o4 EMILE BENVENISTE

The auxiliary is suffixed to the present -#/-; for example, with the
auxiliary ka 'be’ + mo-Adlia 'sits’ one arrives at o-mo-Aalitikatka ‘he
was sitting,’ mo-Aalitiyes *he will be sitting.’

The technique of auxiliation is especially clear and instructive in the
Altaic languages. In Old Turkish (Gabain) the auxiliary construction
encompasses an inflected auxiliary verb and a fixed “coverb™ in -« or
-p. The rather broad spectrum of auxiliaries includes verbs of general
meaning which, as auxiliaries, produce periphrases descriptively or
modally slanted: from fxr- ‘stand’ one extracts al/tayu tur 'be in the
habit of deceiving'; from fut- *hold’: ksiyii tut- "protect continuously’;
from alg- ‘exhaust’: gilu alg- ‘carry out to the end’; from fart- "pull':
qutu tart- ‘die out slowly.”

Numerous other parallels which come to mind attest to both the
wide applicability of the procedure and the striking mutual resemb-
lance of its various realizations.

These insights enable us to place the auxiliary constructions of the
Indo-European languages in a broader descriptive frame, which ac-
counts for them more effectively. Conversely, where languages without
recorded history exhibit auxiliary structures comparable to those of
the Indo-European languages, we should feel free to make use of the
Indo-European model in genetic explanations.

(Translated by YAkKOV MALKIEL and MARILYN MAY VIHMAN) *

* To avoid possible ambiguities in the English, the following terminological
equations were introduced here: Fr. transformation = mutation; parfait =
perfectum; anxiliant = anxiliary; auxilié = auxiliate; auxiliation was ren-
dered, for lack of any satisfactory English equivalent, by the cognate neologism
auxiliation.

The American Indian examples in the text are drawn from H. Hoijer (ed.),
Linguistic Structures of Native America (New York: Viking Fund VI, 1946):
Mary R. Haas, “A Grammatical Sketch of Tunica” (p. 349) and Benjamin Lee
Whorf, “The Milpa Alta Dialect of Aztec .. ." (p. 386). All the Tunica forms
are glossed as both present and past tense in Haas’ article.
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URIEL WEINREICH

Uriel Weinreich died on March 30, 1967. Those who knew him,
friends and colleagues in many fields of research, find it difficult to
contain their grief. He was not yet forty-one years old. In the last weeks
of his life he devoted his major effort to the final revision of this paper,
and worked actively on it until two days before his death,

This paper emerged when, after several years of research and dis-
cussion on problems dealing with language change, the three authors
felt it opportune to attempt a joint formulation of certain ideas on
which their thinking had been converging. It was Weinreich who pre-
pared the original draft incorporating appropriate materials submitted
to him by the second- and third-named authors. He was, at the time, an
NSF Senior Postdoctoral Fellow at the Center for Advanced Studies in
the Behavioral Sciences; the first draft, for presentation to the Sym-
posium in April, 1966, was produced across a geographic distance, and
under a schedule which ruled out the possibility of full discussion.
Thereafter, some conclusions remained to be hammered into more
mutually agreeable form. This process of revision began after Wein-
reich's return to New York in the fall of 1966, and proceeded actively
despite his illness.

Weinreich's personal editing of the final draft comes to an end with
Section 2.4. The final formulation of the remainder, from 2.41 on, 1s
the work of the second-named author, The third section of the paper
was sketched out only lightly in the draft presented at the Texas con-
ference. Though many of Weinreich's formulations and evaluations

appear here, and the overall framework is a product of our joint think-
ing in the early months of 1967, there are undoubtedly many details
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which would have taken a different form if he had shared in the final
editing.

Whatever revisions have been introduced, the basic orientation of
the paper remains unchanged. It thus largely reflects Weinreich's con-
ception. The historical perspective, especially the sections on Paul and
Saussure, are exclusively his. The Introduction is also Weinreich's
work: it emerged after our frequent meetings during the last few weeks
of his life. In this final version, after many revisions, Weinreich fused
the several themes of the paper into a single statement. His coauthors
are honored that he deliberately chose this means of preparing a final
statement of his views on the structure of language and the nature of

linguistic change.
0. INTRODUCTION

The present paper’ is based on the observation that structural
theories of language, so fruitful in synchronic investigation, have
saddled historical linguistics with a cluster of paradoxes which
have not been fully overcome. Ferdinand de Saussure, in laying the
foundations of synchronic study, was aware of the corresponding in-

tractability of language change, and was apparently resigned to it. But
with the majority of linguists after Saussure, the choice between study-
ing either the structure or the history of languages did not sit well. It
would not be unfair to say that the bulk of theoretical writing in his-
torical linguistics of the past few decades has been an effort to span
the Saussurean dilemma, to elaborate a discipline which would be
structural and historical at the same time.

We would like here to depict the origins of the structure-history
antinomy in Neogrammarian theory; we will dwell particularly on
Hermann Paul, who apparently was the first to isolate the language of
the individual as the most legitimate object of linguistic study. We

! The research on which the paper is based has enjoyed support from sev-
eral sources. The Language and Culture Atlas of Ashkenazic Jewry, of which
the first author was director until his death, is currently being compiled under
the direction of the third author with aid of Public Health Service Research
Grant MH 08106 from the National Institutes of Health to Columbia Univer-
sity. Research on New York City English is being continued by the second-
named author as Project 3288 of the Cooperative Research Branch, U.S. Office
of Education.
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will trace the hardening of the paradox in the Saussurean period, when
homogeneity of language—assumed to be found in the idiolect—was
drawn upon as a prerequisite for analysis. We will show the fresh
opportunities for explaining language change that came with the ef-
florescence of linguistic description after World War II, and comment
also on the limitations that developed in viewing language states as
determinants of their own further development. We will review a
number of attempts that were made to see the language of a community
as a differentiated system and to reconcile the observed facts of lin-
guistic heterogeneity with the theoretical desiderata of finding order
and structure. We will, finally, suggest that a model of language which
accommodates the facts of variable usage and its social and stylistic
determinants not only leads to more adequate descriptions of linguistic
competence, but also naturally yields a theory of language change that
bypasses the fruitless paradoxes with which historical linguistics has
been struggling for over half a century.

In referring to theory in the title of the paper, we have been con-
scious of the new connotation which this term has acquired in the dis-
course of linguists of the past decade. When Chomsky in 1957 pro-
posed to view the grammar of a language as (1) a theory of its
sentences, and linguistics as (2) a theory of correct grammars, he gave
a new seriousness to linguistic investigation and reached out for a
fresh alliance between linguistics and the exact sciences. To be sure,
Chomsky's second use of theory has turned out to be more utopian
than it seemed originally. But the first application of the term has
already brought about such significant advances that it is worth con-
sidering the bearing which this strong sense of theory may have on
language change.

A “theory” of language change in the rigorous sense can be visual-
ized in a relatively strong form and in a weak form. In its strong form,
the theory would predict, from a description of a language state at
some moment in time, the course of development which that language
would undergo within a specified interval. Few practicing historians
of language would be rash enough to claim that such a theory is pos-
sible.? In a more modest version, a theory of language change would

2 Coseriu (1958), in his monograph on structuralist theories of language
change and their philosophical foundations, distinguishes between the “ra-
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merely assert that every language constantly undergoes alteration, and
it would formulate constraints on the transition from one state of a
language to an immediately succeeding state. It might predict further
that no language will assume a form in violation of such formal princi-
ples as are postulated to be universal in human languages. Without
predicting positively what will happen (except that the language will
'somehow change), such a theory would at least assert that some
| changes will 7ot take place.

Our own view is that neither the strong nor the modest version of
such theories of language change, as they proceed from current gene-
rative grammar, will have much relevance to the study of language
history. We will argue that the generative model for the description

‘of language as a homogeneous object (see §2.1) is itself needlessly
unrealistic and represents a backward step from structural theories
capable of accommodating the facts of orderly heterogeneity. It seems
to us quite pointless to construct a theory of change which accepts as
its input unnecessarily idealized and counterfactual descriptions of
-language states. Long before predictive theories of language change
-can be attempted, it will be necessary to learn to see language—whether
Jfrom a diachronic or a synchronic vantage—as an object possessing

tural approach to language. We will see the seeds of this conflict in
Saussure (§1.21) and its deepening in the works of descriptivists
struggling with the phenomena of change. For the more linguists be-
\came impressed with the existence of structure of language, and the
more they bolstered this observation with deductive arguments about
the functional advantages of structure, the more mysterious became
*the transition of a language from state to state. After all, if a language
has to be structured in order to function efficiently, how do people
continue to talk while the language changes, that is, while it passes
through periods of lessened systematicity? Alternatively, if overriding

tional” problem of why languages change of necessity, the "general” problem
. of conditions under which particular changes usually appear in languages, and
* the "historical” problem of accounting for concrete changes that have taken
place, He finds linguistics widely plagued by the mistake of confusing the three
levels of the question (p. 37).
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pressures do force a language to change, and if communication is less -
efficient in the interim (as would deductively follow from the theory),
why have such inefficiencies not been observed in practice?®

This, it seems to us, is the fundamental question with which a theory
of language change must cope. The solution, we will argue, lies in
the direction of breaking down the identification of structuredness .
with homogeneity. The key to a rational conception of language change
—indeed, of language itself—is the possibility of describing orderly °
differentiation in a language serving a community. We will argue that
nativelike command of heterogeneous structures is not a matter of
multidialectalism or “mere” performance, but is part of unilingual

*linguistic competence. One of the corollaries of our approach is that

in a language serving a complex (i.e., real) community, it is absence
of structured heterogeneity that would be dysfunctional.

The problem of constraints on immediately succeeding language
states, to which we alluded above, is in our view subsumed under the
broader theoretical question. Of course, we too want to inquire into

‘the set of possible changes and possible conditions for changes which

can take place in a structure of a given type. Nor do we want to dis-
miss the #ransition problem: it remains entirely relevant to ask about
intervening stages which can be observed, or which must be posited,
between any two forms of a language defined for a language commun-
ity at different times. But if the theory is to be illuminating with re-
spect to recorded histories of languages, we must ask two further ques-
tions: How are the observed changes embedded in the matrix of lin-
guistic and extralinguistic concomitants of the forms in question?
(That is, what other changes are associated with the given changes in
a manner that cannot be attributed to chance?) And how can the ob-
served changes be evaluated—in terms of their effects upon linguistic

structure, upon communicative efficiency (as related, e.g., to functional

. load), and on the wide range of nonrepresentational factors involved

in speaking?
We will refer to these four questions and their associated problems

8 We are aware, of course, of Gilliéronian examples of “pathology” in lan-
guage, which have been adopted by Martinet as explanations of push-chains in
phonology (1955:54 ff. and passim ). However, we will try to show below that
only a small fraction of well-documented language changes seems at present
explicable by such causality.
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/ as those of constraints, transition, embedding, and evaluation.* Evi-
dently the problems are partially ordered: a solution to the constraints
question provides a set of changes within which the other questions
can be put. In the light of answers to these, we can approach a fifth
question, perhaps the most basic: What factors can account for the

\ actuation of changes? Why do changes in a structural feature take place
in a particular language at a given time, but not in other languages

/ with the same feature, or in the same language at other times? This

defining such structure; and (3) methods for relating the concepts
and statements of a theory to empirical evidence—that is, evidence
based on rules for intersubjective agreement among investigators. We
feel it important to dwell explicitly on empirical foundations, in view
of the conscious or unconscious disregard of empirical principles which
pervades some of the most influential work in linguistics today. We
will, in what follows, try to document and account for this state of
affairs.

We think of a theory of language change as part of a larger theo-
retical inquiry into linguistic evolution as a whole. A theory of lin-

- actuation problem can be regarded as the very heart of the matter. It
Bd;‘.uaplz‘en thtanthatth: :n::l:l: :e::gl:lf l:l:le glllxar'xggeu?s::g;r:)cg:rf :;d; guistic C\;'olnution would .lm\'c to show how forms of communication
mmplex community is transformed in the course of time so that, in chz.lracterfstlc of other bxological. ggncra evolved (with whatever mu-
some sense, both the language and the community remain the same, but tations) into a proto-language distinctively human, and then into lan-
. age acquires a different form.® o
We will not be presenting a fully worked-out theory of linguistic observe today. It wou'ld have to mdlc.%tc‘huw present-d‘ay lxnguages
change in this paper; it is doubtful whether any linguist has enough evolved‘from the earliest a'ttesled (or mtc.rred. ) forms for which we
relevant facts at his disposal to attempt anything so ambitious, and we h'ave .tev?dencc; a.nd fmally 1t4would dctcrm.me 1f the prciscnt course of
are not sure that with the facts available to us, the three coauthors linguistic evolution is following the same direction, and is governed by
would agree on the detailed outlines of such a theory. But, as our title the s:fmc fact(?rs, as those which' !13\'(; o.pcr'-atcd invthc.past.';_
suggests, we do feel in a position to make concrete proposals concern- It is the third general area of investigation '\\'hxch lSVthC‘ f().clxs of the
| ing the empirical foundations for a theory of change. By this we mean present paper: the dCSCl’lptl.On an.d cxpl.umtnon'of.lxpguxstlc change.
[ (1) the empirical findings which have significance for the theory, over the past four or five millennia. But even tl?ls llmlth area would
| . which the theory must account for, and which indicate directions for _ be too large for a theory of change today. We might cons‘.xdcfr different
'~ fruitful research; (2) certain conclusions drawn from these findings tempor'al ranges separately: long-tcrrp changes with similar effects
| as to the minimal complexity of linguistic structure and domains for over millennia; completed changes which cover a century or two at the
most; ongoing processes that can be observed in the course of one or
*The transition, embedding, and evaluation problems were discussed by two generations; or even purely synchronic sections in which we iden-

I.-abov (1965) under the heading of mechanism of a change. However, it seems tify inferentially the directions of change of certain variable elements.
difficult to give a precise meaning to the term mechanism of a change, and here 3
we do not distinguish between explanation of a change and the analysis of the : $
mechanise itself. the third of these ranges, although some comments will be made on the
* The community has also changed, of course: it will be important for the first problem and some data drawn from studies of the last.
purposes of this paper to note that the structure of the community, as well as
the individuals who fill various functional slots in the structure, will normally
show changes. In many cases, then, it will be difficult to establish that the com-
l munity and the language are the same as they were, since both are changing; the
changes may be so rapid that it is not easy to assert that the new members are
the-simultzneous inheritors of the same language and the same community. The
major empirical studies referred to in this paper deal with changes so rapid
:h:u it is impossible to trace the gradual transformation of one form into the

guages with the structures and complexity of the speech forms we

In this discussion we will be concerned primarily with the second and

® Investigations of the long-range effects of language planning, of mass liter-
acy and mass media, have therefore a special relevance to the over-all study of
linguistic evolution, though these factors, whose effect is recent at best, may be
set aside for certain limited studies of language change. On language from an
evolutionary point of view, see Greenberg 1954: chap. V; Greenberg 1959;
Hymes 1961.
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1. THE ISOLATION OF THE IDIOLECT

1.1. THE THEORIES OF HERMANN PAUL

Long before the nineteenth century it was widely realized that lan-
guages change,” but it is that century which is distinguished as the
most vigorous period of historical linguistics. The theoreticians of the
period were at pains to show that consistency of linguistic behavior, and
in particular the regularity of sound changes, could be derived from
more general, preferably psychological, principles. The culmination of
this search was achieved by Hermann Paul (1880),* who developed

. the view that the language of the individual speaker-hearer encom-
 passed the structured nature of language, the consistency of speech per-
" formance, and the regularity of change. In isolating the language of
the individual from the language custom of the group, Paul developed
a dichotomy which was adopted by generations of succeeding linguists
and which lies, as we will try to show, at the bottom of the twentieth-

century paradoxes concerning language change.

Idiolect and Language Custom. The task of the historian of lan-

_ guage, according to Paul, is to state the sequence of particular lan-
| guage states (Sprachzustande; p. 29). The primary datum in this pro-
cedure is an object which he calls psychischer Organismus. This organ-

* For obvious reasons, awareness and discussion of language change de-
veloped first in the Romance world. The interest of Dante in this question is
well known, that of his compatriot Tolomei less so (Claudio Tolomei, I/ Cesano,
ca. 1530). J. Chr. Kraus (1787) was already sophisticated enough to stress the
opportunities offered to culture history by the greater conservatism of grammar
over vocabulary. Many other examples could be cited. Therefore, Hockett
(1965:185), like the authorities on which he bases himself, oversimplifies the
matter in attributing the “genetic hypothesis” to Jones, Gyirmathi, Rask,
Grimm, and Bopp. The plain enumeration of these names is an oversimplifica-
tion in another sense, too: the writers named differed greatly in their ability to
draw inferences from the fact of change. For Grimm, temporal seriation of at-
tested stages of Germanic languages was fundamental, but then he set himself
no reconstructive tasks; Rask, on the other hand—although perhaps the boldest
and most clear-headed thinker of the group—was slow in coming to terms with
the facts of change; in his 1818 masterpiece he was still asking what asrested
languages Old Norse may have originated from.

% Our page references are to the more or less “"standard” fifth edition (1920),
which does not differ from the original on the points at issue here,
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ism is conceived by Paul as a psychologically internalized grammar
which generates the utterances of speakers.” ""The true object of the
linguist is the totality of manifestations of speech activity in all indi-
viduals in their mutual interaction” (p. 25). [This and succeeding
translations are ours. ]

The description of a language, in order for it to form a truly usable
foundation for a historical view, must do more than fully enumerate
the elements of which a language consists; "'it must depict the relation
of the elements to each other, their relative strengths, the connections
into which they enter, the degree of closeness and strength of these
connections” (p. 29). All these linguistically crucial relations can be
found only in the language of the individual, in whose mind one will
find the “interlocking image groups, with their multiple interlaced
relations, which are relevant to speech activity” (p. 39). The image
groups consist of “images” (Vorstellungen), that is, traces in the
unconscious of physically and consciously perceived utterances.’ Since,
the individual psyche is seen as the locus of the associations and con-
nections between language components, we realize why Paul isolates
the individual as the primary carrier of a language, and brings the
argument to its logical conclusion by asserting that “we must distin-
guish as many languages as there are individuals.”*

The isolation of the individual, Paul thought, had the advantage of

9 Paul is specifically concerned with the generative power of an internalized
totality of “image groups,” as appears from his interest in kinesthetic and audi-
tory self-monitoring of sound production and from his statement, in connection
with (synchronic!) analogy, that speakers are able to form and understand sen-
tences never hefore encountered. Paul expects a faithful description of an idio-
lect to reveal to us, "to put it in a popular way,” nothing less than the speaker’s
Sprachgefihl (p. 29). As Paul sees it, it is impossible to infer the structure of
the idiolect merely from the observation of utterances. "To relate [observed
physical facts] to mental ones,” Paul writes (p. 30), “is possible only through
analogical inferences based on what we have observed in our own minds. Con-
stantly renewed exact self-observation, meticulous analysis of one’s own Sprach-
gefuhl, is consequently a prerequisite for the training of the linguist.”

10 The “images” are by no means to be understood as pictorial representa-
tions, for example, of things nameable by concrete nouns; quite the contrary,
every linguistic unit, every class of units, and every relation between classes is
explicitly said to have a corresponding image as its mental representation. These
images are related by “association” to form groups (pp. 26 ff.), thus yielding a
full mental representation of the speaker’s linguistic capacity

11 The ultimate individuality of language was of course already an important
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attaching linguistics to a2 more general science of psychology. The price
 of such isolation, however, was the creation of an irreconcilable opposi-
_tion between the individual and society. Paul then had to construct a
theoretical bridge for passing from the unique, individual object of
linguistics to a transindividual entity.

A comparison of individual languages (which we may, at the risk
of terminological anachronism but with little fear of distortion, relabel
“idiolects™**) yields a certain “average,” which determines what is
actually normal in the language—the Language Custom (Sprachusus,
p- 29). For the purpose of later discussion, let us note the following
* features of Paul's “Language Custom. " First, it is (unlike the idiolect)

- an artifact of the hngmst—a ptoduct of his work of comparing idio-
' lects; no independent “existence” is claimed for it.** Secondly, a Lan-

- guage Custom has no determinate bounds: every grouping of speakers
into dialect groups is arbitrary, without theoretical motivation (p. 38).

« Clearly the Language Custom, or “average,” resulting from a compari-
son of idiolects A and B would differ from that resulting from a com-
parison of idiolects A, B, and C—and there is no way to decide on the
grounds of Paul’s circumscribed theory whether C should be included

- or omitted from the comparison. Thirdly, if “Language Custom’ were
seriously to be interpreted as an “average,” it would be meaningful

- only with reference to gradient phenomena; we might argue that i is
the "average of » and 7, but there is no obvious meaning to an "“aver-
age” of, say, soda and pop as two idiolectal designations of carbonated
beverage. Fourthly, we must note that in postulating the absolute in-

- dividuality of idiolects, Paul provides no clues for ranking differences
- among idiolects on any scale of importance. It follows, then, that for
| Paul the only object of theoretical significance is the idiolect: Lan-
guage Custom is derivative, vague, unstructured; since on his terms

idea of romanticism; cf. Herder (1772:123-124), as quoted by Sapir (1907:
133-134).

12 See § 1.22 below.

13 Paul draws an analogy with the fictional conception of the species preva-
lent at the time: “Nothing has real existence except the particular individuals.
. . . Species, genera, classes are nothing but arbitrary summaries and distinctions
of the human mind" (p. 37).
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structure and homogeneity imply one another, no structured object
which is transindividual can be conceived.**

Change in Idiolect and in Language Custom. We are now ready to
see how Paul treats language change. Changes in language can be
understood in two senses: (1) as changes in an idiolect, and (2) as
changes in Language Custom. Changes in Language Custom, in turn,
can arise in two ways: (1) through changes within the idiolects over
which a given Language Custom is defined; (2) through additions or
subtractions of idiolects from the set of idiolects over which a Language
Custom is defined. Suppose we define Language Custom LC, for the
idiolects A, B, C, D. If idiolect B changes to B’, then there results a
change in LC,; alternatively, if idiolect B is removed from the set (e.g.,
through the death of its speaker), or an idiolect E is added (through
the birth or immigration of its speaker), or both, there is also a change
in the Language Custom LC,, for in principle every idiolect contributes
something different to the Language Custom as a whole. Since the
boundaries of the set of idiolects over which a Language Custom is
defined have no theoretical foundation, and since changes in Lan-
guage Custom are completely derivative (p. 18), it is change within
idiolects which, for Paul, has exclusive theoretical interest. (\What saves
the investigation from being an absolute sociological fantasy is the fact,
duly noted by Paul, that sets of idiolects of course often do have natural
boundaries in the sense of communication breaks among speakers or
communities of speakers; cf. p. 40).

What causes changes in an idioteet? There are two mechanisms in-
volved: spontaneous change, and adaptation to the idiolects of other
speakers (p. 34). On the intraindividual, spontaneous mechanism
Paul has little else to say; he refers just once more to the role of an

14 Beginning with this view of things one might yet think of salvaging, for
study as a transindiv |du1| ph(nnmz.nnn the commaon core of a group of idio-
lects—that is, not the “average,” but that fragment of the Language Custom
which is shared by all idiolects. However, Paul wants no part of this, and ex-
coriates “‘descriptive grammar” for its procedure of recording "which out of a
set of grammatical forms and relations are current in a speech community at a
particular time, what can be used by everyone without being misunderstood and
without striking one's interlocutors as strange” (p. 24). The cardinal sin of
such an approach is its concern with “abstractions.”
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individual's “personal particularities and the peculiar stimulations
(Erregungen) of his own mental and bodily make-up” (p. 38), but
it does not occur to him to instantiate any such peculiarities, so that a
serious proposal of correlations between individual traits and idiolect
change is out of the question. The other mechanism of idiolect change,
as we have said, is the selective adoption of features from the idiolect
- of one’s interlocutors. One suspects that for Paul this, the social mecha-
~ nism, is the more important one; thus he says summarily in another
passage that it is “solely through intercourse (Verkehr) that the lan-
- guage of the individual is created” (p. 39).

In view of the relation between idiolects and Language Custom,
which we have already discussed, we can see that Language Custom
changes “through the summation of a series of . . . shifts in idiolects
moving in the same direction"’; a new Language Custom is formed from
an accumulation of parallel changes in the idiolects for which it is de-
fined. Now it is clear that this theory says nothing about two other
kinds of change which can be conceived of with equal reasonableness:

. (1) qualitative, nongradual changes in idiolects, and (2) nonparallel

« behavior of idiolects. If the changes are nongradual, they can hardly
yield to a “summation”; and if the idiolects are not changing in parallel,
what will be the result in the overall Language Custom? But it would
“be meaningless to press the question in the context of Paul's theory,
‘because fgr him Language Custom with respect to nongradient phe-

- nomena (i.e., in effect, with respect to the bulk of language) is not a
construct to be taken seriously.

Childhood and Adulthood. Given the two mechanisms of idiolect
change (and, by extension, of Language Custom change), we may
stop to consider whether an individual is equally liable to idiolect
c'hangc throughout his life. In principle, says Paul, yes: “it is impos-
sible to designate a point in the life of an individual at which it could
be said that language learning has ceased.” On the other hand, the
great bulk of language learning (idiolect changing) takes place in
. childhood, and the difference in degree is enormous (p. 34). As a re-
- sult, Paul feels justified in concluding “that the processes of language
_ learning are of supreme importance for the explanation of changes in

Language Custom, that they represent the most important cause of
these changes” (bid.).
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Unfortunately Paul does not develop this idea into any concrete hy-
potheses, and a number of questions remain unanswered. For example,
if the mechanism of language learning works efficiently and uniformly, ,
we would expect the set of young children’s deviant idiolects to make
the same small, stable contribution to every Language Custom; it would
then be untrue that language learning explains changes in Language
Custom. If, on the other hand, the learning mechanism works ineffi-
ciently, then we are entitled to know why children’s mislearning does
not have random, mutually canceling effects. In other words, invoking
children’s incomplete language learning as an explanation of language
change is vacuous unless it suggests at the same time a pattern of learn-
ing failures. This Paul has failed to offer.

Unawareness. We may now go over to the discussion of a puzzle
which arises from a combination of basic tenets in Paul’s theory. If the
significant locus of language change is in the idiolect, and if the idiolect
is a psychological representation (the speaker's Sprachgefihl), why is
it that speakers are not aware of changing their idiolects?** For an an-
swer, Paul looks to the supposition that idiolect change takes place by
infinitesimal steps (p. 19). But how can there be infinitesimal steps
among discrete, quantized phenomena? How could one, let us say,
move from dived to dove, or from pop to soda by infinitesimal steps?
Possible solutions come to mind, and we will see below how other
theorists have dealt with the question. Paul’s own way out was arbi-
trarily to narrow the discussion from language in general to such as-
pects of language as are continuous (rather than discrete) in their de-
sign. He thus simply avoided the general question, which must of neces-
sity deal with noncontinuous aspects of language as well.

The continuous side of language design with which Paul deals™ is

15 That change is in fact unconscious is for Paul an empirical finding, though
he admits that it is “not so generally acknowledged and must still be demon-
strated in detail” (p. 18). He is thinking, of course, of the “natural” develop-
ment of language, not intentional regulatory intervention which may be ob-
served in standardized languages and which is nothing if not conscious

18 His main concern is with sound. In his account of semantic change (Chap.
IV), where he distinguishes between customary meanings (idiolectally coded)
and occasional meanings ("“dispersed” acts of reference), Paul also deals with
a continuum. Had Paul been interested in the problem of discreteness versus
continuity as a feature of language design, he might have both enlarged on the
parallelisms between phonetic and semantic change, and realized that they are




URIEL WEINREICH, WILLIAM LABOV, MARVIN I. HERZOG

w elaborated by a further feature: variable performance. A speaker's
W we are told, varies around an (idiolectally
ded) goal in the way a marksman's shots scatter around a bull's-eye
(p. 54). The mental representations of the speech sound involve both
‘a kinesthesis (Bewegungsgefibl; p. 49) and a sound image (Lautbild)
fﬂmdi&mﬁ&ﬁng (Kontrolle; pp. 53, 58). It is an empirical fact
for Paul that these representations are insufficiently precise to guarantee
absolutely consistent performance; for example, what is coded as a
single kinesthesis and sound image (today we would say: a single
phoneme) is manifested as the physiologically discriminable pair of
sounds [n] and [n] in German Land, Anger; similarly, a single psy-
chologically coded unit appears as {d] in Feldes and as [t} in Feld.
Hence, where we can conceive of continuous dimensions of phonetic
space, “there is always a continuous series of infinitely numerous
sounds” (pp. 51-52).
- This, then, explains fluctuation in performance which is not coded in
the idiolect and is not even perceived by the bearer of the idiolect.

: Causes of Change. From here we move to the real crux: why does
the mean of the scattered performances shift? That it can shift without

being notxced by the performer is due, says Paul, to the fact that the
sound image for monitoring moves in parallel with the kinesthesis that
controls production (p. 61). But, granting that they shift together,
why do they shift at all? On this crucial question Paul's answer has a

M and a specific part. In general, language develops subject to
constraints of utility:

In the development of Language Custom, purposiveness (der Zweck) plays
the same role as that which Darwin attributed to it in organic nature: the
greater or lesser usefulness (Zweckmassigheit) of the resulting patterns
(Gebilde) isﬂée_qi;,ive for their preservation or extinction. (p. 32)

jointly not representative of the rest of lan izi

B . guage change. In characterizing
Pt dﬁuomc phonology as a study of continuous phenomena, we realize, of
still: » that subsequent linguistic theory imposed a quantization where Paul
P aul“w 4 continuum. However, as should be apparent from the discussion,
m;:;:"’ h::; not at all obsolete insofar as those phonetic phenomena are
1 o "e:ttme‘fi?:ly ; l;:l:;:cls .contlnuum even after the discrete structure
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Now, since an explanation by natural selection is vacuous unless an
independent criterion for survival is postulated, Paul invokes, as a spe-
cifically linguistic factor, the principle of greater comfort:

It is hardly possible to detect any other cause for the inclination to deviate
more to one side than to the other than the fact that deviation in one di-
rection in some respect suits the organs of the speaker better [ bequemer ist].
(p- 56)

In cases such as assimilation in consonant clusters (octa > It. otto),
the factor of ease'™ is obvious. Sometimes length and accent may also
be involved. Even the fact that “all languages display a certain harmony
of their sound systems™ (presumably related to different rest positions
of the organs among their speakers) is an explanation. Of course, there
are many additional kinds of change, especially of the “unconditioned”
kind, and Paul seems to realize that the more transparent instances do
not yet yield a general explanation. But he feels that further psycho-
physical research is the key; “the investigation of the essence of this
greater or lesser comfort is a task for physiology™ (p. 57). That the
pursuit of comfort by infinitesimal shifts in phonetic performance is
indeed the explanation—of that Paul is certain.

Correlations of sound change with climate, soil conditions, way of
life, and other environmental factors are unproven, and those involving
differences in the anatomy of speech organs are often incorrect and, in
any case, indecisive (p. 60). Ease, admittedly, “depends on a variety
of circumstances which may be different for each individual,” but they
“can also affect larger groups™ (p. 57). When they do, a sound shift
takes place (p. 59).**

But if the pursuit of ease is the cause of sound change in idiolects,
the fundamental questions arise: why do not speakers go about it more
quickly, and why do Language Customs split in that some speakers set
out on a particular ease-seeking path whereas others retain their less
comfortable pattern? This fundamental question will arise repeatedly
in our discussion; we have already alluded to it as the actuation prob-

17 The German hequem means both ‘convenient’ and ‘comfortable.” As a
noun, though, 'ease’ seems preferable to ‘comfort ¢
227). Paul also cites the elimination of morph alternation

18 Elsewhere (p. 227
as a general tendency; presumably this, too, could be interpreted as a pursuit of

case.
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lem. For even when the course of a language change has been fully

described and its ability explained, the question always remains as to
| why the change was not actuated sooner, or why it was not simultane-

‘ously actuated wherever identical functional conditions prevailed. The

unsolved actuation riddle is the price paid by any facile and individ-

ualistic explanation of language change. It creates the opposite prob-

lem—of explaining why language fails to change.

Let us see how Paul copes with the actuation riddle.

' Conformity. At all times, he says, the performance of a speaker is
under the pressure of different forces to change in different directions.
During stable periods of an idiolect, these forces are in exact balance
and cause the spontancous deviations from the target to cancel each
other. For example, during a stable period of an idiolect, the scatter
of performances of the sound « may be under equal pressure to shift
toward 7 and toward .

Yet it is very improbable that this should be the case at all points and at
all times. Chance alone can easily bring it about that in an area held to-
gether by particularly intensive intercourse one tendency should achieve
ptepmdermce over another. This may happen even if the consensus of the
majority is not conditioned by any particular inner coherence vis-d-vis the
md!vu.lua.ls remaining outside the group, and even if the causes which impel
the shift into a particular direction are perhaps altogether different for dif-
feren.t lndeduals. The preponderance of a tendency in a limited circle
of this type is enough to overcome the contrary tendencies. (p. 61)

In this passage Paul seems to attribute the actuation of a change to
'w However, if the beginnings of changes were random processes,
occasional losses of balance would alternate with restorations of bal-
R aud begnmn gs of infinitesimal change would alternate with ces-
sations of infinitesimal change. Thus, chance is here invoked illegiti-
mately, since we are out to explain a specific, not a random process. The
) tlve.th.eoreﬁcaj principle which Paul has covertly slipped in is
fbﬂm_‘t is what we might call the “avalanche mechanism.” But
in the case of avalanches, the stickiness of snow explains why a rolling
fnass amm additional snow; and in explaining avalanches, we may
indeed attribute their actuation to chance (or to some uninteresting
event, such as a skier telemarking in a particular location: cf. Martinet
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1955:36). In the case of sound changes as described by Paul, however,
no independent reason for believing in an avalanche mechanism is sug-
gested.

There is, in fact, one more hypothesis covertly involved in Paul's
theory: the hypothesis that speakers like to conform to the idiolects of
their interlocutors. But whether or not this is a true belief, let us estab-
lish that it contributes nothing whatever to the explanation of sound
change. This is because it is invoked ad hoc to explain both initial re-
sistance to change and subsequent yielding to change. As we saw earlier,
Paul holds that speakers adapt features from the idiolects of others se-
lectively, but he offers no account whatever of their selectivity.

In describing the diffusion of a change from idiolect to idiolect,
Paul makes free use of his conformity hypothesis:

Once a definitive shift in the kinesthesis [or any other idiolect feature'®]
has taken place through the elimination of the inhibitions exercised by com-
munication [i.e., speakers’ desire to conform to their interlocutors’ idio-
lects], a further small shift is made possible by the continuing effect of the
tendency. Meanwhile, however, a whole minority is swept by the move-
ment. The very factors which prevent the minority from getting too far
ahead of the general custom also prevent it from remaining significantly
behind the progress of the majority . . . The movement proceeds in such
small distances that a salient opposition never arises among individuals
standing in close intercourse with each other. (p. 62)

Two important empirical claims are introduced here: (1) that the

progress of a language change through a community follows a lawful
course, an-Securye®® from minority to majority to totality; (2) that fre-
quency of a form guarantees its exemplariness for a speech community.
We will have occasion later to discuss these claims further.

19 Though Paul's discussion centers around sound change, everything he says
here about the diffusion of changes (as distinct from their origin) could equally
well apply to discrete domains of language, and his discussion from this point
on could be generalized from sound change to language change without
distortion.

20 Compare Osgood and Sebeok (1954:155): "The rate of change would
probably be slow at first, appearing in the speech of innovators, or more likely
young children; become relatively rapid as these young people become the
agents of differential reinforcement; and taper off as fewer and fewer older and
more marginal individuals remain to continue the old forms.”
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The S-curved social trajectory of a change may in principle be lo-
cated anywhere in a community. But it acquires special interest if it
can be correlated with the universal differentiation of speech commu-
nities bynge According to Paul, we must distinguish between intra-
generational and cross-generational changes. S-curved changes within
a genennon, he feels, are possible but necessarily minute. They reach
major proportions only when the S-curve coincides with a shift in gen-
erations. If the change has already engulfed the majority, then the
young people will “naturally” follow suit (i.e., they become the tail
end of the S-curve). But even if a majority is still holding out, it will
eventually die out. Moreover, '

the same reasons which drive the older generation to deviate from kines-
ﬂlﬁ’edteady formed must act on the formation of fresh kinestheses among
&e younger generation. It may therefore be said that the main cause [Veran-
ld:mlg] of sound change is the transmission of sounds to new individuals.
For this process, then, the term “change” is not appropriate, if one wants

to be completely accurate; it is rather a deviant new formation [Newerzen- -

gungl. (p. 63)

In other words: what for mature speakers is a performance that devi-
?t?s from the coding of the idiolect becomes, for the children, an
ldlol?ct-oontrolled (nondeviant) performance.
It is easy to see why the notion of generations appealed to Paul, and
tlt; many other scholars, asa safe haven in a dangerous theoretical sea.
du°°°l°g'“1. changes in language can be superimposed on the turn-
o of population, .the need for a theory of change as such is canceled,
z!::one can then simply think of the speakers of one dialect replacing
o anotl:ler. gln geographic terms, diffusion of language material
:L;;@;kﬂ migration offers a similar, atypically easy case.) But a full-
i mltn:ﬂ be accountable also for changes at different rates
S lﬁons, other than the replacement of fathers by
ot Fiom ; r:})-. Moxeovcr, Paul’s theory appears to take
ey dnscon:n unrealistic idea that the difference between genera-
s tl:Jeum.ls. To bc sure, generations are discrete within a
T is,based s ag‘;o‘;’i‘;:r‘;‘:{;hey_ f:)l;: a continuum. A solid theory
intecrapted. gragient must be prepared to treat them as an
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Regularity of Change. When we come, next, to the question of regu-
larity of sound change, we find Paul following not the extreme position
of the Neogrammarian manifesto,”* but a moderate point of view il-
luminated by the criticisms of Kruszewski. Since the history of this
matter is usually presented inaccurately,” a slight digression is neces-
sary.

The postulate of completely regular sound laws (i.e., without ex-
ceptions that are themselves accountable by non-ad hoc phonetic con-
texts) received its main momentum from Osthoff and Brugmann's
reading of Winteler's 1876 monograph on the German dialect of
Kerenzen, Switzerland. In the descriptive part of his monograph—
which we honor today as a pioneering effort in phonemic analysis—
Winteler stated the distribution of allophones in item-and-process
terms. (As a Sanskritist—the Sanskritist, in fact, who put the term
sandbi into European circulation—Winteler had of course studied
Panini, so that item-and-process phonology was a natural model for
him.) Now, in looking for the most impressive instance of a sound
law without exceptions, Osthoff and Brugmann resorted to Winteler's
phonology: look at Kerenzen German, they said, where every » for
example changes to #» before £, g—without any exception whatever.
Historicists that they were, Osthoff and Brugmann did not notice that
they were extrapolating from a synchronic process to a diachronic one.*®
The difference between the two, and the vastly lesser lawfulness of dia-

21 Osthoff and Brugmann (1878)

22 The standard treatments of the history of this period were written by schol-
notably Pedersen, but

ars who were themselves Neogrammarians in spirit
also Bloomfield. To seek a balanced view in these accounts is like basing the
history of war on autobiographies of the victorious generals. Jakobson
(1960) has performed a most valuable service by his study of the anti-Neo-
grammarian Kazan school; unfortunately, his article is as yet available only in
Polish. A still broader treatment of the Neogrammarian controversy would con-
sider the dialectological along with the synchronistic-analytical arguments
against the doctrine of exceptionless sound laws

21 Leskien (1876), who is usually cited as the originator of the Neogram-
marian hypothesis, could not possibly find support for it in his indeterminate
material. Because historians of this period overlooked the strongest evidence
available to Osthoff and Brugmann (viz., Winteler's monograph), they have
tended, somewhat ;x;mln.gc(iully. to downgrade the postulate of exceptionless
sound laws to a "hypothesis,” and to attribute Osthoff and Brugmann's self-
confidence to the exuberance of their youth. A less psychologizing, more
strictly scholarly explanation of their self-confidence, however, is the fact that
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chronic shifts, was soon afterwards pointed out by Kruszewski (1881);
the difference was lost, however, on the more orthodox Neogram-
marians; it was not understood by Pedersen, and unfortunately also
went unheeded by Bloomfield, for whom synchronic process did not
exist.
" Paul did understand Kruszewski's point (cf. his references to Kru-
szewski's papers in Techmer's Zeitschrift [vols. 1, 2, 3, 51, p. 49), and
as he had no item-and-arrangement prejudices in phonology, he assimi-
: lated the distinction easily. He thus distinguishes between sound
_ (Lautwechsel) . The former
~are shifts in term yach rocess.only,.and are taken as com-

pletely regular. The latter are remnants of earlier synchronic processes

' m& ) havde_c_eumbto.m‘cﬁan and which have left irregular
esidues that must be learned as lists. (p. 69). To avoid confusion, we
render Paul's Lautwandel by *'phonetic rule,” roughly

in the sense of Halle (1959). The problem for Paul, then, is not the

‘.‘abohk regularity of phonetic rules, but the irregular redistribution of
\:ggldsamong lexical elements. In other words, how does a productive
‘ honetic rule of an idiolect get snagged? Can this result from inter-

course with other speakers? Here is Paul's answer:

'l.'he only way in which this could be visualized is that an individual would
simultaneously stand under the influence of several groups of persons which
had become differentiated by different sound development [i.e., different
synchronic phonetic rules], and that he would learn some words from one
group, others from the other. But this presupposes a thoroughly exceptional
tehhonshxp Nomally there are not [interidiolectal] differences of this
kind in a communication community within which an individual grows
up and Wid’.l which he stands in much more intimate ties than with the
b.made.r environment. . . . Within the same dialect, therefore, no incon-
sistencies flcvelop, only in consequence of dialect mixture, or, as we shall
have occasion to put it more precisely, in consequence of the borrowing of a
word fxofn a foreign dialect. . . . In the formulation of sound laws [ie.,
s.yndn?mc phonetic rules], we need not of course reckon with such incon-
sistencies. (pp. 71-72)

The weakest link in this argument is the notion “single dialect,” be-
in the synchronic. phonetic rules of Kerenzen German the Neogrammarians did
indeed have verified, nonhypothetical examples of exceptionless sound laws.
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cause, as we have seen, it has no theoretical standing in Paul’s thinking.
Indeed, Paul shows some concern about this weakness, for he promises
to consider later “‘the extent to which, and the conditions under which”
word borrowing from other dialects takes place (p. 72). Actually,
however, in the chapter on language mixture, only a short section is
devoted to dialect interference (pp. 402-403), and the question of
“conditions” for word borrowing is not even raised.

Phonology and Idiolect Grouping. We took note above of the
manner in which Paul slipped from a theory of language change in
general to a theory of sound change in particular. We may now examine
the paradox that emerges as a consequence of this unmarked narrowing
of discussion. Insofar as language change i1z general is concerned, we
have learned, idiolects are subject to random development. To be sure,
intercourse may cause parallel shifts in group idiolects, but they need
not, and as Paul knew from dialectological research, do not in fact re-
sult in a hierarchically structured subdivision of the community (pp. 37—
42). Idiolect A may form a dialectal grouping with idiolect B with re-
spect to Feature 1, a grouping with idiolect C with respect to Feature 2.
There is for Paul no end and no organization to these mutually in-
tersecting principles because (1) the linguist knows of no grounds for
a hierarchy of linguistic features, and (2) he has no explanation for
the selective diffusion of idiolect features (i.e., no scale of diffusi-
bility) . Paul realizes that if there are breaks in the intercourse network
—especially absolute breaks caused by migration—a dialect split will
emerge; but this is completely “external” to the language, and we might
add that it is in any case a highly unusual phenomenon (even if in the
history of the ancient Indo-European languages it may have played an
important role). Not so in the case of sound change; here there is a
linguistic basis for grouping two idiolects into a dialect, namely, their
sharing of a (complete?) set of phonetic rules. Idiolects A and B would
be assigned to the same dialect if they shared the same phonetic rules,
and a word adopted by A from B would be automatically submitted to
the same phonetic treatment.

It would appear, then, that if our goal were a classification of idio-
lectal phonologies, Paul's theory would offer us a reasoned linguistic
criterion for it—at least for a single-level, all-same-or-all-different clas-
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sification of idiolects. But if we are seeking a classification not of idio-
lectal phonologies, but of idiolects in their entirety, Paul’s theory is of
no use, because it does not guarantee (and could do so only contrary
to factual evidence) that nonphonological differentiation goes hand in
hand with phonological differentiation. It would be perfectly natural,
for example, to find a set of idiolects A, B, and C such that A and B
share phonologies while jointly differing in their phonologies from C;
but A and B may have numerous lexical and grammatical differences
in points on which B agrees fully with C.

Paul writes: ““The truly characteristic factor in the dialectal articula-
tion of a continuous area is always the phonetic conditions.” The rea-
son for this, thinks Paul, is that it is in the formation of phonetic con-
ditions that everything depends on direct personal intercourse. “In
vocabulary and in word meanings, in morphology and in syntax, medi-
ated transmission offers no difficulties.” By contrast, according to Paul,
phonetic influence (i.e., diffusion of phonological rules) depends on
intimate and intensive intercourse, Thus, he continues,

much greater differences develop in phonetics than in vocabulary, mor-
phology, or syntax, and the former last more uniformly through long
periods than the latter. . . . Least typical of all is the vocabulary and its use.
Here transmissions from one dialect to another mostly take place [in the
same way] as from one language to another. Here there are more indi-
vidual differences than in any other domain. Here there may also be dif=
ferences [e.g., in professional vocabularies] which have nothing to do with
dialect differences, and which intersect them. ( p-47)

.ln this passage we face the conceptual difficulty of counting and weight-
ing phonological against other innovations. Are there not perhaps
more lexical innovations simply because there are more words? And
w.hat is the theoretical basis for disregarding highly stable dialectal
differentiations in vocabulary and grammar? One suspects that Paul was
really deceiving himself. The priority he was giving to phonological
criteria of idiolect classification was based, not on the empirically dem-
onstrated manner of their transmission (for this he had no evidence),
nor on their stability (for this the evidence was quite inconclusive),
but simply because phonology, in the sense of a consistently applied

of phonetic rules, was the on/y domain of language which gave any

A Theory of Language Change 119
hope of quantizing ( =imposing discreteness upon) the continuum of
the speech community.

To base motivated idiolect classifications on phonology may be a
counsel of despair; it may also be justified by further argument, for
example, as to the primacy of phonology within language as a whole.
While we would disagree with both procedures, we would consider
them as legitimate proposals meriting discussion. What makes Paul’s
approach illegitimate, on the other hand, is its use of a theoretical as-
sumption in the disguise of a factual claim—and, to make it worse, on
a factual claim which is incorrect.

| Summary. Let us now attempt to restate critically Paul’s position on
the essential points:

The sole theoretically grounded object of linguistic study is the
idiolect, and within the idiolect, the only domain in which change is
related to stable performance is phonology (in view of its nondiscrete
nature). An individual’s usage is in principle consistent, and conforms
to his mental representation of it, except that phonetic performances
are scattered randomly as about a target. An individual may, by in-
finitesimal unconscious steps, skew the distribution of his (phonetic)
performances as he seeks more comfortable behavior patterns. (No
explanation is offered for the slowness with which allegedly more
“comfortable” behavior is achieved; i.e., the actuation riddle stands
unsolved and even unformulated.) Dialects are conceived as groups of
(phonologically) identical idiolects; consequently, dialect change is
simply idiolects changing in parallel, and dialect splitting is no more
than idiolects changing diversely.

An idiolect or dialect may also change by “"borrowing” forms from
other idiolects or dialects. Such borrowing is selective, but no explana-
tion is offered for particular selections. Opportunity to borrow from
other idiolects depends on exposure to them; however, both borrowing
and nonborrowing are attributed to conformity—either with the in-
novators or the conservers. |

1.2. THE NEOGRAMMARIAN HERITAGE

Paul's Prinzipien may be said to reflect the best achievements of
Neogrammarian linguistics. With his Neogrammarian predecessors
and contemporaries Paul shared the virtues of maximum rigor of form-
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ulation, an intensive interest in recurrent regularities, a feeling for the
atypicality of standardized languages among the totality of languages,
a concern with phonetic detail, and a desire to view language in the
setting of its functioning in order to understand its development, to
““portray as many-sidedly as possible the conditions of the life of lan-
guage [Sprachleben]" (p. 6). Written and revised after the dust had
settled over the sound-law controversy, Paul’s book has the further
merit of recognizing the dialectological point of view on language
It is therefore not surprising that it became enormously in-
 fluential, and though it eventually may have served as a target of anti-
Neogrammarian opposition it functioned as the basic text for more
than a generation of linguists.

1.21, SAUSSURE
The revolutionary effect of Saussure’s thought is not belittled if we
assert that in the question of the individuality of language, he owes a
great deal to EC.ANeogrammarian doctrine. For Saussure, the system-
aticity of language (see § 2.0) depends on the existence, within the
individual, of a faculty of association and one of co-ordination ( p-29).
1 The relations between elements of a language are located in the con-

‘sciousness of speakers. The following quotation is typical:

Synchrony knows only one perspective, that of the speakers, and its whole
metbod consists in gathering their testimony; in order to know the extent
to which a thing is a reality, it will be necessary and sufficient to investigate
the degree to which it exists in the consciousness of the speakers. (p. 128)

Indeed, it is the psychological unreality of diachronic and dialectologi-
cal relations that leads Saussure to assign historical phenomena to a
totally different domain of investigation. "The synchronic ‘phenome-
non',"” he writes, “has nothing in common with the diachronic . . .; one
ls.thc connection between simultaneous elements, the other is the sub-
stitution of one element for another in time—an event” (p. 129). As
a consequence,

dud::ronic hMc, in contrast to [synchronic linguistics, will study the
rela.hom con.nectnng successive items that are not perceived by a single col-
lective consciousness, items which are substituted for one another but which
do not form a system among themselves. (p. 140; italics supplied)

To guarantee the psychological reality of the object of synchronic
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investigation, Saussure further requires that such an object be homo-
geneous. The object of synchronic linguistics, he argues, is not every-
thing which is simultaneous, but only those simultaneous facts which
belong to a single language. The separation of legitimate, that is, homo-
geneous, objects of study must proceed, “to the extent that this may be
necessary, all the way down to dialects and subdialects” (pp. 128-
129). Indeed, linguists are put on notice that there are no natural dia-
lects—"there are as many dialects as there are localities” (p. 276).
And Saussure adds: "Basically the term synchronic is not precise
enough; it should be replaced by the (admittedly longish) idiosyn-
chronic. On the other hand, diachronic linguistics does not require, but
repels, such a breakdown.”

It has often been stressed that by distinguishing speech from lan-
guage, Saussure broke away from the psychologism characteristic of
Neogrammarian thinking: he saw language as social and speech as in-
dividual. However, let us note that Saussure has nothing concrete to
say about the community as the matrix of individual speech perform-
ance. In particular, there is nothing in his theory which could accom-
modate a heterogeneous language while saving it as a legitimate object
of synchronic investigation. A language . . . is of homogeneous
nature” (p. 32). And Saussure echoes Paul when he writes: “Among
all the individuals thus linked by the use of language [/angage}, a kind
of average will be established: everybody will reproduce—not exactly,
to be sure, but approximately—the same signs joined to the same con-
cepts” (p. 29). Clearly, Saussure here views heterogeneity within the
language custom of a community not as a subject of systematic descrip-
tion, but as a kind of tolerable imprecision of performance. His view
is thus again in full conformity with Paul’s, who had said that the
“great uniformity of all language processes in the most diverse indi-
(viduals is the essential basis for an exact scientific knowledge of such
processes” (Paul, p. 19). We see no evidence that Saussure progressed
beyond Paul in his ability to deal with language as a social fact; for him
the precondition of dealing with language as a social phenomenon was
still its complete homogeneity.

In broaching the cause of sound change, Saussure rejected all ex-
planations which had been advanced (pp. 202-208). Although he was
convinced that all changes originate in speech, he nevertheless had no
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suggestions for distinguishing, other than a posteriori, between indi-
vidual innovations which enter the language and those which do not
(pp. 138-139). Although he posited two conflicting forces—that of
intercourse and that of provindalism (c/ocker)—to describe an in-
dividual’s imitation and nonimitation, respectively, of the speech of
others, the balance of these forces remained a vacuous explanation,
since Saussure could not show (pp. 284-285) that the prevalence of
one force over the other covaried with anything else.

We can today easily assent to Saussure’s argument that Old High
German gest ‘guests’ did not coexist in the consciousness of any speaker
with the Modern German counterpart, Gdste, with the result that these
items have therefore never been linguistically opposed. What is missing
in his conception, however, is the possibility of a moment in time when
a more archaic gast7 and a more innovating variant, gest7, did coexist
in the minds of some very real speakers of the language. Similarly,
when Saussure cautions against gathering spatially remote dialects un-
der the heading of a single synchronic description, we can agree with

him easily, but he regrettably omits from consideration the crucially
-important case of nesghboring dialects, whose systems are very much
* “in the consciousness” of the same speakers.** Saussure’s error, it scems
{to us, was to equate the juxtaposition of remote stages of a language
iwith the juxtaposition of stages in general.?* It is this unjustified gen-
_eralization which lay at the basis of his antinomy between the structural
and the historical, an antinomy which has been accepted by the funda-
mentalists of the Geneva School** but which virtually all other linguists
have been trying to overcome.

1.22. BLOOMFIELDIAN DESCRIPTIVE LINGUISTICS
In the works of American descriptive linguists we find a varying

# Saussure fails to consider this possibility despite devoting a special section
(P?. 365&'.) to the “coexistence of several dialects at the same [geographic]
point” (where c.lsc. then, but in the minds of the same speakers?) and another
;‘;7:;«!) mutual influences of dialects coexisting with literary languages (pp-

*Paul was perhaps more farsighted in claiming that the portrayal of
f;: Cdfrom ilcomparism of language states will be more successful if the

pared states lic as close to each other as possible (pp. 31-32).

#6 Compare Sechehaye 1940:30f.; Frei 1944,
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level of interest in language diversity within a speech community; what
unites this group with that of its Neogrammarian teachers is the lack of
interest in the systematic character of the heterogeneous language of a
community.

Bloomfield writes:

A speech community is a group of people who interact by means of speech.
.. . If we observed closely enough, we should find that no two persons—or
rather, perhaps, no one person at different times—spoke exactly alike. . . .
These differences play a very important part in the history of languages;
the linguist is forced to consider them very carefully, even though in some
of his work he is forced provisionally to ignore them. When he does this,
he is merely employing the method of abstraction, a method essential to
scientific investigation, but the results so obtained have to be corrected be-
fore they can be used in most kinds of further work. (1933:42-45)

As a preliminary set of guidelines, this statement would be unobjec-
tionable; what is important, however, is that Bloomfield has no sug-
gestions to make as to the way in which the “abstraction” is to be de-
rived from the description of individual usages, or how it is to be
“corrected.”*” Reflecting Saussure’s emphasis on Jangue as a social phe-
nomenon, Bloomfield concedes that

we are concerned not so much with each individual as with the whole com-
munity. We do not inquire into the minute nervous processes of a person
who utters, say, the word apple, but content ourselves rather with deter-
mining that, by and large, for all the members of the community, the word
apple means a certain kind of fruit. . . . However [he immediately con-
cedes], as soon as we try to deal accurately with this matter, we find that
the agreement of the community is far from perfect, and that every person
uses speech-forms in a unique way. (p. 75)

Weriting before the major developments in diachronic phonemics,
Bloomfield did not yet respond to the possibility that the state of a lan-
guage may itself function as a determinant of changes within it. Like
Paul he therefore puts the whole burden of explaining change on the
mechanism of imitating the speech habits of one’s fellows. The direc-
tion of imitation, Bloomfield believes, is determined entirely by the

27 Furthermore, the same questions as those which were raised by Paul's
conception of "averaging” could be asked regarding Bloomfield’s notion of

abstraction.
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M‘d the model (p. 476). Although this is now known to be
[factually incorrect, it is at least a step beyond Paul's and Saussure’s

vacuous balance and imbalante of contrary forces. Like Paul, Bloom-
field distinguishes true phonetic and analogic-semantic changes, which
) place in the speech of individuals, from the diffusion of such
| changes by the mechanism of dialect borrowing. "“The processes them-
selves rarely escape our observation” (p. 481). “It is useless to ask
what person or set of persons first favored [certain] variants. . . . By
the time a sound-change becomes observable, its effect has been dis-
tributed by the leveling process that goes on within each community”
_(pp- 480-481). The distinction between the origin of a language
 change and its diffusion, and the pessimism about observing the origins
_ of language change, steered Bloomfieldian thinking about language
change into an antiempirical direction.

An important milestone in the isolation of the individual's lan guage
as the legitimate object of linguistic description par excellence was
-Blf)ch's “Set of Postulates for Phonemic Analysis,” in which the term
#diolect was first introduced. (Whether his recourse to the prefix idio-
actually echoes Saussure's idiosynchronic is at this moment difficult to
determine.) Bloch writes:

The totality of the possible utterances of one speaker at one time in using a
hngmée to interact with one other speaker is an idiolect . . . As for the
words “at one time,” their interpretation may safely vary within wide limits:
?‘7 may mean at one particular moment” or “on one particular day” or
} during one particular year” . . . The phrase “with one other speaker” is
intended to exclude the possibility that an idiolect might embrace more
;ﬁ;;:,m STYLE of speaking: it is at least unlikely that a given speaker

use two or more styles in addressing a single person. . . . Phonological
fn‘alym of a given idiolect does not reveal the phonological system of any
idiolect belonging to a different dialect. (1948: 7-9)

Wi Bloch here executing Paul's and Saussure’s atomistic principle
of reducing the language of a community to its ultimate homogeneous
parts. But we cannot refrain from noting that even this reduction ad
absurdum is based on a counterfactual assumption that a pair of speak-

ers always stick to the same style. (For evidence to the contrary, see,
€.8., Labov 1966:90-135.)
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The logic of the Neogrammarian theory, as inherited through Saus-
sure and Bloomfield, was developed most fully by some of Bloomfield's
students. We will return to their analysis below (§ 2.1), after discuss-
ing the isolation of structure as a factor in language functioning.

1.23. THE PRACTICE OF GENERATIVE GRAMMARIANS

Although generative linguistics has so far touched on historical
problems in only a marginal fashion, there are several theoretical
pronouncements on record suggesting that the Neogrammarian-
descriptivist conception of a homogeneous system as the sole legitimate
object of analysis has been adopted by this school of thought. Thus
Chomsky writes:

Linguistic theory is concerned with an ideal speaker-listener, in a completely
homogeneous speech-community, who knows its language perfectly and is
unaffected by such grammatically irrelevant conditions as memory limita-
tions, distractions, shifts of attention and interest, and errors (random or
characteristic) in applying his knowledge of the language in actual per-
formance. (1965:3—4; italics supplied)

The requirement of homogeneity is here made central: the linguistic
competence which is the object of linguistic analysis is the possession
of an individual; linguistic theory concerns the community only in-
sofar as the community is homogeneous and insofar as the individual
informant is a perfect representative of it. Procedures for overcoming
the actual observed diversity of speech behavior are not suggested any
more than in the work of Paul or Bloomfield; in harmony with Saus-
sure, but more explicitly, Chomsky declares such diversity to be theo-
retically irrelevant. Thus he is quite right in saying: “This seems to me
to have been the position of the founders of modern general lin-
guistics”"; but we cannot agree with his further statement that “no
cogent reason for modifying it has been offered.” As we will show be-
low, we find cogent reasons for modifying this position in the con-
firmed facts that deviations from a homogeneous system are not all
errorlike vagaries of performance, but are to a high degree coded and
part of a realistic description of the competence of a member of a
speech community.
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2. PROBLEMS OF CHANGING STRUCTURE

2.0. TyPES OF RELEVANT THEORY

For Paul, the theory of language (Prinzipienwissenschaft) was, at
least officially, coterminous with the theory of language change. After
the development of the Saussurean antinomy between the diachronic

 and the synchronic, however, there arose a place for 120 bodies of prin-
ciple—theories of language change and theories of language structure.
The refinements achieved in the latter area, it turns out from our point
of view, had inevitable and important implications for the history of
language even where the original motivation of the conceptual advance
was other than historical.

In relation to language change, each refinement in the theory of lan-
gmge structure (and the same could be said about refinements in the
theory of speech communities) had the following potential effects:

kﬁ‘) a reclassification of observed changes according to new prindi-
ples;

(b) proposal of fresh constraints on change; and

(<) proposal of new causes of change.

Effect (a) is easiest to visualize. For example, when a separation be-
tween distinctive and redundant features was introduced into phono-
logical analysis, all sound changes could be divided according to
th.'hcr they did or did not involve distinctive features. Similarly, the
dlstmchon between prestigious and prestigeless dialects yielded a fresh
classification of innovations depending on whether they moved up or
down the prestige “slope.” In the wake of most new theories of lan-
guage, we indeed find papers setting forth the implications of the new
Ideas. for history. However, in offering mere reclassifications of changes
?feﬂously observed or observable, this type of advance is of limited
interest for a theory of language change as such.

Par. more figm'ﬁcant is the possibility that a refinement in linguistic
or sociolinguistic theory may allow (b) the hypothecation of constraints
ggtazagge Thus, a crude theory of speech sounds does not make it
possible to assert very much about the actual phonological make-up of

Janguages, but as the theory becomes more refined, the possible gen-
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eralizations about how languages are constituted become richer and
richer. Even in a completely inductive spirit, it becomes possible to
make highly specific statistical generalizations about existing languages;
it becomes possible, accordingly, to show whether a given change pro-
duces a language state that violates or, more significantly, conforms
with the statistical norms. If one’s observations of languages are, in
addition, tied together by a broader theoretical structure, still greater
significance can be attached to interconnected series of changes, and all
the more challenging and meaningful becomes the search for “optimi-
zation”" tendencies in language change.

Of maximum importance is (c) the proposal of new causes of
change, based on a theory of language states so firmly established that
one change in a language state necessarily implies another change ex
hypothesi, so that event A can be designated a cause of change B. In its
stronger form, a theory of change would identify A as the sufficrent
cause of B: in a weaker form, event A would appear at least as the
necessary cause of B. It is only rarely that historical linguistics has had
glimpses of such causal theories, even of the weaker (necessary cause)
variety; but from such achievements as are on record we may draw
hope of further advances.

The balance of our discussion is organized as follows: In the present
chapter we consider the implications for language change of the struc-
tural theory that views language as a system of oppositional relations.
The phonological problems here receive special prominence, since this
is an area where contrastive and noncontrastive functions of the same
substance have been distinguished with considerable success. We then
turn (§ 2.4) to the historical implications of the factorial analysis
which synchronic theory has applied to linguistic systems. The notion
of distinctive features in phonology here receives the bulk of our at-
tention. The theories discussed in Sections 2.1—4 represent important
advances over Paul, but they share with him and his successors in 1
American descriptive and generative linguistics the approach to lan- '
guage as a homogeneous, undifferentiated object; such subsystems as
are posited within a language are viewed as noncompeting, but jointly:
necessary and complementary (phonology, grammar, lexicon). In Sec-'
tion 3 we turn to work that breaks with the homogeneity postulate and
grapples with language as a systematically differentiated system.
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2.1. CONTRASTIVE FUNCTION OF PHONEMES

As we saw above, Paul, the Neogrammarian, had no particular pre-
dilection for atomism in linguistics; we noted the structured way in
which he thought of a Sprachgefiibl as a generative device. But it was
Stn__s_gl__e_ who came to stress the psychological reality of contrastive rela-

\ tions in a language and thus was required, in the interest of consistency,
‘to relegate historical correspondences to another domain, one of the
psychologically unreal. Using a chess game as his well-known analogy

Smmne insisted on disassociating the mutually determined functions

of the pieces {a synchronic fact) from the Persian origins of the game.

(Whﬂt We miss in his program is an investigation into the changing

rules of chess.)

, Soon a.ftef the.oontrast idea came to be applied to the study of sound
‘systefns, mainly in Prague, descriptive linguists found occasion for a
qu reclassification of observed changes. The required infer-

ences were first drawn by Jakobson (1931), who showed how sound
' dnnges may be grouped into phonemic mergers ( dephonologization
' of m) and splits (phonologization of variants).2* A very similar
analysis was independently provided in America by Hill (1936).2°

According to our scheme, these classifications in themselves consti-
tute only the lowest-level historical consequences of a new theory of
language. But before we examine their explanatory capabilities, let us

T —
) Ty A
e

i
)
.

..1: < "M@W (1928) who must be credited with the bold attempt to
N age zewski's insights by proclaiming outright what escaped the more
mwg‘ tion fn-mm.dcd Bloomﬁeld—-t'hat the only sound laws operating with-
Gans 0:1:““;:1:1 given language are in f-act the laws governing the distribu-
* Bloomfield L variants of a phoneme in a synchronic system.
ook ou | mlf in 1933 l.xad not yet quite assimilated his prephonemic
scription, Thus, i Ss:cl:_ﬂory to his llttc.tly acquired phonemic approach to de-
tion of dlsh:cts'::rn 110 of his chapter on phonetic change, the ques-
lines quite closel mu', does.nm even arise; the presentation follows Paulian
B e ii'ﬁll;xstonly in the last Section (20.11), which adheres to Paul's
> 3 alimate contact as a condition for the borrowing of sound-
33.."3"’3’:3’333‘;’ (ie. phonetic rules), that Bloomfield labels the sound
tion, incidentall e Or ’“b'Phoflemlc-" The key structuralist formula-
change only th;: th S stronger than is warranted: “We can speak of sound
structure of the lan ‘ duglmmmt of habit has led to some alteration in the
€ language” (p. 367). Granted that structure-altering changes

are i 7). Granted :
as tbnelool:]yu:g:::mt by some descriptive criterion, why should they be claimed
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note that they also led to formal difficulties. The straightforward appli-
cation of phonemic quantization to the continuum of language change
soon turned up a dialectic puzzle: how do gradual, nondistinctive
changes suddenly make the leap into a new distinctive category? Con-
sider Hockett's eloquently baffled account:

Sound change itself is constant and slow. A phonemic restructuring, on the
other hand, must in a sense be absolutely sudden. No matter how gradual
was the approach of early M[iddle} E[nglish} /#/ and /5/ towards each
other, we cannot imagine the actual coalescence of the two other than as a
sudden event: on such-and-such a day, for such-and-such a speaker or tiny
group of speakers, the two fell together as /i/ and the whole system of
stressed nuclei, for the particular idiolect or idiolects, was restructured. Yet
there is no reason to believe that we would ever be able to detect this kind
of sudden event by direct observation . .. (1958:456-457)

Reflected in Hockett's discussion is the synthesis of the Neogram-

. marian and Saussurean positions that the language of the idiolect serves

as the locus of structural, that is, linguistically relevant, and legitimate
facts. But the net result of this consistent synthesis is that a theory of
language change becomes removed from empirical foundations almost
entirely. It is difficult to accept an explanation through phenomena
which are not only unobserved, but unobservable.

Elsewhere we have discussed the consequences of the claim that sound
changes in progress cannot be observed (Weinreich 1960; Labov 1963,
1965). In our view, this self-defeating dilemma proceeds from an un-
tenable distinction between the origin of a change and the propagation
of the change which Saussure and Bloomfield adopted from Paul.*® It

| stands to reason that the transition problem cannot be solved unless

/ intervening stages in the propagation of a change are studied. In the
quotation given above, Hockett focuses on the obverse problem: the
unobservability of infinitesimal sound change is coupled with the un-
observability of instantaneous structural change.

For scholars who feel uncomfortable with such an approach, several
alternative solutions come to mind. One is to deny that change takes
place within a system and to assert instead that the system (e.g., the
dialect) has borrowed the new phenomenon from another dialect (e.g.,

30 We earlier discussed the place of this distinction in Paul’s thinking. The
distinction was adopted virtually intact by Saussure (Coxrs, p. 283).
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Hoenigswald 1960:72-73). If this formulation still contains dangers
of a conceptual mystery (e.g., at which precise moment does the bor-
rowing of the new phenomenon become “total?), it can be revised
further to envisage two coexisting dialects—one with the opposition in
question, the other without (cf. Bloomfield 1933:328 ) —and speakers
‘who fluctuate between the two styles of speech, favoring the “coales-
cent” dialect in increasing measure.®* We reconsider this possibility in
g:::on 3.2 as one approach to a more adequate view of linguistic struc-

- Another solution is to assert that continuous variation exists within
uchdm!ed: as a structural element, correlated with some other lin-
guistic or nonlinguistic factor, and that the steady movement of tokens
from one categorial class to another is part of the underlying structure

Labov 1966). Thus change would normally occur as one variable
ved fmm a position within a given phoneme, to a position across
phone me boundaries, to a position within a second phoneme, and such
/a variable would be strictly defined by covariation with other features.
(See §3.31 below.)
A second problem which arose in grafting phonemic theory onto
fhe Nwmmuiau theory of sound change was the temptation to
i ldenhfy the new analytic distinction, subphonemic/phonemic, with the
::istonml (mntually.coterminous) distinctions infinitesimal/discrete,
uctuating/stable, irregular/regular, and unconscious/conscious.
Blf)omﬁeld, for example (1933:365f.), thought that nondistinctive
ﬁl“““&“ are observable only by the phonetician who has at his disposal
40 enormous mass of mechanical records, reaching through several
generations of speakers.” But the identification of the dichotomies
raises at least two theoretical difficulties:

(2) Granting (for the moment) that nondistinctive changes are
nctolfetved by naive language users, why must the linguist necessarily
have “an enormous mass of mechanical records” to determine, let us
say, that subgroups of a speech community differ consistently in the

 use of allophones such as [x] versus [h] or [r] versus [R]? In other
: words, Wwhat deductive reasons are there to believe that nondistinctive
variation is necessarily inconsistent or infinitesimal, so that phonetic

* Weinreich (1960:332 ' : d
X185 cover phonemic spli[,)' Corresponding reformulations could be worke
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measurements of enormous masses of recordings are required for its
detection?*

(b) If the explanation of changes in phonemic structure rests on
the distinction between continuous phonetic behavior and discontinu-
ous phonemes, how can we envisage a unified theory which would also
encompass grammar, where the nondistinctive elements (morphs) are
not continuous?**

But regardless of whether or not these theoretical difficulties can be
ironed out, we are obliged to take note of empirical evidence which
disconfirms the identification of the analytically distinctive with the

. historically discrete and the psychologically conscious. Thus the largely
\ subphonemic replacement of lingual by uvular # in many European

languages must have taken place by discrete steps (Hoenigswald 1960:
73); moreover, the distribution of the two variants is by no means the
unstable one that their nondistinctiveness would imply. As to aware-
ness, we find that speakers in many parts of the United States are
extremely sensitive to subphonemic variants of /8/ and /3/, and quick
to stigmatize the nonstandard usage of others. Similarly, the sub-
phonemic raising of the vowels of off, lost in New York City is a
matter of extreme sensitivity and a subject of much overt comment and
correction in formal styles. On the contrary, the sweeping change in
the repertory of phonemes which resulted from this process—the loss
of distinction between sure~shore, lure~lore—is quite unnoticed
and seems to evoke no social evaluation (Labov 1965, 1966). When
we see a comparable absence of social awareness of the coalescence of
phonemes illustrated by the massive merger of cot~caught, hock~

82 The same objections could have been made against Paul. Non-distinctive
variation has, in fact, been observed by Labov (1963, 1966) through far from
“enormous” samples. Some scholars, incidentally, have been far more cautious
than Bloomfield and Hockett. Lehmann, for example (1962:148), does not
hold that subphonemic changes are unobservable, only that they are not taken
into account by scribes rendering their language in phonemic terms. It is for
this far-better-formulated reason that linguists have little information about
nondistinctive changes of the past; and there is nothing in Lehmann'’s view to
discourage us from phonetically observing nondistinctive changes in process.

31 It is understandable why Hoenigswald (1960), at work on an over-all the-
ory of language change, speaks of the “alleged” gradual character of phonetic
alteration; to unify the conception of morphological and phonological change,
he explains even the latter by resort to “dialect borrowing"—a discrete process
by definition.
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hawk throughout large sections of the United States, we are forced to
! «onclude that there is no correlation between social perception and
structural status.

A serious weakness in the empirical foundations of the various
theories of linguistic change considered here stems from their auto-
matic reliance upon cognitive function as the prime determinant of
linguistic behavior. The assumption that perception was determined
only by contrastive (morph-distinguishing) units was never based
upon a sound empirical foundation, but rather upon a large number of
uncontrolled (anecdotal) observations of cases where perception did
match phonemic categories. A growing body of evidence from con-
trolled sociolinguistic studies indicates that perception is indeed con-

i trolled by linguistic structure; but it is a structure which includes not
,oﬂ;‘ units defined by contrastive function but also units defined by
 the tole, and their power to identify the speaker’s member-
ship in a specific subgroup of the community (Hymes 1962; Labov
)
Let us see next what explanatory possibilities were found by his-
| torical linguists in the contrastive function of phonemes which con-
tribute to the solution of the evaluation problem. This function made
it clear, for one thing, why phonemes should be rendered as far apart
as possible (de Groot 1931), and this in turn suggested why a shifting
phoneme should “repel” its neighbors in the system if mergers were
to be prevented (Hill 1936). In this matter, Paul had argued the

opposite:

Nowhere is any effort exerted for the prevention of a sound change. For
those involved are not even aware that there is anything of the kind to pre-
vent; after all, they continue in their faith that they speak today as they
spoke years ago, and that they will speak the same way till the end of their
days. (p. 58) »+ e, ghvd

r'-n' {’f./.-'z

?‘o the extent that Paul was doubting the likelihood of anyone chang-
ing a synchronic phonetic rule, one may go along with him; but of
course in his conceptual framework the assertion automatically carried
over to historical processes as well, and in so doing it became to0
Sercping. Other observers were beginning to see matters differently.
Gilliéron understood the clash of homonyms as a dysfunctional phe-
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nomenon for which language users had “therapeutic” correctives
available to them. Martinet* integrated the views of other forerunners
with a systematic functionalism in phonetics, and broadened the path-
ology-therapy conception from individual words to whole sets of words
distinguished by a particular phonemic opposition. Our nineteenth-
century predecessors would have been horrified at this teleological way
of thinking; Martinet’s statement of “‘prophylactic” aversion to pho-
nemic mergers appeared more plausible to structural linguists, since he
utilized the concept of the morph-di:tin_guishing function of the pho-

« neme rather than speakers’ conscious efforts to avoid misunderstandings

(1955:41-44).

For all the dysfunctionality of homonym clashes and mass word
mergers, the coalescence of phonemes is plentifully attested in the his-
tory of languages. To prevent the preservation-of-contrast mechanism
from explaining too much, Martinet adapted Mathesius’ concept
(1931) of “functional yield” as a kind of variable contrastiveness
(1955:54—59). It was hoped that the theory would then permit op-
positions from low-functional yield to collapse while still explaining
the preservation of high-yield oppositions.

Thus, Martinet put forward one persuasive explanation for the fact
that many changes occurred in groups or sequences—a fact that fasci-
nated every linguist from Rask and Grimm on, but which was squinted
at by the best of them out of a sound mistrust of “‘abstractions” or of
mysticism in history. Martinet, moreover, solved a large part of the
puzzle of “‘unconditioned” sound changes: the principle of syntag-
matic context now found a paradigmatic counterpart, and syntagmatic
“ease’”’ (in Paul’s terms) could now be matched by a thoroughly plaus-
ible notion of "paradigmatic ease” | Martinet 1955:59-62).

But it would be unfortunate if Martinet's achievements were to be
accepted as defining the over-all framework for the explanation of
linguistic change. The work of Moulton (1961, 1962) and some find-
ings of Labov (1966) have provided empirical foundations for many
of Martinet's conclusions which strengthen the less detailed evidence
given by Martinet himself and his students. But, even within Martinet's
framework, there is a need for detailed analysis to make important

W For simplicity we base our references to Martinet’s work on his synthe-
sizing book of 1955.

































































































