Synchronic linguistics

In the 20th century several linguistic movements operated. They were historicism,
structuralism, functionalism, generativism and others. Lets mention at least the most
important ones. The following extracts have been taken from BUSSMANN, H.: Routledge

Dictionary of Language and Linguistics. Routledge 2004

Structuralism:

It builds its theories on the idea that ,,the language is a set of signs*. The signs are then

organized in structures.

structuralism

Collestive tlerm for a number of finguistic
approaches in the first half of the twentieth
century, ail based on W work of F. do Saussure,
but strongly divergent from one anuther
Depending on theoretical preconceplions. the
term “structuralisem” is wsed in several ways. In
its nattower sense, it refers to the pre-
gemerptive phase of linguistics before N
Chomuky's Sywractic structiores; in its broader
sense, to all linguistic theories which focus on
an isolated investigation of the language ays-
tem, which would include pencrative trans-
formatiopal grammar. The most important
centers of ‘classical’ structuralism are (o} the
Geneva Sehoof. concerned primarily with the
work of de Spussure, {b) Amerlean structeral-
lsm, following the work of L. Bloomfcld. (c]
the Copenhsgen Linguistic Circle with L.
Hjelmsler's glossematles, (d) contextualism
{=+ Firthian HUnguistics). centered in London,
and {e} the Prague Sehool, represented chicfly
by W. Trubetzkoy, A. Mertinel, and R. Jakob-
Al

All variations nf structuralism have certain
theoretical promisss i commen, which result

in part from the infiuence of empiricism and in
patt from a common reaction against ihe nine-
teenth centucy positivistic atomism of the
Neogrammarlans.,

Even though de Saussure did not use the term
‘strocture’ in his  posthumously  published
Conrs de lingiisrigue gérérale (1916, based on
lecture notes from the yewrs 190611}, b
rather the torms systéme and mdeanizae, he is
none the less recogonired as the “father’ and
picneer of structuralism, and his Coars is sean
as a summary of the fundamendal principles of
strucuralist linguistic description. De Saussure
assumies that language is a relational system of
formal, not subsianial, elements. which can be
precisely recorded and exactly represented. He
seet research inmto the internal relations of
lunguage as the central task of linguisties and
linguislics as an autonomous sicence that has
no need to rosort 1o psychology or the social
sciences for aid in explanation. The following
basic assumptions found In de Saussure’s work
are viewed as fundamental for sewcturalist
linguistic analysis. {a} "Languags’ can be regar-
ded from three aspeets bs fangue (= langhe vs
parole) (a particular language stored it the
minds of all of its speakers). a8 parole {actual
instances of speech in concrete situations), and
8% faculrd de largege {=+ lnngage] (gencral
competence fur the acquisition and use of
lanpuage). In this view. langue and perefe
conditive each other. The obieer of linguistic
tnvestigation is feager, which can only be
described throuph an analysis of the expres-
sions of parofe. (b) Language tin the sense of
Lngue) is regarded as a system of signs. Fach
sign consists of two {muteally condidening)
aspects. the acoustic image. and the concept.
The connection of these aspects to one annther
is arbitrary (= arbitrariness). ic language-
speeific ond dependent oo convention. {c)
These linguistic signs form & system of values
which stand in opposltlon to one another, Each



regularitics are defined by way of two steps.
segmentatlon and classification, segmentatior.
taking place on the syptagmatic level, classifi-
eation on the paradigmaiic (= aise distribu-
tion}.

The central level of investigation in shuctur-
alism, especislly 1o the Prague Scheol, is pho-
nology. Wethods of analysis were tested on its
inventory of clements and possible comnbing-
tions. These methods, when applied to the
analysis of syntex, led to phrase siracture
grammar; the limits of these procedures ate
shown most clearly 1o the area of sermamntics (=
componentlal analysls, lexical field theotry).

While ‘stricturalista’ in it pDamotwet Sense
refers 1o de Saussure's finguistic theories, in
its boader sense it is an umbrella term for
approaches in anthropology. ethnology, sociol-
ogy. psychology, and literary criticism, which
- in analogy to linguistic structuralism -
concentrate on synchromic analysis rather than
oo genctic/historical preconditions, in order to
expose the universal stuctures af work under
the swface of social relations (see especially

E. Barthes, C. Lévi-Stranss).

Functionalism:

It is based on the idea that the form in any language follows the function not vice versa.

Prague Schoo! (af%0 l'unnti_unal grammar,
functlonal linguistize, tunclionalism)

Branch of Fumpean siructurallzm ansing
from the Prague Linguistic Circle. which was
founded 1 1926 by ¥, Matbesius, B, Troka. 1
Vachek and others. The theses of this school
werc first presenied at i Elaricisttcﬂnfemn;c in
The Hagzue {1928}, and it has referrod o iself
a5 the “Prapuoe Schoal’ since the Amsterdam
Phonetics Conferenge of 1931 In contrast 1o
othet branches of structuralism, especially glas-
semalics, with jis emphasiz on [orm, the Prague
Schaol regarded languaze primarily as 4 func-
tivnal means of communication whose SITUCr-
al sign system van be described thruugh obser-
vabign of concrete Moguistic materialb on
perticular moments of usc. The Prague School.
therafure. abandens De Soussure’s sUrscl sepa-
ration of league and parele [= langaz vS
parole), and also the primacy of s}jn:hr PNy VS
diachrony, as it uttempts to explain languape
rhange with structural principles,

Premmises comtmon to the Prague Schiol and
the siructuralist schowals are (a) the deetsive
pregk From (he pusitisisic atomism of The
MNeogrammanians. ard (B th. representation
of language as system and 07 lpguslcs as dn
antonomeus suience {independent of psychol-
agy, philosephy and other disciplines). Charoe-

leristic of the Prague School's scientific pmce-
durc and also of its most decisive influsnce on
the development of linguistics is its orientation
towards the concepl of 'funclionaltsm.’ The
starting point of analysis is the inteation of the
speaker expressed through linguistic utters
ances; the analysis. then, begins with the func-
tion” of the utterance in order to doscobe s
‘form.” The concept of function appears in
varioos guises in all imporiant areas of Praguc
School research, e.g. in the applications of
functianal sentence perspectlve, which sess
the theme-rheme structure of a tex! ps &
structural prieciple. and especially in the pho-
nology a3 cotceived by Trubetzkoy
([B2N0-1938) and further developed by Jakob-
S0T.

The theoretical foumdations and practical
representations of this approach, such u binacy
opposition. distinctive feature, oppesition
and the phomeme. wers sumrarzed in Tru-
betzkoy's posthumously published SGromdsiige
drer Phonefogie [ "Principles of Phonology™ and
supplemented by Takobson, who postulated a
universal imventory of phonetic/phonological
fentures for all languages. Of festing influence
on generslive traosformational grammar is
the level of merphophonemles, intoduced by
Trubetzkoy, within which the alternating pho-
nclogical form of morphological unils is des-
cribed. Sinee the 1930s, Prague School lin-
guists, wuch g3 ). Vachek (b, 1909} and J. Pirbas
(b. 1921, hava been primarily concerned with
the syntactic, semantic and s1ylistie problems of
English and the Slavic languages.



Generativism:

It studies the human ability to create (generate) sentences and understand them.

generate [Lat. gengrare ‘to croate]

A term foined by N, Chomsky in response to
Humiboldt's (1834) iinguistic theory. Whereas
Humboldt's term 'generale’ refers o the hiswr-
jcal development of language, Chomsky uses
the term in a steictly mathematical-lngical way
for the listing of sentences on the basis of o
recursive rule mechanism, =% aiso generatlve
grANMAT, FeCIrSiveness]

generative capacity

The output of & grammar. If aiention i%
restricted to strings, then nne speaks of 2 weak
generalive capucity. If trees [or other structures)
are incloded, then of a sirong penerative capac-
ity, Crrammars with the same generative capac-
ity are thus weakly or (strongly) equrivalenr. (=
alse formal Llanguape theory}

generative grammar

1 A blapket term for o grammar model that s
based on lgarithm and generates seatenges.

2 A synomym for Chomsky's transforma-
tlupal grammar. All sentences of Formal and
natural laopuages can be produced by the
application of the rules of generative grammar.



