represent a much larger number of errors that cause misun-
derstanding, but are never detected. How large the number is would be
difficult to say, but it is not unlikely that it would be of the same order of
magnitude as the missing zeroes in the Brazilian Portuguese situation. Here
is an example of a naturally occurring misunderstanding of the last cate-
gory. It took place at a dinner table in South Philadelpnna, where I was a
guest. The wife came out of the kitchen, saying, “All right, everybody to

the table!”

Table 19.12 Modes of detection of naturally occurring misunderstandings

0,
(]

Corrected by listener before the utterance was ﬁnishcd l;
Correction elicited by immediate inquiry of thf: listener -
Inferred from later utterances in the conversaton ;0
Corrected from events that followed accidentally )

ed by a third person] 2

Never corrected by hearer or listener [observ
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In th'is case, the smngs did not consist of juxtaposed elements, but of
successive finite verbs_ with the same plural subject. These were generally
discontinuous: sometimes clauses were successive, but sometimes they
were separated by a number of other clauses. The sequences that Scherre
and Naro coded were defined as verbs with the same plural subject in
continuous utterances of the same speaker, separated by no more than
10 other clauses.'® Reviewing Poplack’s findings, they raised the question
whether a verb that was marked for plurality would be more likely to be
followed by a verb unmarked for plurality, as the functionalist hypothesis
would predict, or by a marked verb, as Poplack’s noun phrase results
would predict. The sample consisted of 64 speakers from Rio de Janeiro,
stratified for sex, age, and education. From this data set, Scherre and Naro
derived 4,073 tokens for subject-verb agreement. Table 19.13 shows the
counterfunctional character of their basic findings. Scherre and Naro point
out that isolated or first-of-a-series verbs show no effect at all: their fre-
quency of marking is the same as the mean for the entire corpus. But when
a plural-marked verb precedes, the probability of marking rises, and when
an unmarked verb precedes, the probability of marking falls dramatically.
These results then replicate the principle of concords shown by the Spanish
noun phrase: marks beget marks, and zeroes beget zeroes.

This effect is remarkably robust. Since Portuguese is a pro-drop langu-
age, there are many verbs whose subjects are ambiguous. Scherre and Naro
calculated the same figures with all ambiguous cases dropped, with the
same result. They found identical patterns for sequences of predicate
adjectives. Within the clause, they examined the relationship between the
verbal plural marking, and whether the last element of the subject h‘ad.an
/s/ inflection or not. The results are shown in table 19.14. Again, similar
results were found for predicate adjectives, in relation to the subject, and

Table 19.13 Marking of verbs at discourse level according to marking of preced-
ing verb in Brazilian Portuguese

% Varbrul
N marked — weight

.66
Verb preceded by marked verb 1,67; E;: ¥
Verb preceded by unmarked verb (;24 3 :48
Isolated or first of a series 1‘073 s

Total
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