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241  Generative Grammar

In the last two sections, we have focussed on schools of linguistic thought
which essentially constitute closed chapters in the history of the discipline.
Diachronic (and synchronic) linguists have learned, and still can learn
much from the approaches of the Neogrammarians and Structuralists; and
indeed, the Generativists themselves might be described as Structuralist in
their concentration on linguistic systems. However, there are now very few
linguists working entirely within the Neogrammarian or Structuralist
paradigms.

The Generative school, however, has not so far been superseded by a
new, dominant paradigm, so that numerous linguists would still describe
themselves as Generativists. In the last quarter-century, Generative syntax
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and phonology have both fragmented into a number of related but distinct
synchronic and diachronic models. Since not all of these are yet fully
developed, an up-to-date survey would necessarily be incomplete and also
very complex theoretically. Consequently, this section will focus on early
Generative work in the so-called Standard Model, as practised primarily in
the 1960s. This has the advantage of allowing a relatively finished picture
to be drawn, since Generativists today only very rarely adhere to the
Standard Model. The picture might be seen as a rather old-fashioned one,
but only if it is taken as an attempt to portray the current state of
Generative linguistics, rather than a study of the beginnings of Generative
theory included to maintain the historical perspective of this chapter. More
recent aspects of Generative theory will be explored briefly in Chapter 3
(for phonological change) and Chapter 5 (for historical syntax).

Generative Grammar, with Noam Chomsky as its leading figure, came

to prominence from the late 1950s with works on synchronic syntax
(Chomsky 1957, 1965); the Generative approach spread to phonology
(Halle 1959, Chomsky and Halle 1968), and later to sound change (King
1969a). One of its primary innovations was the realisation that the class of
well-formed or grammatical sentences in any language is potentially
infinite; consider the English sentence I know Sarah and Clive and Aidan
and Kathy ..., which obviously could be extended ad infinitum. Native
speakers are also constantly producing novel sentences which they have
not previously uttered. If I say Alexandra fed forty-two lettuces to the llama,
I can feel reasonably confident that I have not uttered this sentence before;
indeed, this may be the first time anyone has produced it. Even so, other
native speakers of the same language can readily understand such newly-
minted sentences, provided that they are grammatical.

Sentences in a human language will be grammatical if they follow
particular patterns; they are not simply random collections of words
thrown together in random order. Furthermore, the repeated patterns
found in a given language will tend to be rather few, and this insight lies
behind the Generative analysis of language and language acquisition.
Many earlier studies had assumed that children acquire their native
language by listening, memorising and repeating; however, this would
mean that children could not move beyond the repertoire of sentences they
had already heard, whereas in fact they often produce novel utterances.
The Generative approach to this problem crucially involved regarding
language as a rule-governed phenomenon: in acquiring a language,
children would have to learn a small set of rules, and a larger but still finite
set of words, and could then from these finite resources produce or
generate a potentially infinitely large set of grammatical sentences.

Acquisition of even these rules or patterns, however, is not strictly a
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1965: 3). It is easy to see that issues of variation were not addressed in early
Generative theory.
Two short illustrative examples might be useful at this point. A
Generative syntactician would assume that a native English speaker would

regard the sentences in (22) as related.

22) L&kng%&.
Did Alexandrayeed the llama?

Alexandra did not feed the llama.
The llama was fed by Alexandra.
Was the llama fed by Alexandra?
The llama was not fed by Alexandra.
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Early Generative syntax assumed that these sentences share essentially
the same, rather abstract deep structure form, which might look something
like ALEXANDRA FEED LLAMA, although each would also have
markers to specify whether it would end up as a statement, negative or
question on the surface. Transformational rules then turned the deep
structures into the different surface structures; for instance, the rule for
making questions said roughly “add an appropriate form of the verb do at
the beginning of the sentence’.

Similarly, in Generative phonology the goal was to assign to each
morpheme, each meaningful part of a word, a single unique shape called
the underlying form. The surface forms which actually appear in different

d from this by rule. For instance, we might

contexts were then derive
assume that native speakers of English know a unit meaning ‘negative’,

with the underlying form /m/. When this prefix is added to different
adjectives, the nasal assimilates partly or completely to the first consonant
of the adjective stem, as shown in (23). This variation is secondary and

rather superficial; what really matters is that all these ostensibly different

prefixes can be related, and the variations derived by rule.

(23) /imn/ = negative prefix ,
iln] temperate
i{m] plausible
iln] coherent
ilr] relevant.
ifl] literate -
Such alternations of sounds are very common; another example from
English is electrilk] — electrilslity — electril[}ian, where the stem morpheme
would again have a single underlying form, say /elektrik/. Generative
phonological reference to'the morpheme, a uon-vronowom.ﬂo& unit, also
illustrates the Generative idea that phonology interacts with other
components of the grammar, such as the morphology or syntax, so that
sound change may be non-phonetically conditioned.

The Generative linguist; then, aims to write a grammar mirroring the
native speaker’s competence. However, the number of grammars which
could generate the same'set of sentences is potentially infinite, and it is
unclear which we should prefer. The primary early Generative criterion
was simplicity : we should assume that native speakers are creatures whose
minds work on a principle of least effort. Their internalised grammars must

therefore operate. with: minimal apparatus and fuss, generating all the
_that is, they must be

necessary data with ‘the minimum complexity;

maximally simple. This requirement is a version of Occam’s Razor, which
states that entia non sunt-multiplicanda praeter ecessitatem, ‘ entities are

not to be multiplied: beyond necessity’ — or, less formally, don’t ask for
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In Generative theory, 9@? all moga change was seen as change in the
grammar. Change between two related languages or varieties was
established by constructing and comparing systems of rules and underlying
forms for nw&. stage or language. Logically, phonological change could
only occur in the form, order or inventory of rules, or in the underlying
representations. _
The early Generative belief in evaluation Eoo&unnm based on measure-
ments of simplicity also led to the belief that all change must be
- simplificatory, translating more complex to simpler and more economical
grammars. The Generativists therefore denied the functional motivation
advocated by the Structuralists. For instance, King (1967) measured the
functional load of various oppositions of sounds (that is, roughly, the
number of pairs of words distinguished by the difference between these
sounds). He used data from a number of Germanic languages, con-
centrating on sounds which are known to have subsequently undergone
sound change, and his results contradict in part the predictions of the
functional load hypothesis. For instance, /y/ has been lost by merger in
Icelandic. There are two other Icelandic vowel phonemes close to /y/ in
terms of their component features, with which /y/ might have merged ; one
is /u/, and the other /i/. The opposition /y/-/i/ had a functional load
more than four times higher than that of /y/-/u/, but /y/ nevertheless
merged with /i/. : e
In the next two subsections, we shall consider the mechanisms of
phonological change proposed by the Generativists: first, the different
types of rule change; then, restructuring of the underlying forms.

2.42.2 Rule change

2.422.1 Rule addition : .

Rule addition, which is also simply called innovation, was the most basic
type of change recognised by the Generativists, and also the only sort of
change which could affect the grammar of adult speakers; all the other
changes to be discussed here take place between generations, as children
acquiring language internalise a slightly different grammar from their
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parents’. In rule addition, the speaker adds a new rule to the end of his
phonological rule system; this constitutes a response to the introduction of
a sound change, and the change and the resulting phonological rule will
generally be identical. Rule addition only changes the synchronic rule
system, not the underlying forms of morphemes; any change at the
underlying level will only take place later, if at all.

An example of an added rule is given in (24).

Aw.av + obstruent
— continuant —» [ voice]
+ voice

This rule, although formulated using Generative phonological notation,
has identical results to the second part of Grimm’s Law, in (10b) above,
and states that voiced stops (or voiced, obstruent non-continuants) become
voiceless; their value for voicing changes. A Generative statement of the
diachronic sound change would differ from the synchronic phonological
rule only in the conventional use of an arrow (—) in the latter, and a
shaftless arrowhead (>) in the former.

The consensus view in later Generative work was that such rules would
only be added at the end of the phonological rule system. Earlier, a process
called rule insertion (King 1969a: 43) had allowed new rules to be added
anywhere in the grammar. This was rejected because a rule introduced
early in the inventory might operate cumulatively with later phonological
rules to produce an output rather remote from the previous pronunciation,
potentially impairing communication between generations. However, a
rule added at the end of the rule component would alter pronunciations
only according to its own effect, allowing communication with speakers as

yet lacking the change.

2.4.2.2.2 Rule loss
As well as appearing in a grammar, rules were said to disappear. King’s
(1969a: 46ff) example of rule loss involves final devoicing in Yiddish.
Yiddish ultimately derives from Middle High German, which underwent
a sound change (and therefore added a rule) devoicing final stops and
fricatives. This produced the alternations shown in (25b), which were not
present in Old High German (25a) when the change had not yet operated.
Most Modern German dialects retain this final devoicing rule, but Yiddish
does not; as (25¢) shows, voiced obstruents may appear finally in Yiddish.

(25)a.  Old High German
gab ‘he gave” — gabum ‘we gave'
tag ‘day’ - tage ‘days’
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b.  Middle High German
gap — gaben
tac — tage

c. Standard Yiddish
tog ‘day’ - teg ‘days’
noz ‘nose’ - nezer ‘noses’

. We can gﬁﬂgamn that final devoicing did apply in Yiddish, since
mwo_maa ioam. like avek ‘away’ and gelt ‘money’ have voiceless mnw,_ stops
in Z.oaonw Yiddish, but had voiced ones in Old High German. Some
ﬁa&mr a..w_aoa also maintain final devoicing. In Generative ﬁa_.B.m then
Yiddish did have a devoicing rule, but has lost it. Such loss m:mcmiv“
should not be interpreted as the instantaneous disappearance of a rule, but
rather as a gradual reduction in its scope; the process applies to fewer and
fewer forms and ultimately fades out of the system.

- 2.4.2.2.3 Rule reordering

Two successive stages of a language, or two different dialects, sometimes
seem to have the same two phonological rules applying in different orders.
For instance, after German final devoicing was introduced, around AD
1000, another change lengthened vowels before voiced obstruents; $0, in
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, words like lob ‘praise’ and veg ‘path’
surfaced with short vowels in the nominative forms and long ones in the
genitive (26a). This distribution is best accounted for if we assume that
final devoicing preceded vowel lengthening, and that the synchronic order
of rule application matched the chronological order of introduction of the
sound changes. In Modern German, however, both nominatives and
genitives have long vowels, suggesting that the rules have come to apply in

the opposite order.

(26) a. underlier: lob lobes veg vege
final devoicing: lop —— vek ——
V lengthening: — lotbes — veigeé

b. underlier: lob lobes veg  vege

V lengthening: lo:b locbes  ve:g ve:ge

final devoicing: lop —— vek ——
One possible reason for such a rule reordering is suggested by Kiparsky
(1978), who invokes the notion of rule simplification. Generative rules are

regarded as simpler if they apply maximally and can be stated eco-
nomically: an obvious case of simplification is shown in (27), where the
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simplified version has fewer features and applies potentially to more
segments. The symbol # indicates a word boundary.

@7 a —H... obstruent

+ oo_i::E:H— —_— [~ voice]) / —— #

b. [+ obstruent] —> [~ voice] ] — #

Kiparsky argues that rule reordering also depends on the notion of
maximal application, the requirement that each rule should do as much
work as possible. In Kiparsky’s terms, two rules may be ordered in feeding
order, or in bleeding order. In feeding order, the first rule provides contexts
for the next, as shown in (282). But in bleeding order, the first rule robs the
second of segments to which it could otherwise have applied, as in (28b).

(28) a. Feeding order:
L v ==
2. s )
b. Bleeding order:
1. v—>f

2. V—>»W . . .

In (28a), rule 1 provides cases of /f/ for rule 2 to delete, but in (28b), rule

1 shifts all instances of /v/ to /f/, leaving no /v/s for rule 2 to apply to.

Kiparsky argues that, to allow maximal application and thus increased

simplicity, rules will tend to be reordered either into feeding order, or out

of bleeding order. In the German final devoicing case, we see reordering
out of bleeding order.

24224 Rule ~.=§_§.§.U : . . .
The final type of rule change is rule inversion (Vennemann 1972), which

involves the reinterpretation of original surface forms as underlying forms.
One example involves the: treatment of /r/ in certain accents of English,
including Southern British English Received Pronunciation (RP). The
operation of a number of eighteenth century sound changes in the ancestor
“of this variety meant that /r/ appeared after a restricted set of vowels,
namely /o:/, /a:/, /3/ and /s:/, which we can regard as a long schwa

(/a/). Some examples are shown in (29).

29) [a:/ oar, floor, for, lore, shore ...
Ja:/ star, bazaar, far ... .
/1) beer, fear, near, here s
/ea/ care, there, air, square ...
Jua/-[o:] assure; pure,lure, poor ...
/[3:/ stir, &q..\s..ie&. err, heard ...



40 Three views of sound change

jara/ choir, fire... :
Java/ flower, tower... I
/3/ letter, father, sugar, figure ...

wownvﬁwoncmnaw. a process of /r/-deletion operated in a number of English
¥ :.—.wé Q.od« /t/ .imm. _om,ﬁ before consonants and vwcmom, as shown in
nwovmo wmo”uw%ﬁwm M.&mc._cccon of [r] is characteristic of so-called non-
s Fhoti - G T :
el c wm:osom maintain [r] wherever it appears in the

(30) Ir/-Deletion: /t/ —> ¢ f—— *&*w SRR
s C N

] retained initially: red, robe, rate... -

[r] retained intervocalically: very, hurry, soaring. .. .
[r] lost:. beard, heart, car. ..

This conditioned loss of /r/ led to alternations of [r] and zero, with [r]
w@ﬁomnnm only in forms of a word with a following vowel: this pattern,
shown in (31), is still very common among RP speakers, and is referred to
as the use of linking [r].

31 Alternations of [r] - @:
soar[@] - soa[rling — soalr] in the sky
fear|®) — fearD\ful - fealrling ~ fealr] of fiying
for[@] - folr} Anna: .
star@) - staltly; sugar(@) — sugalrly
letter[D] — put the lette(r] in here
Peter[@] — Pete[r] isn’t my favourite person

However, instead of learning that words like soar have underlying /r/,
which is then deleted before consonants and pauses, some speakers seem to
have undergone a rule inversion. These speakers analyse soar as having no
final /r/ at the underlying level (after all, soar in isolation is never
pronounced with [r] in their accent) and insert [r] instead after the vowels
/o: a: a/ when another vowel follows. This [r]-Insertion rule is given in

(32).

(32) [r)-Insertion:
: QIE\\HQE\E<

If soar is just /s3:/ underlyingly for speakers with [r]-Insertion, they
should be unable to distinguish it from saw, which is also /so:/; that is,
they should apply [r)-Insertion to forms which had final / / historically and
to forms with the same final vowel which did not. In fact, this prediction is
borne out, since a growing number of people are ?das&:.m 8-8:&
intrusive [r] —instances of [r], regularly inserted by.[r]-Insertion, but in
words which had no historical [r]. Some cases are given in (33).
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(33) saw[@] - sawlrling; withdraw|@)- withdraw(rlal
banana|@) - bananairly; magental@) - magentaislish
" Kafka|®) — Kafkalrlesque; Shaw[@) - Shaw(rlism
law{@) — law(r) and order
commalD) — put the commalx] in there
ideal@) - the idealx] is
Anna[@) — Anndlr) isn’t my favourite person
Speakers who use intrusive [r] may also insert it when they are using
foreign words or acronyms, or even speaking (or singing, in the case of the
Latin) a foreign language (34).
(34) Foreign words:
the social milieu [mi:1ja:1] of Alexander Pope
the junta [xvntar] in Chile
Acronyms:
as far as BUPAIr) is concerned
Foreign _.wsmswmom“
French: jétais déjalr] ici
German: ich habelr} einen Hund
Latin: hosannalr] in excelsis,
donar) eis requiem
(Data partly from Wells 1982)
Furthermore, when vowels which would not otherwise trigger [r]-
Insertion are reduced to schwa, [r] is regularly inserted, as shown in (35).
35) tomatolor] and cucumber production

the windowlat] isn’t clean
eyeshadow{ar] and make-up

Cockney: il tell you how [joree:]
to it [tor1?]

Norwich: run over by a [bara] bus
out to[ar] eat, quarter tofor] eight
(data from Wells 1982, Trudgill 1974)

The data given in (33)-(35) above can only be accounted for if we assume
that some speakers have undergone a rule inversion, so that, instead of
analysing soar as /so:T / and deleting /r/in certain contexts, they internalise
it as /so:/ and insert [1] in the opposite set of environments. For speakers
who produce linking but not intrusive [r], we can either assume that the
inversion has not taken place, or that they succeed in inserting (1] in soaring
but not sawing by referring to the spelling.

2.4.2.3 Restructuring

As we have already seen, all rule changes apart from rule addition were
ascribed to the child in early Generative theory: the child was seen as
creative, constructing a grammar which is flexible for a time, then becomes
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fixed. Children were also said to be responsible for the second major type
of phonological change, restructuring of the underlying representations.
King (1969a) provides an extended example of restructuring involving
English /hw/ versus /w/. At an earlier stage of English (36a), adult
speakers had contrasting /hw/ in whales, which and /w/ in Wales, witch,
and this situation still persists in certain Modern English dialects, such as
Scottish English. However, /hw/ gradually merged with /w/ in varieties
like Southern British English, leading to the addition of a rule as in (36b).
Adults, who can only add rules, would retain /hw/ in the underlying forms
of whales, which, but cease to produce it.

The next generation of children have the target of constructing a
maximally simple grammar of their variety of English. Since they will never
hear [hw] from their parents, there is no motivation for them to postulate
contrastive /hw/ and /w/, plus a merger rule; instead, they will hypothesise
underlying /w/ in all previous /w/ and /hw/ words, as in (36¢). This
restructuring produces a revised, simpler grammar, without the rule

merging /hw/ with /w/, but with the effects of that rule transferred into the
underlying representations.

(36)a.  Adults: /hw/ [hw] /w/ [w]
whales Wales
which witch

b. Newrule: /hw/— [w]
Underlier: /hwit[/ which
Surface: [wrt[]

c. Children: /w/ [w]

which
witch
Wales
whales

2.4.2.4 Summary

A schematic representation of the Generative theory of sound change is
given in (37).
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(37) Generation 1:  Grammar ——— Output
Generation 2:  Language Acquisition Device
Optimal grammar —————  OutputA

A Rule &&mo:u.

oy :
Adult grammar ——  Output B

Generation 3: _Language Acquisition Device

This Generativist model of change raises a number of difficulties. First,
early Generative theorists tended not to consider the effects of change on
the system of sounds in a language (the phoneme system in Structuralist
terms). They consequently omitted from consideration Structuralist
explanations of change, which centred on the structure and function of the
system. Instead, the Generativists wrote formal phonological rules which
reflect completed changes; but these are only restatements of the effects of
the change, and are essentially non-explanatory.

Secondly, the notion of simplification, although it B&E co a candidate
for explanation in the case of some changes, cannot be the cure-all the
Generativists claimed. it to be. Not all changes can be construed as
simplificatory; it is hard, for instance, to see what a sound shift like
Grimm’s Law or the Great Vowel Shift might simplify, and Neogram-
marian changes of the:irregularity-creating variety certainly introduce
complexity into the grammar. Even more basically, how can the addition
of a new rule ever be considered a simplification? Furthermore, we have no
entirely clear idea of what constitutes simplification, which is a relative
rather than an absolute term. In-other words, a particular change might be
simplificatory under certain circumstances, but induce complexity in
others. Finally, the characterisation of all change as simplificatory
presumes a view of change as constantly.creating ever simpler grammars.
Languages, on this view, must have been getting gradually simpler ever
since language began, a claim for which there is no evidence at all. Models
promoting a single ea_mnmcou in this way can all too easily be hijacked to
promote a view of some languages as simpler or better than others, and of



