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Abstract 

 

"The Form, Beauty, and Order of an Ideal World": An Ideological 

Analysis of Linguistic Idealization 

 

 

by 

 

Rebecca Ann Baumgartner, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2009 

SUPERVISOR:  Patience L. Epps 

 

This report presents a critique of the ideology that language is naturally "perfect" 

on some level of analysis, or, alternately, that it can be made to be perfect through 

processes of decontextualization or through the construction of a new language.  I 

identify this ideology of linguistic idealization as one of the defining characteristics of 

formalist, Chomskyan linguistics.  This report describes three features of this ideology 

and their impact on formalist linguistics: science envy, the elegance fallacy, and the 

teleological fallacy.  In order to understand the idealizing trend in its social and 

intellectual context, I present historical background on the various versions of this 

ideology that theorists have adopted during certain periods in Western scholarship about 

language.  This report ultimately argues that the dynamic paradigm, which currently 

holds a minority status in American linguistics, as well as the simple but profound 
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recognition that language has evolved along with its users, can provide an instructive 

contrast to the idealizing trend in mainstream linguistics.  An acceptance of the ways in 

which language is subject to dynamic functional pressures, rather than or in addition to 

static, asocial rules, can expand the field beyond its currently narrow and limited purview 

to accommodate more of what we know about the reality of language structure and use.  

The report will end with the claim that even if we accept as unavoidable some measure of 

idealization within linguistic research, we should do so only with good reason, not simply 

because it is standard practice.  In addition, researchers should make such a decision with 

an awareness of the historical underpinnings and ideological consequences of idealizing 

the object of their inquiry. 
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1. Introduction 

 

 He who would impose names of things rationally, must first introduce into that 

 chaos,  the form, beauty and order of an ideal world existing in the mind, by a sort 

 of logical creation (Dalgarno, quoted in Slaughter 1982: 143).  

 

 Grammatical formalizations reveal more about the grammarian than about the 

 language which the grammarian claims to be formalizing (Harris 2003: 51). 

 

This report will explore the ideology that language is naturally optimal on some level of 

analysis, or, alternately, that it can be made to be optimal through purification and 

decontextualization, or through the construction of a new language (either a priori or a 

posteriori).  This is an ideology that stretches back in some form or another at least to 

Plato, who, in Cratylus, reported Socrates as saying that "words should as far as possible 

resemble things...I believe that if we could always, or almost always, use expressions 

which are similar, and therefore appropriate, this would be the most perfect state of 

language; as the opposite is the most imperfect" (quoted in Levinson 1967: 371).   

 The scope of this report will be limited to the ways in which the universal 

language projectors of seventeenth-century England, early modern linguists in the 

nineteenth century, and linguists in the twentieth and twenty-first century have all 

inherited some form of this ideology, and have adapted it according to the social and 

historical milieu in which they worked.  I will demonstrate that we can trace this ideology 

through historical time from Francis Bacon, to John Locke and Jacob Grimm, up to 

Ferdinand de Saussure, and finally up to Noam Chomsky.  Edward Sapir, a hybrid figure 

who spanned both linguistics and anthropology, presents us with an example of how this 

ideology could be adopted to a greater or lesser degree by certain scholars, depending on 
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their rhetorical and ideological situation.  Each of these thinkers had different motivations 

for pursuing an ideology of linguistic idealization, and different proposals about the best 

way that such idealization should be carried out, but what unites them all is their shared 

ideology that language needed to be altered, re-formed, or replaced so that it could more 

adequately serve certain ends that were important to the theorist in question, whether 

those ends were to more accurately describe the universe, to secure a place in academia 

and lend one's efforts the prestige of science, or to advance international communication. 

 Of course, there are many more theorists who have held this ideology than I could 

ever hope to present in a report of this scope.  However, since it is not the goal of this 

paper to present an exhaustive history or evaluation of this ideology, but rather to present 

a selective focus on the major themes that characterize it, and its implications for 

linguistics, I have chosen those scholars whom I consider to be the most influential in 

supporting this ideology and thereby influencing the field of linguistics.   

 Discussion of linguistic idealism necessarily leads to questions about what might 

be its opposite in intellectual life.  It will be one of the primary goals of this paper to 

argue that the dynamic paradigm, which encompasses typology, sociolinguistics, 

historical linguistics, and evolutionary linguistics – in short, all the disciplines that 

concern themselves with linguistic variation and change (Croft 1990: 258) – presents a 

viable alternative to the idealization of language that has become all too common in 

mainstream linguistics (which almost always means formalist
1
 linguistics).  A recognition 

                                                 
1
 For the purposes of this report, I am using the terms formalist and Chomskyan synonymously.  This is 

because, while not all formalists may completely agree with all of Chomsky's various programs, the 
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of the fact that language has evolved, and an understanding of what this means for 

linguistics, is a necessary part of this paradigm.  In addition, functionalism, an approach 

that emphasizes the diachronic or functional explanations for why language is the way it 

is and thus defines itself in contrast to the formalist approach, shares many of the 

assumptions of the dynamic paradigm, and we may even assume for the purposes of this 

report that functionalism is one essential part of a dynamic approach to language.  A 

recognition of the fact that language has developed gradually over time, has been limited 

and defined by its home in the human brain and by the communicative functions that it 

has evolved to serve, and has been subject to often unpredictable social and historical 

factors, leads us to the necessary conclusion that language is not a closed or formal 

system, and thus not one that we can reasonably expect to idealize or decontextualize 

without an accompanying loss of those very characteristics that make language what it is.  

Croft (2000) has said that "a linguistic system taken in isolation is a mythical object" 

(229).  It will be one goal of this report to explore how people have imagined that 

mythical object throughout history, and what motivated them to do so.   

 The project of recognizing ideologies of linguistic idealization requires its own 

ideological perspective.  Although functionalism (like all perspectives) is of course not 

free of ideology, its ideologies are arguably more flexible and in many ways less 

magisterial than those of formalism, which has sufficient prestige to continue to 

determine a significant amount of the linguistic work being done in the United States.  

                                                                                                                                                 
formalist tradition as a whole still depends heavily on Chomsky's legacy.  See Haspelmath (2000) for a 

similar treatment of this terminology. 
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The purpose of this report is not to criticize formalism for having ideologies, but rather to 

explore one particular ideology that formalism shares with other schools of thought and 

the ramifications of that belief for inquiries into the nature of language.  The contrast with 

functionalism and the dynamic paradigm is a useful one because, whatever other 

ideologies that paradigm may have, it does not support an idealized view of language.  In 

fact, the defining feature of this entire constellation of approaches to language seems to 

be that language should be studied in situ, with that context referring to a wide variety of 

external factors that act upon language, such as contact with other languages, human 

evolutionary development, culture, physiology, cognition, and sociality.   
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2. Formalism and functionalism 

Haspelmath (2000) defines the difference between the formalist and functionalist 

paradigms in terms of the explanatory goals of each:  

 Chomskyans and functionalists differ not so much in their basic assumptions...but 

 in their basic goals: Chomskyans primarily want to characterize the innate faculty 

 underlying grammatical competence, whereas functionalists want to explain why 

 language is the way it is (236; emphasis in the original). 

 

This difference in explanatory goals is part of what constitutes the ideological differences 

between the two paradigms, and these ideological differences become especially salient 

in the issue of how perfect language is or could be. 

 The formalist/dynamic split is part of a larger dichotomy in language studies that 

has structured the way that people (linguists and non-linguists alike) have conceptualized 

language.  One half of this dichotomy is the attempt to make language as rational, logical, 

and "perfect" as possible (or to argue that it is "underlyingly" like this, despite surface 

irregularity).  I would group prescriptivists, formalists, and proponents of artificial and 

international languages under this rubric.
2
  Responding to Chomsky's remarks about the 

"beauty" and "optimality" of language, Pinker & Jackendoff (2005) argue that "the 

overall claim that language is 'perfect' or 'optimal' is a personal vision of how language 

ought to be characterized rather than an empirical discovery about the way language is" 

(227).
3
  It may sound strange to compare formalism to prescriptivism, given the truism 

                                                 
2
 Woolard (1998) reports that others, particularly David Sankoff, have argued for this grouping of what 

may at first glance seem to be strange bedfellows.  Sankoff's argument, as Woolard summarizes it, is that 

"contemporary positivist linguistic methodologies that invoke a scientific rationale are ideologically 

imposed by the same interests that propagate normativism and prescriptivism" (26). 
3
 It is interesting and important to note that Pinker and Jackendoff are both generativists who support some 

of Chomsky's work, but are also are critical of some of it.  This is a good example of the point mentioned in 
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that linguistics is an explicit rejection of prescriptivism in favor of descriptivism, but the 

comparison is a valid one.  Prescriptivists attach moral or intellectual significance to 

"proper" or "correct" usage, ignoring the history of the language and ignoring the way 

that synchronic variation (or "the grammar of mistakes") foreshadows diachronic 

changes.  In fact, as John Haiman points out, "the grammar of correct speech at any time 

may be no more than an agglomeration of fossils" (quoted in Croft 1990: 258).  

Chomskyan theories, on the other hand, may not prescribe certain grammar rules to 

language users, but they are more concerned with constructing an artificial replica of 

language, in the form of an abstract metalanguage that deliberately omits several 

important features of language, than they are with recognizing the diachronic history of 

language and the functional pressures that have influenced its structure (Pinker & 

Jackendoff 2005).  Pinker & Jackendoff (2005) hypothesize that this is partly motivated 

by efforts to keep the Minimalist Program, Chomsky's latest version of formalist syntax, 

"minimal."  That is, allowing the history of language into one's analysis only makes the 

project "messier."   

 Thus, although they come from very different intellectual starting points, 

prescriptivism and formalism ultimately end up at the same place, which is that idealized 

language – the perfectly standard, homogenous, unchanging language used by individual 

speakers in a homogenous speech community – is more real than the language of 

variation, change, and "mistakes."  Both are forms of linguistic purism.  The movement 

                                                                                                                                                 
a previous footnote that not all formalists are Chomskyans, and that therefore not all formalists share the 

ideology under discussion here.  However, Pinker and Jackendoff may very well be the exception that 

proves the rule. 
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to create an international auxiliary language, as we will see later with Sapir, was 

motivated by similar concerns about weeding out irregularities and idiosyncrasies (even 

if there is a sensible, historical explanation for them) and making the system conform to 

secondary considerations of rationality.   

 These three systems share the belief that language is (or should be made to be) 

somehow optimal on first principles, regardless of external factors.  External factors, 

according to these three groups, serve no purpose other than to complicate what is 

otherwise a pure, stable system.  This entails a misrecognition of the way that natural 

language, in contrast to artificial or computer languages, has evolved piecemeal and 

cumulatively in conjunction with the equally piecemeal and cumulative evolution of the 

human mind and human sociocultural groups.  Adjudicating how language should be 

used, how language should be represented, and what languages need to be "replaced" 

with more logical systems all involve questions of power and authority.  In the case of 

prescriptivism, who invests the dictionaries and grammars with their authority and 

prestige?  The vast literature on language standardization attests that setting up a standard 

variety in a linguistic community is never accomplished without at least implicitly 

exercising power (see Errington 1998 for one example of this process).  In the case of 

linguistics, who invests formalism with its authority and prestige and how is this 

accomplished?  In the case of constructed or auxiliary languages, who gets to create 

languages, and what are their motives for doing so?  By whose criteria are the constructed 
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languages judged to be "better"?
4
  These three systems of thought may not seem to have 

much in common at first sight, but they all involve legitimizing one view of language at 

the expense of others, in often unquestioned ways.   

 On the other side of this ideological dichotomy (the less prominent one in 

linguistics as a whole) is the recognition that language is an ongoing evolutionary 

process, devised and used by human minds that have themselves evolved into their 

present form only recently and are far from perfect.  Certain characteristics tend to cluster 

around these two views of language; for example, the first group—the idealists—often 

ignore or decry the diachronic processes that make up language, whereas the second 

group—the dynamic theorists—tend to see diachrony as crucial to any explanation of 

why language is the way it is.  Therefore, the first group tends to adopt a static or 

synchronic model of language, one in which there are constant, inviolable rules of either 

a prescriptive or a generative nature, or timeless, ahistorical standards of "correct" speech 

and "logical" form/meaning relationships.  The second group, as we might expect, instead 

adopts a dynamic model of language, one in which language structure and use are 

considered in relation to dynamic social, cultural, functional, and historical factors. 

 The argument in favor of a functional/dynamic approach to language throughout 

this report is not meant to imply that functionalism is a monolithic field, or that it is 

                                                 
4
 Chomsky has said that "A good guiding intuition about imperfection is to compare natural languages with 

invented 'languages,' invented symbolic systems.  When you see differences, you have a suspicion that you 

are looking at something that is a prima facie imperfection" (quoted in Pinker & Jackendoff 2005: 225).  

Pinker & Jackendoff note that this analogy is faulty because it assumes that invented languages are 

designed to satisfy the same desiderata as natural languages, when in fact they are not, since natural 

languages (but not artificial or computer languages) must be used "in real time and by agents with 

limitations of knowledge and computational capacity" and because "languages develop spontaneously in a 

community subject to the vagaries of history, rather than being stipulated by formal arbiters" (226). 
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without its own problems.  Givón (1995) has pointed out that "in their puzzling 

propensity for reductionism, functionalists are slowly turning themselves into a caricature 

of Chomskyan linguistics" (xvii).  One could certainly argue that in their attempt to 

counter the hegemonic influence of formalist linguistics, certain strands of functionalism 

have taken up a stance that is ultimately too dismissive of the important insights and 

innovations that formalism has offered, and that by doing so it risks being less useful as a 

way of understanding language in its totality.  It is certainly important to be on guard for 

what Givón (1995) calls "naïve functionalism" (10), wherein a functionalist theorist takes 

issue with a tried-and-true formalist principle, such as arbitrariness, and draws the 

following conclusion: "Because structure is not 100% arbitrary, it must be 100% iconic" 

(10).  Givón calls this the "reductionist fallacy of non-arbitrariness" (10), and it is only 

one example of the kinds of reductionism that functionalists have sometimes engaged in, 

in their haste to counter the equally reductionist claims of mainstream formalism.  While 

these problems are certainly worth keeping in mind during any discussion of the relative 

merits of formalism and functionalism, it is not the purpose of this paper to argue for 

certain methodological improvements in functionalism, or to make pronouncements on 

the work that remains to be done in the dynamic paradigm.  Rather, the goal of this report 

is to focus on one particular language ideology – the creation of or belief in an ideal(ized) 

language – and to explore its historical roots in Western theorizing about language, its 

effects on linguistics as a discipline, and the possibilities for how a functionalist outlook 

can temper the idealizing trend with a reminder of the ways in which language is no more 

"perfect" than its speakers are. 
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 In the rest of this report, I will claim that one underlying reason for the drive to 

idealize language (at least in the modern era, after Darwin's presentation of evolutionary 

theory in the mid-nineteenth century) has been the misconception that evolution always 

leads to optimal solutions, or that the human mind has evolved to learn and produce 

language the same way a computer receives input and produces output (that is, through 

algorithms).  This misrepresentation – what I am calling the elegance fallacy – results in 

the assumption that descriptions of language should reveal the mathematical "elegance" 

of this formal, algorithmic input/output system.  Not only is elegance assumed to be true 

of the way the human mind works, but Chomsky (and others) implicitly believe that the 

elegance of a given representation of language is a strong mark in favor of that 

description being true about language in general or the particular language in question.  

This idea, along with the general algorithmic approach of generative linguistics, was one 

that Chomsky borrowed from mathematics and computer science (Harris 2003: 24).  In 

certain Chomskyan projects, in fact, the criterion of elegance was even quantified as part 

of a mathematical formula developed by Robin Clark, which he called the Fitness Metric 

(Lightfoot 2002: xv).  The Fitness Metric rates grammars according to how fit they are at 

parsing all grammatical sentences and failing to parse all ungrammatical sentences; in the 

equation, elegance is given its own variable, equal to the number of nodes in the tree 

structure.  The fact that there exists such a thing as a Fitness Metric at all is a powerful 

testament to the presence of "science envy" (Silverstein 2000: 89) within linguistics. 

   In addition to the elegance fallacy, another underlying reason for the idealizing 

move is the perceived isomorphism between language and human thought, the belief that 
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the structure of our languages should be just as logical as we perceive our own thought 

processes to be.  This belief is part of a larger ideological construct I am calling the 

teleological fallacy, which holds that human rationality and its instrument, language, are 

moving forward along a developmental path with an endpoint that represents the 

achievement of "perfection," however that is defined.  Both the elegance fallacy and the 

teleological fallacy rest upon an ignorance or misapplication of the facts of linguistic 

evolution and diachrony.  Therefore, the dynamic/functional perspective, which takes 

into account such processes, can provide a beneficial counterbalance to the various 

historically distinct, but ideologically related, strands of linguistic idealism.   

 In order to analyze the formalist ideology in greater detail, I will take Irvine & 

Gal's (2000) three-part model for understanding language ideologies as a way to explicate 

more specifically the ideologies that are at work in Chomskyan linguists' conceptions of 

language.  I will then devote three sections to a more thorough examination of what I feel 

are the most important ideological constructs of this paradigm, already briefly defined 

above: science envy, the elegance fallacy, and the teleological fallacy.  Then, I will 

discuss how these various ideological constructs developed into their present form, 

beginning with Francis Bacon and the seventeenth-century universal language projectors, 

continuing to John Locke and Jacob Grimm, and culminating in the twentieth century 

with Ferdinand de Saussure.  In the next section, I will discuss Edward Sapir's 

international auxiliary language proposal, which places him in the idealist group.  

Although he was an anthropologist and linguist (but not a formalist) who worked in the 

twentieth century, my argument will be that Sapir shared certain views with the 
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seventeenth-century language projectors and formalists by conceiving of natural/national 

language as constituting a "perfect hornet's nest of bizarre and arbitrary
5
 usages" (Sapir 

1949: 114) that must be replaced or supplemented with a more logical and perfect 

language.  In the next section, I will explain how an awareness of the evolutionary and 

historical development of language can serve as an antidote to the reification and 

idealization of language that formalists have inherited from Enlightenment idealists and 

that they have made to appear so natural in modern linguistics.  In particular, I hope to 

show how an awareness of language and human minds as works-in-progress can be 

humbling for researchers who like to think that language can be perfected or purified by 

isolating it from the very context in which it first arose and still continues to thrive.  

 Lastly, I will address Chomsky's own explicitly stated views about idealization, 

and why he feels it is necessary to rational inquiry.  I will end by claiming that his 

justification is ultimately faulty, and that even if we accept as unavoidable some measure 

of idealization within our research, we should do so with an awareness of the historical 

underpinnings and ideological consequences of such idealization, something that 

Chomskyans have traditionally been unwilling to do.   

 

                                                 
5
 Sapir seems to using the term arbitrary here differently than Saussure uses it.  While Saussure uses 

arbitrary to mean the lack of necessary one-to-one correspondence between words and things in the world 

(precisely what bothered the universal language projectors in the seventeenth century), Sapir is using 

arbitrary to mean a lack of consistency or predictability in the application of grammatical rules.  See Lee 

(2001) for a re-thinking of Saussure's concept of arbitrariness in relation to the mass noun vs. count noun 

distinction in English. 
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3. Identifying formalist ideologies 

  

 Ironically, the current denial of the ways in which language is embedded in 

human bodies, specific situations, and historical moments is largely motivated precisely 

by social and political concerns about the status of linguistics as a discipline, which have 

their roots in a particular historical context, particularly the ascendency of the prestige of 

science during the Enlightenment and, more recently, the cognitive revolution of the 

twentieth century.  All descriptions and theories of language are historical products, but 

this fact can be easily overlooked when theorists frame their arguments in terms of 

timeless, universal truths about language, and especially when such theoretical framings 

have the weight of academic tradition and prestige behind them.  The ideological and 

historical roots of the field have come to be taken for granted and naturalized by certain 

linguists, and an attempt to explicate these ideological foundations is a worthwhile 

project in its own right.  Irvine & Gal's (2000) three-part model for understanding 

language ideologies provides a useful model for undertaking this project.     

 In their discussion of language ideology, Irvine & Gal (2000) define three 

semiotic processes by which language users construct ideologies about their own and 

others' languages.  Although Irvine & Gal are specifically concerned with ideologies that 

people hold about particular, individual languages or groups of languages, their semiotic 

rubric is equally useful for thinking about the ideologies that people (linguists in 

particular) hold about language as a general faculty that all humans share.  The first of 

these processes is iconization.  This process, which is related to an essentializing move, 

"entails the attribution of cause and immediate necessity to a connection...that may be 
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only historical, contingent, or conventional" (37).  The second process, fractal recursivity, 

is the "projection of an opposition, salient at some level of relationship, onto some other 

level" (38).  The third process, erasure, is the process of over-simplifying or ignoring 

anything that is inconsistent with someone's ideological frame.  These three processes 

often work in tandem to create and uphold an ideology. 

 In thinking about how these three processes of ideology creation – iconization, 

fractal recursivity, and erasure – bear upon formalist linguists' ideologies about language, 

it is useful to divide the issue into two components: first, the internal ideological 

paradigm, that is, the ideologies that linguists hold about language itself, and second, the 

external ideological paradigm, namely, the ideologies that linguists hold about how 

linguistics as a field relates to academia as a whole and what the role of linguistics should 

be.  Another way of stating this is to say that formalist linguists have undertaken two 

distinct, though related, projects of decontextualization and idealization: the first is the 

idealization of their object of inquiry (language), and the second is the idealization of 

their field of inquiry (linguistics).  Clearly the two types of idealization are not wholly 

separate; in fact, I would argue that the internal ideological paradigm has arisen largely as 

a result of the necessities and pressures of the external ideological paradigm.  Specific 

examples will help to elucidate the point. 

 The iconizing move within the internal ideological paradigm of modern 

linguistics – that is, linguists' beliefs about the nature of language – is apparent whenever 

linguists use an idealized form of the standard, homogenous variety of language as iconic 

of all varieties of language, as well as when they use an idealized form of the language 
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user as iconic of all language users, as though a certain person's use of language could be 

separated and decontextualized from his or her identity as a person of a particular age, 

gender, socioeconomic class, ethnicity, etc.  Fractal recursivity is at work in the internal 

ideological paradigm whenever linguists take the separation of language from its social 

context and project this onto the separation of syntax (the so-called "core") from the rest 

of the linguistic levels (the so-called "non-core") (Chomsky 1988: 63).  Lastly, linguists 

are relying on the process of erasure whenever they ignore the ways in which language is 

inseparably connected to its social and cultural context, the diachronic history of 

particular languages, the evolution of language in phylogenetic time, the heterogeneity of 

languages and speakers, and the irregularities and idiosyncrasies of language (which 

make up part of the so-called "surface structure," as opposed to the more regular and 

universal "underlying structure").  These three examples are all ways in which linguists 

have constructed an ideology of what language is and what representations of language 

are authorized to be studied under the aegis of orthodox linguistics. 

 There are also ways in which linguists construct idealizations about their field of 

inquiry.  For example, we can see iconization at work whenever linguists use the idea(l) 

of science to stand for all that is worth studying, that which has authority, and that which 

garners academic respect.  Anything that does not fit within this model is considered to 

be something that lies outside of linguistics proper.  Fractal recursivity is at work 

whenever linguists take the differences between science and non-science and project 

them onto the differences between the generative/formalist approach and the functionalist 

approach.  Lastly, linguists are engaging in erasure whenever they neglect to admit the 
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effect that these external academic factors (such as science envy) have had on the 

historical development of the field; they attempt to erase the development of linguistics 

as a historically constructed field by appealing to its supposedly inherent status as a 

scientific discipline.  This move reveals the ways in which formalist linguists have erased 

the pragmatic and real-world concerns and anxieties that have shaped the field in relation 

to other academic disciplines. 

 It should be clear that these two levels, the internal and the external, are 

connected.  It is because linguists strive to be considered scientists that they have had to 

police the boundaries of the discipline to exclude "unruly" and "obscure"  factors like 

social structure, politics, culture, history, linguistic heterogeneity, and the evolution of the 

species as a whole from their analyses.  The desire for academic prestige is, at root, one 

of the main reasons for the a priori marginalization of functional, historical, and dynamic 

perspectives from orthodox linguistics, but this is rarely acknowledged within the field.  

This is in keeping with the general tendency of ideologies to go unnoticed or unremarked 

upon by their practitioners, because explicit discussion of an ideology is often the 

beginning of its downfall.  I hope that this paper, if it does nothing else, will at least make 

the case that formalist linguists should be more reflexive about their own ideologies 

concerning language itself and about how linguistics should be represented in the larger 

world of academia.  The antidote to the idealization of the object of inquiry is to embrace 

a dynamic perspective on language, and the antidote to the idealization of the field of 

inquiry is to undertake an ideological analysis like the one above.  Irvine & Gal's three-
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part framework is a particularly useful and revealing way to undertake this kind of 

reflexivity. 
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4. Science envy in linguistics 

 

 Academic prestige is dependent on various factors, but one of them is scientific 

 status: a prestigious discipline will tend to possess qualities associated with 

 science (however erroneously) such as theoretical and methodological rigour, 

 'objectivity,' abstraction, and  so on.  One achievement of the so-called 

 Chomskyan revolution has been to appropriate this sort of status for 

 linguistics more successfully than previous or alternative paradigms (Cameron 

 1997: 58; emphasis in the original). 

 

Although the Chomskyan paradigm has been the most successful to date at lending 

linguistics the disciplinary aura of science, that achievement was predicated on a 

centuries-old drive to render language an appropriate specimen for rational inquiry.  

Making language a suitable object of study for scholars required the ideological work of 

divesting language of its connections to "obscure" (Chomsky 1988: 37) realms of human 

experience such as social, political, and cultural life and defining language in a 

"narrower" sense (37),
 
such that researchers would not have to take account of these 

contextual factors.
6
  For such a project to be viable as a way of studying language, 

intellectuals interested in language had to call upon the rhetorical strategies, terminology, 

and epistemology of science to make the exclusion of such "obscure" factors seem a 

priori necessary.
7
   

                                                 
6
 The full quotation in which Chomsky uses the word "obscure" is as follows: "The term 'language' as used 

in ordinary discourse involves obscure sociopolitical and normative factors.  It is doubtful that we can give 

a coherent account of how the term is actually used...in pursuing a serious inquiry into language, we require 

some conceptual precision and therefore must refine, modify, or simply replace concepts of ordinary usage, 

just as physics assigns a precise technical meaning to such terms as 'energy,' 'force,' and 'work,' departing 

from the imprecise and rather obscure concepts of ordinary usage.  It may be possible and worthwhile to 

undertake the study of language in its sociopolitical dimensions, but this further inquiry can proceed only to 

the extent that we have some grasp of the properties and principles of language in a narrower sense, in the 

sense of individual psychology" (Chomsky 1988: 37). 
7
 See Schegloff, Ochs, & Thompson 1996: 26: "The critique of much in the contemporary linguistic 

enterprise implicit in the stance of this volume is aimed not at formalism per se, but at a formalism which 

has 'stacked the deck' by holding itself responsible only (or largely) to data—whether intuitive or 
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 The appropriation of a scientific model for linguistics was not a value-free or 

ahistorical decision – it occurred with the help of specific historically-rooted ideological 

assumptions about the nature of language, as well as more pragmatic disciplinary 

concerns about the reputation of linguistics and linguists in the academic world.  That 

formalist linguists have adopted the idealist position is not very surprising when we 

consider the ideological necessity of carving out a place for linguistics in the realm of 

science.  There are clearly many factors that influence the structure of language that are 

difficult to isolate and control.  In order to make language an object of scientific inquiry 

on a par with the scientific treatment of a principle like gravity, mainstream linguists 

have had to omit these complicated factors from their analysis.  This move results in an 

idealization of language as a stable, static system rather than a dynamic, changing system. 

 It is important to point out that generative linguistics and the cognitive revolution 

of which it was a part represented a rejection of behaviorism, and the new formal 

paradigm did bring about a renaissance of fascinating scholarship in linguistics.  

However, to argue that one system is better than another, flawed, system does not 

necessarily prove that the new system is unproblematic or better than yet another, third, 

system (in this case, the dynamic paradigm).  In any event, when behaviorism fell out of 

favor, generative linguistics no longer had a direct rival and could be more complacent 

about its status in academia; although it has not gone unchallenged, Chomskyan 

programs and off-shoots of Chomskyan programs are still the dominant mode of 

                                                                                                                                                 
experimental—which exclude from the outset those features, forces, and possible organizations which are 

then claimed to be of lesser importance (or are ignored and omitted altogether) as a matter of empirical and 

theoretical fact." 
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linguistic inquiry, at least in the United States.  Interestingly, David W. Lightfoot, in his 

introduction to the reprinting of Chomsky's Syntactic Structures (Lightfoot 2002), is 

surprisingly forthright about the intellectual environment of the cognitive revolution, of 

which Chomsky was a leading figure, and Lightfoot comes close to reflecting on the 

ideological roots of the field, but does not quite pursue the inquiry all the way: "[Robert] 

Lees and others were impressed with the outline of what they took to be a truly scientific 

perspective, and these were days of much concern about the nature of science" (Lightfoot 

2002: vii).  However, Lightfoot does not take this realization to its obvious conclusion – 

that the rise of Chomskyanism was predicated on anxieties about the status of linguistics 

in relation to the exact sciences – but instead goes on to celebrate the "taxonomic 

procedures," "rigor," "predictive mechanisms," and elegance of Chomsky's 

groundbreaking model (Lightfoot 2002) and enthusiastically welcomes Chomsky's 

contribution to the scientization of linguistics and the accompanying reduction of 

language into a series of algorithms produced in the "switchbox" of the human mind. 

 Making language and its field of inquiry, linguistics, fit for science, a move that 

was predicated on the omission of "obscure" contextual factors, led to a "butterfly 

collecting" approach to language—that is, formalism had to fundamentally misrepresent 

the nature of language in order to make it conform to the scientific demands of what 

constitutes a suitable specimen for expert analysis.  The metaphor of "butterfly 

collecting" is originally one that Chomsky used in relation to sociolinguistics and 

typological work: "You can also collect butterflies and make many observations.  If you 

like butterflies, that's fine; but such work must not be confounded with research, which is 
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concerned to discover explanatory principles of some depth and fails if it does not do so" 

(Chomsky 1998 [1977/1979]: 57).  Chomsky was using this phrase to express his view 

that descriptive linguists do nothing more than collect examples of language facts and 

display them to the world, rather than explaining them (by which he means putting those 

descriptions in a formal metalanguage; see Dryer 2006a and 2006b).  I, however, am 

turning the phrase "butterfly collecting" on its head to describe the way in which the 

language-like object that formalists describe looks nothing like living language as the 

vast majority of people know it, much like a butterfly pinned to a board and tagged with 

its Latin taxonomic name has only a partial resemblance to a living butterfly.  Linguists 

have had to "pin down" language in order to render it an atemporal, universal object of 

study, and while doing so they have claimed that this approach is the only rational way to 

study language (Chomsky 1998: 57).   

 We could draw upon countless examples of the ways in which linguists have 

upheld certain ideologies about language in the service of science envy, but I will choose 

one particular example that I feel summarizes my previous points nicely.  In his chapter 

titled "The Research Program of Modern Linguistics" (1988), Chomsky gives a sketch of 

what he believes a scientific analysis of language should look like.  Chomsky refers 

explicitly to science throughout the chapter, comparing the discovery of the structure-

dependence of language (as opposed to the linearity of language) to the discovery that 

rocks always fall towards the earth at a constant rate and that this fact has a scientifically 

specifiable reason (44).  One aspect of a scientific description of language that Chomsky 

emphasizes is the necessity of viewing language only at the level of the individual 



22 

 

speaker (36).  By setting up this comparison to gravity and by explicitly focusing on 

language only as it is produced in the mind of one individual, idealized speaker/listener, 

Chomsky is performing a powerful rhetorical move.  By emphasizing that linguistic 

meaning resides entirely in the "switchbox" of language itself (62) rather than in its users 

or in the particular linguistic situation, Chomsky lends linguistics the ethos of an exact 

science such as physics, which concerns itself with natural, unchanging laws whose 

operation and "meaning" reside in the universe or nature itself, not in the observer.  This 

is a powerful move precisely because it claims to provide the authoritative, unchanging, 

universal truth about language, just like Newtonian physics provided the unchanging, 

universal truth about gravity.  Chomsky is explicit about this connection in Syntactic 

Structures (2002 [1957]): 

 Any scientific theory is based on a finite number of observations, and it seeks to 

 relate  the observed phenomena and to predict new phenomena by constructing 

 general laws in terms of hypothetical constructs such as (in physics, for 

 example) "mass" and "electron."  Similarly, a grammar of English is based on 

 a finite corpus or utterances (observations),  and it will contain certain 

 grammatical rules (laws) stated in terms of the particular phonemes, phrases, 

 etc., of English (hypothetical constructs) (Chomsky 1957: 49; quoted in 

 Lightfoot 2002: ix). 

 

In line with that idea, linguists such as Robert Lees, who reviewed Syntactic Structures in 

1957, saw Chomsky's work as 

 one of the first serious attempts on the part of a linguist to construct within the 

 tradition of theory-construction a comprehensive theory of language which 

 may be understood in  the same sense that a chemical, biological theory is 

 ordinarily understood by experts in those fields.  It is not...another speculative 

 philosophy about the nature of Man and Language, but rather a rigorous 

 explication of our intuitions about language in terms of an overt axiom 

 system, the theorems derivable from it, explicit results which may be 

 compared with new data and other intuitions, all based plainly on an overt theory 
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 of the  internal structure of language (Lees 1957: 377-378; quoted in Lightfoot 

 2002: vii). 

   

Most relevant here is Chomsky's (and others') assumption that language constitutes an 

entity analogous to gravity or mass or that theories of language are analogous to chemical 

and biological theories.  The very fact that all languages change over time, in ways that 

are not always predictable, in tandem with certain social events and the necessities of the 

physical and symbolic medium through which language is produced, would seem to belie 

the universality and atemporality of language that Chomsky puts forth.  When linguists 

present language as analogous to gravity, they are bringing along with that analogy a 

score of implicit assumptions, such as the assumption that language is unaffected by 

history, just as gravity is unaffected by history.  That is, linguists are actually creating an 

artificial system that no real speaker actually uses or recognizes.  Leaving history, for 

example, out of the "equation" of what makes language language is similar to the 

equations of Newtonian physics that only work under the assumption of there being no 

friction in the universe.  The difference is that physics eventually advanced and expanded 

beyond Newton's idealizations and opened up its analyses to more of the complicating 

factors that make up the real universe.   

 The theoretical operations of traces, movement, and transformations in 

Chomskyan tree structure are all examples of this artificial, idealized system.  Although 

Chomsky, as part of his Minimalist Program, later abandoned the idea of transformations, 

such abstract features found in previous paradigms such as Government and Binding 

have authorized and legitimated an ideology of language that is still part of orthodox 
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linguistics and that is still taught in universities.  The belief that language is an immutable 

entity like gravity or mass that can be explained through algorithms and tree structures 

that are analogous to physical and chemical formulas is still very much part of modern 

mainstream linguistics, even as Chomsky has tried to pare down the assumptions of 

previous theoretical models (the Minimalist Program being the most recent example). 

 Although we may agree with Chomsky about some of the basic facts of language 

that he is interested in, such as the structure-dependence of language or the binding facts 

of pronouns (since, after all, these are features that can be thoroughly studied without 

adopting any of Chomsky's assumptions), we can question the bid for prestige that his 

analysis presumes and the idealizations of language and its users that Chomsky takes for 

granted.  The problem from the formalist perspective, though, is that these very 

idealizations are necessary to achieve the bid for prestige, and so formalism, from the 

perspective of its practitioners, cannot really do without these idealizations if it is to be 

taken seriously as a natural science and not be "demoted" to the status of a social science.  

If general trends in the field are any indication, it is safe to assume that most orthodox 

linguists would much rather be grouped with physicists and chemists than with 

sociologists and anthropologists, and the best way to ensure this is to make their theories 

resemble, as much as possible, those of physics and chemistry rather than those of 

sociology or anthropology.
8
   

                                                 
8
 Similar claims about science envy could be made about, for example, quantitative sociolinguistics.  I 

would hypothesize that the quantitative paradigm represents an attempt to regain some of the prestige 

denied to sociolinguistics by most mainstream linguists, and appropriating the methods and models of 

science is a promising way to do that (and it perhaps noteworthy that the quantitative paradigm's main 

proponent, William Labov, was a chemist before becoming a linguist).  But of course, co-opting the 
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 We can even see evidence that formalists are hesitant to align themselves too 

closely with biology, as well, despite the status of biology as a "true" science.  In spite of 

Chomsky's emphasis that language is a biological endowment, his and other formalists' 

conceptions and descriptions of language tend to fall more in line with sciences like 

physics or mathematics rather than sciences like biology.  This preference has ideological 

roots: biologists do not study what the ideal organism might look like, if certain 

evolutionary "flaws" were excluded from analysis.  Rather, they accept the whole 

organism, maladaptations and idiosyncracies included.
9
  By contrast, mathematicians 

routinely make assumptions about the "ideal circle" or the "perfectly straight line," for 

example.  This latter approach is much more appealing to linguists who would rather not 

deal with the evolution of language (a topic about which Chomsky has been notoriously 

dismissive [see Kenneally 2007]), or the many ways in which language resembles a 

"gadget" more than it follows "laws."
10

 

 Chomsky's position on the evolution of language is worth briefly analyzing, not 

only because it shows one way in which Chomsky has been reluctant to associate 

linguistics with the nitty-gritty details of biological explanations for the evolution of 

                                                                                                                                                 
discourse of science opens up sociolinguistics to many of the same criticisms outlined here for formalism.  

However, a critique of the ideologies of sociolinguistics is beyond the scope of this report; see Cameron 

1997 for further discussion. 
9
 It is important to note that Chomsky does acknowledge that language is flawed in certain ways, but the 

examples he gives of such imperfections would not readily be considered imperfections by a functionalist 

linguist.  For example, Chomsky has said that "the fact that there is more than one language is a kind of 

imperfection" (quoted in Pinker & Jackendoff 2005: 226).  By this, we can assume that Chomsky equates 

perfection to a stable, unitary, bounded system of perfectly matched form/meaning relationships, where 

functional pressures on that system, as well as history, are entirely absent, leaving only universally 

applicable laws in their stead. 
10

 Francis Crick once said that "In physics, they have laws; in biology, we have gadgets" (Marcus 2008a: 

115).  
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complex systems, but has rather chosen to associate linguistics with the relative certainty 

and precision of physics and mathematics.  This is not because, as Chomsky claims, all of 

the issues relevant to the evolution of language are either "too trivial or too hard" to 

grapple with (Kenneally 2007: 58), but rather because aligning too closely with an 

evolutionary model for language risks introducing too many obscure or unmanageable 

factors into a linguistic explanation, such as the evolution of the brain, the evolution of 

social cognition, and what we know so far of the complex history of humans' ability to 

communicate.  It is much safer, from a formalist point of view, to set language outside of 

its evolutionary context and examine it the way a physicist would examine gravity.  

Positing something like Universal Grammar that is shared among all humans allows the 

formalist linguist to draw broad linguistic generalizations based on a few particular 

instances from a few select languages, just like physicists can experience gravity 

anywhere in order to reach general descriptions and explanations, and do not need to 

gather extensive "samples" of gravity in different contexts.  Thinking about the origins of 

language in the human species would be one linguistic correlate of observing gravity 

from a different context, and in this case, that context is our ancient past.   

 According to Kenneally (2007), Chomsky's approach towards the evolution of 

language has been to strip away all the "untidy bits of language as 'performance'" (38), 

thus allowing language to appear elegant and streamlined, and then to question how such 

a perfect system could have arisen from the imperfect human brain.  Chomsky feels that 

this conundrum is one for biologists, not linguists, to solve (Pinker & Jackendoff 2005: 

229), but of course, the conundrum is entirely self-imposed.  In other words, the seeming 
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insolubility of the problem of how a "perfect" system could have arisen from an 

imperfect brain is due to an incorrect framing of the question that is motivated by the 

desire to uphold a particular idealization of language in the face of contradictory 

evidence.   

 To the extent that Chomsky has put forward theories about the evolution of 

language, they primarily amount to positing some form of sudden genetic mutation that 

quite abruptly gave humans the capacity for language, but was not initially related at all 

to fulfilling the needs of communication (see Pinker & Jackendoff 2005).  Chomsky's 

stance is essentially that language could not have been subject to natural selection 

because having only some language would not, in his view, be usable at all.  That is, 

according to Chomsky, language would not be useful to its users unless it was essentially 

as complex as it is today.  Biologists such as Richard Dawkins have repeatedly countered 

this argument about the usefulness of partial adaptations, which is commonly raised by 

creationists with limited knowledge of biology, and is usually phrased as some variant of 

"What good is five percent of a wing?" (Pinker & Jackendoff 2005: 227).  In the realm of 

linguistics, Pinker & Jackendoff point to the example of pidgins as evidence of the 

usefulness of "partial" languages.  In contrast to Chomsky's (biologically incorrect) 

claim, and based on evidence from the sequencing of the FOXP2 gene, Pinker & 

Jackendoff (2005) argue that "language evolved piecemeal in the human lineage under 

the influence of natural selection, with the selected genes having pleiotropic effects that 

incrementally improved multiple components" (218).  This means that language, like all 

biological systems, is a system of "co-adapted traits that evolved by natural selection" 
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(204) and that gradually becomes better at serving its users' needs over time, but may not 

necessarily ever be optimal on first principles (223). 

 Pinker & Jackendoff go further and argue that Chomsky's relatively simplistic 

explanation for the evolution of language is a result of his idealization of language (i.e., 

his restriction of it to Phonetic Form and Logical Form, and his omission of any external 

limitations or influences).  Defining language in such limited terms permits conceiving of 

its evolution in relatively simplistic terms because, as Pinker & Jackendoff put it, "if 

language per se does not consist of very much, then not much had to evolve for us to get 

it" (219).  Pinker & Jackendoff ultimately conclude, in response to Chomsky's idealistic 

stance on the evolution of language, that "the overall claim that language is 'perfect' or 

'optimal' is a personal vision of how language ought to be characterized rather than an 

empirical discovery about the way language is.  As such it cannot be used to motivate 

assertions about how language evolved" (227).  Even putting aside the genetic details of 

the debate, Chomsky's language-as-a-single-mutation theory ignores the fact that 

language is not solely genetic, but has evolved alongside and been shaped by human 

culture, social groups, and their communicative needs (see Tomasello 1999).  Thus, 

Chomsky's position on the evolution of language is ultimately untenable from the 

perspective of both biology and dynamic linguistics. 

 An exploration of Chomsky's stance on the evolution of language adds another 

analytical layer to the science envy phenomenon: it is not just that formalists have had to 

align themselves with science in order to gain academic credibility, but they have had to 

align themselves with a particular kind of science: the formal natural sciences, such as 
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mathematics, as opposed to the life sciences, such as biology.  Chomsky's stance on the 

language evolution issue is primarily a theoretical linguistics one that takes as evidence 

the self-imposed criteria of his current metalanguage, the Minimalist Program, whereas 

Pinker & Jackendoff's (2005) argument is grounded in evolutionary theory and takes as 

evidence the existence of certain linguistic phenomena that Chomsky has relegated to the 

"non-core."  The pressures of science envy are such that formalists who follow 

Chomsky's lead are inclined to view the language evolution problem as one that is too 

knotty to be dealt with in a way that preserves their particular idealizations.  In response 

to the perceived complexity of the language evolution issue, formalists can simply 

outsource the issue to biologists and claim that such questions are outside the purview of 

linguistics (Pinker & Jackendoff 2005). 

  In addition to the preference for the formal sciences over the life sciences, another 

way in which science envy sustains formalist ideologies is through the rhetoric of the 

supposed explicitness and rigor of formalism.  The overtness and explicitness of 

Chomsky's models are assumed to be what makes them so "rigorous" and scientific.  This 

is an idea taken up by Matthew S. Dryer in his provocative paper Functionalism and the 

Metalanguage - Theory Confusion (2006a).  Dryer claims that 

 There is a long tradition in linguistics of thinking that by using lots of funny-

 looking symbols, one is somehow being more explicit, but the truth is that  one is 

 usually being less explicit, since the meaning of the funny-looking symbols is 

 rarely explained, or whatever explanation is offered is vaguer than if an attempt 

 were made to describe the phenomenon in English (16). 

 

This forthright observation will ring true to any reflexive linguist who has undertaken the 

arduous task of making sense of the various permutations of formalist theory over the 
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decades.  Even Lexical Functional Grammar, which has attempted to simplify and clarify 

(or simply abandon) several of Chomsky's claims, presents the student with equations 

like the following: 

 (^GF*) = ! 

 where GF=df {SUBJ, OBJ, OBJθ , OBLθ , COMP, XCOMP, TOP, FOC, ADJ} 

 satisfied if (^OBJ) = ! or (^COMP SUBJ) = !, etc. 

 

The issue is not whether such formulations can be understood – because they can be 

understood by those who are properly trained – but whether they are accurate or realistic 

as explanations of what language is and why it is the way it is.  At the very least, it seems 

unreasonable for anyone to claim that a formulation like that above is somehow more 

"explicit" or "overt" than any possible non-formalist description of language.  Likewise, 

in relation to the Minimalist Program, Pinker & Jackendoff argue that, despite the 

theory's ostensible goal of "eschewing the baroque mechanisms and principles that 

emerged in previous incarnations of generative grammar" (219), the Minimalist Program 

is actually not parsimonious or explicit at all; its tree structures are "packed with abstract 

and empty elements" (226). 

 Dryer (2006a) makes a persuasive case that the metalanguages that formalists take 

as their particular "theory" of language are actually no more than that: metalanguages. 

 In many instances, the set of examples that formal linguists use to illustrate the 

 formal  constraints they propose seem to be an artificial subset of the set of 

 possibly relevant examples, and more often than not, when linguists dig deeper, it 

 is easy to find examples which the syntactic constraints do not adequate [sic] 

 describe and which suggest that whatever is going on is actually something 

 considerably more complex – and often interacting considerably with semantic 

 and pragmatic factors – than the formal account suggests.  In other words, it 

 often looks like the formal mechanisms that the metalanguages of formal theories 

 provide are woefully inadequate for really describing the phenomena in question, 
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 and for that reason it is dubious whether the metalanguages of formal theories 

 really do offer much towards the goal of achieving descriptive adequacy (or 

 even observational adequacy) and hence of characterizing the knowledge that 

 underlies linguistic behavior (14). 

 

Once we critically analyze the ideologies that underlie formalism and recognize all that 

has been erased, it becomes obvious that any claims that formalists have made about the 

"explicitness" or "overtness" of their theories are not backed up by a closer examination 

of those theories themselves, and are, in reality, one ideological result of science envy in 

linguistics.   

 Science envy is not often, if ever, acknowledged in the field whenever disputes 

between formalists and functionalists arise.  Formalists are much more likely to defend 

their idealizations by claiming that they get at a larger, general truth, rather than by 

saying that they are necessary to attain or maintain a certain place within academia.  It is 

important to emphasize that I am not arguing that formalism is incapable of arriving at 

general truths; merely that some of the innovations of formalism only make plausible 

sense if we accept certain ideologically-motivated (and not always empirically verified) 

assumptions about the nature of language.  My goal is not to dismiss the achievements of 

mainstream linguistics (a just treatment of which is beyond the scope of this report), but 

rather to show that a certain amount of ideological self-reflexivity would go a long way 

in making certain seemingly intractable intradisciplinary debates – such as what language 

is, how much of it is species-unique, how it evolved, and how it should be characterized – 

more fruitful. 
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5. The elegance fallacy 

 

 Rather than being useless but perfect, language is useful but imperfect, just like 

 other biological systems (Pinker & Jackendoff 2005: 229).
11

 

 

Dryer (2006a), although he does not use the term "elegance fallacy," nevertheless 

describes the phenomenon encompassed by the term when he says that 

 arguments for descriptive adequacy traditionally aim to capture generalizations, 

 and do  not concern themselves with the question of whether the generalization is 

 one that speakers make, often assuming on a priori grounds that speakers "must" 

 make these generalizations since making these generalizations allows for a more 

 compact representation of the language (11). 

 

The assumption that underlies this belief is that the human mind "must" be structured in 

such a way that the most elegant or parsimonious solution will naturally occur to it during 

language acquisition, production, and comprehension, and that language "must" be 

structured such that it is the optimal system for conveying everything that humans could 

possibly want to communicate.  Before discussing how this ideology is maintained in 

linguistic formalism, I will first demonstrate how seventeenth-century linguistic idealists 

practiced their own form of the elegance fallacy as a way of imposing an artificial order 

on what they viewed as imperfect, post-Babel language.  The historical and social context 

in which seventeenth-century scientists and philosophers lived was obviously quite 

different from that of twentieth-century academia, but concerns about the inherent 

orderliness of language and the human mind were shared by both.  Although the 

                                                 
11

 This is in response to something Chomsky wrote in 1991 regarding the evolution of language: "The 

general conclusion...is that language is designed as a system that is 'beautiful' but in general unusable.  It is 

designed for elegance, not for use, though with features that enable it to be used sufficiently for the 

purposes of normal life...Insofar as this is true, the system is elegant, but badly designed for use" (quoted in 

Pinker & Jackendoff 2005: 227).  More recently, Chomsky has said that "communication is not the function 

of language, and may even be of no unique significance for understanding the functions and nature of 

language" (quoted in Pinker & Jackendoff 2005: 223). 
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motivations for creating an artificial language and the motivations for providing a formal, 

generative theory of language may seem quite different, I hope to show that the two 

projects have more in common than may at first meet the eye.  Indeed, it is my argument 

that we cannot fully understand the formalists' adoption of the elegance fallacy without 

first understanding where they got it from and why they chose to adopt it. 

 The belief in a rational, ordered universe, and the corresponding belief that the 

human mind and human language should be structured, or were in reality actually 

structured, in line with this ordered universe, was popular during the emergence of the 

philosophical and linguistic projects of the seventeenth century, when the goal of creating 

a "perfect" artificial language was in vogue.  These early idealists, the language 

projectors, took many of their fundamental assumptions about the ordered, taxonomic 

nature of reality from Aristotle.  One such Aristotelian assumption was "the belief that 

nature (reality) is an orderly construct or system" (Slaughter 1982: 3).  Since these were 

pre-Darwinian days, scientists' ideologies about the order and rationality of reality 

stemmed from their own direct observation and experimentation (a new process in 

science at this time), or, more often, from classical philosophers such as Aristotle and 

from Christian theology.  Even after the adoption of the Baconian scientific method, 

religious teachings convinced many seventeenth-century scientists of the "systematicity 

and orderliness of creation...[which was] mandated by Christian belief in a rational and 

beneficent deity" (Slaughter 1982: 4).  However, the seventeenth-century idealists could 

clearly sense that language, which was perceived as a God-given faculty, was far from 

perfect: ambiguity, redundancy (e.g., synonyms), confusion (e.g., homonyms), and the 
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lack of isomorphism between words and the things they represent were all common 

complaints against language (Slaughter 1982).  Fortunately for the scientists, the myth of 

the Tower of Babel provided a theologically-consistent explanation of why a gift from 

God was so imperfect (119, 137).  Thus, any perceived disorder in language was 

attributed to humankind's own folly and sin, not to the nature of the universe itself, which 

was believed to be wholly rational and orderly.   

 The artificial language projects were, in large part, motivated by the desire to 

correct the ancient shame of the adulteration of a perfect language from God.  The goal 

was to replace this sullied language with a system that would be more in accordance with 

the orderliness of creation in the Christian cosmos; "the focal point in the language 

schemes is, clearly, order of some sort" (Slaughter 1982: 3; emphasis in the original).  

One indication of the importance of orderliness to the worldview of these language 

projectors was the Great Chain of Being, a medieval construct that persisted into the 

seventeenth century that specified the hierarchical ordering of all the beings in the world, 

with God at the top.  This folk taxonomy of the universe, accompanied by Christian 

dogma, reinforced the prevailing belief in the "systematicity, the ordered regularity, the 

rational design, of nature" (36) that was so important for language ideologies in this time 

period. 

 This ideology about the regularity and orderliness of the world, and the 

assumption that language should be held accountable for modeling this orderliness in its 

structure, is one that we can still discern today in certain language ideologies within 

formalist linguistics.  Elegance is often equated to the simplicity or parsimony of the 
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rules required to arrive at the successful parsing of a grammatical sentence and the 

unsuccessful parsing of an ungrammatical sentence.  Through the logic of Occam's 

Razor, the phrase structure rules that generate the most sentences are preferred.  This is 

the linguistic maxim that rules should be as generalizable and broad as possible.  

Curiously, given the progressively more baroque additions to generative theory over the 

decades (see Haegeman 1994 and Carnie 2007 for recent examples from generative 

syntax; see also Pinker & Jackendoff 2005 for some criticisms of the decidedly un-

minimal nature of the Minimalist Program), the meaning of economy seems to have 

expanded beyond parsimony of explanation (a principle that linguists of all stripes can 

agree on) to include theory-internal justifications about what would make the theory's 

metalanguage, not the explanation of the linguistic facts, simpler.   

 In functionalism, the term economy refers to independently-motivated principles 

of least action, such as frequency, which can have real effects on the structure of 

language over time.  In the case of frequency, this means that people tend to shorten 

linguistic units that occur most commonly in discourse, consequently making less 

common utterances (which are likely to be longer) more marked (Croft 1990: 156).  

Another functionalist example of economy would be the Gricean Maxim of Quantity: 

"Do not make your contribution [in a conversation] more informative than is required" 

(quoted in Croft 2003: 102).  These senses of economy refer to specific, extralinguistic 

factors that influence the way people produce, perceive, and interpret language through 

the mediation of physiological, cognitive, and social mechanisms.  
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 However, in formalism, the principle of economy means something very 

different.  While functionalist conceptions of economy, like the examples given above, 

are based on first principles (such as the amount of effort that speakers make), formalist 

conceptions of economy consist of a "mixture of metaphors involving speed, ease, cost, 

and need, and anthropomorphic traits such as 'greed,' 'procrastination,' and 'last resort'" 

(Pinker & Jackendoff 2005: 221).  For example, economy in formalist syntax refers to 

various theoretical stipulations, such as affix-hopping, wherein the affix on a word is 

generated at a certain level in the tree structure and then "hops" down as many levels as 

needed to arrive next to the appropriate word, to which it "attaches" itself and appears in 

the "surface structure" of the word form (Carnie 2007: 265-271).  The rationale behind 

proposing such an idea is to maintain the current theory's metalanguage while also trying 

to explain "exceptions" or "strange" cases of syntactic data, where the normal rules, as 

currently stipulated, do not apply.  Obviously, concepts like affix-hopping are intended to 

merely be metaphors for a more abstract cognitive process, but we might question the 

usefulness of describing these metaphors in such elaborate detail and putting such 

theoretical stock in them if they do not actually reflect what goes on in the mind during 

language production (it should also be noted that such formulations are rarely talked 

about in metaphorical terms, but are referred to as though they actually described 

speakers' mental reality).  Metaphors such as movement, affix-hopping, and the like may 

all be useful didactic expedients for facilitating certain theoretical explanations (though, 

of course, this is debatable, since the expedients are so complex that it is hard to view 

them as "facilitators" in any normal sense of the word), but what is problematic about this 
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is that, as Abney (1996) has noted, linguistics seems to have "lost sight of its original 

goal, and turned Chomsky's expedient into an end in itself" (4).  In functionalism, 

principles like economy are used to explain certain observable language changes; in 

formalism, economy is co-opted into the formalist understanding of elegance (borrowed 

from computer science), which refers specifically to theory-internal explanations such as 

the number of nodes in an abstract tree structure (where fewer is better) or the point in a 

derivation at which certain operations should take place (where later is better) (Pinker & 

Jackendoff 2005: 219).   

 The point is not to quibble with how formalists define economy, but rather to take 

issue with the fact that "most of the work [in formalism] has consisted of reformulations 

to meet theory-internal desiderata rather than empirical tests of competing hypotheses" 

(Pinker & Jackendoff 2005: 222).  The type of elegance under criticism here is the kind 

that describes a theory's own internally-mandated demands, rather than the kind of 

elegance that, in following the dictates of Occam's Razor, leads to a simple solution, 

where "simple" is defined in relation to real-world principles, not principles set by the 

linguist.  By restricting one's focus to a sufficiently narrow domain, any explanation can 

be made to appear elegant in terms of formal notation, but in deciding whether the 

explanation itself is elegant, irrespective of its formal metalanguage, only principles that 

refer to observable, independently verifiable features – like those studied by 

functionalists – can rightly be used as evidence.  As Pinker & Jackendoff (2005) 

eloquently put it, "any theory can be rescued from falsification if one chooses to ignore 

enough inconvenient phenomena" (220). 
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 The elegance fallacy, in its various guises throughout history, represents a failure 

to recognize that the human mind is not a computer and human language was never 

divinely perfect; the human mind and human language have developed according to 

evolutionary logic – the logic of kluges, not the logic of mathematics or divine law.  A 

kluge, as defined by psychologist Gary Marcus, is "a clumsy or inelegant – yet 

surprisingly effective – solution to a problem" (Marcus 2008a: 2).  Marcus gives the 

example of the cobbled-together filter, made out of a plastic bag, a cardboard box, some 

duct tape, and a sock, that the NASA engineers developed for the Apollo 13 crew when 

the module's carbon dioxide filter broke.  The resulting contraption, which saved the lives 

of all three crew members, was the quintessential kluge: by no means an optimal solution, 

but one that was successful given the materials at hand (Marcus 2008a: 2).   

 In his book Kluge: The Haphazard Construction of the Human Mind (2008a), as 

well as in his lecture titled "Language, Evolution, and Explanatory Adequacy" (2008b), 

Marcus argues that the human mind is like that makeshift filter in several ways, precisely 

because it developed under analogous circumstances in evolutionary time.  Because 

evolution never pauses, does not have the benefit of foresight or hindsight, and tends to 

use existing structures that have been shown to work rather than building from scratch, 

the resulting organism tends to have certain klugey aspects.  For the human mind, these 

aspects would include a contextual and unreliable memory, irrational beliefs and 

prejudices, a variety of biases and psychological blind spots, poor decision-making 

abilities, a miscalibrated sense of pleasure, susceptibility to mental illness and addiction, 

and other ancestral relics and accidents (Marcus 2008a, 2008b).  Marcus's main point is 
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that people who believe the human mind is in some way ideal are seriously misinformed 

about the way that humans actually think.  Evolution is not concerned with perfection; it 

is stingy and will get by with whatever spare parts it can find lying around in the gene 

pool.  Language certainly works well for our current communication needs, but, like the 

impromptu filter on the Apollo 13 mission, it is not concerned with being the best of all 

possible designs, but merely with being good enough (Marcus 2008b).   

 In other words, our language faculty and the rules that give expression to it are not 

as elegant as the generativists would have it; rather, they are an idiosyncratic assortment 

of characteristics, some of which originally evolved for other purposes, some ancient and 

some relatively new, some shared with other primates and some not, all of them cobbled 

together by evolution.  Because of what Marcus calls "evolutionary inertia" (Marcus 

2008a: 12) – the difficulty of undoing what has already been done – organisms tend to 

develop not by replacing old features with new ones, but by stacking new features on top 

of the old ones in one genetic jumble.  Similarly, there has not been much time for 

"evolutionary de-bugging" (Marcus 2008b) to have occurred, meaning that even if certain 

clumsy features are capable of being edited out of an organism's genetic code, such 

changes take an extraordinary amount of time to achieve.   

 For this reason, Marcus finds the idealization of language that is at the foundation 

of the formalist approach to be problematic.  Marcus quotes Chomsky as saying that 

language comes close "'to what some super-engineer would construct, given the 

conditions that the language faculty must satisfy'" (Marcus 2008a: 114) and that 
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"language might be a kind of 'optimal solution...[to] the problem of linking the sensory-

motor and conceptual-intentional systems'" (115).  Marcus explains that  

 when Chomsky says that language is nearly optimal, he seems to mean that its 

 formal  structure is surprisingly elegant, in the same sense that string theory is. 

 Just as string theorists conjecture that the complexity of physics can be captured 

 by a small set of basic laws, Chomsky has, since the early 1990s, been trying to 

 capture what he sees as the superficial complexity of language with a small set of 

 laws (114-115; emphasis in the original). 

 

However, this is a misguided approach because, as discussed earlier, language is not 

subject to eternal, unchanging laws in the same way that, for example, mass or gravity 

are.  The functionalist principle of uniformitarianism states that "the typological 

universals discovered in contemporary languages should also apply to ancient and 

reconstructed languages" (Croft 1990: 204) – in other words, that the languages of today 

are subject to the same functional pressures as the languages of the past.  However, 

discovering through extensive typological and historical analysis that certain processes 

and clusters of changes tend to recur in all the languages of the world, in all stages of 

history, is different from claiming, as Chomsky implicitly does in the Minimalist 

Program, that the structure of the universal language faculty can be reduced to a simple 

and elegant "theory of everything," analogous to the search for a unified theory in 

physics.  The latter claim is not based on observed data from a variety of languages and 

time periods, but rather is based on theory-internal requirements to trim down the 

metalanguage that one uses to describe certain features of an idealized version of natural 

language.   



41 

 

 Physicists' search for a unified theory of everything may yet come to fruition; but 

a linguistic project based on similar foundations is doomed to fail, because language is a 

very different kind of thing from the physical forces of the universe.
12

  More specifically, 

it is an evolved thing, while the electromagnetic force, for example, is not.  As linguist 

Philip Lieberman said, "'Evolution doesn't give a damn about formal elegance'" 

(Kenneally 2007: 74).  Marcus (2008a) emphasizes this point by calling the formalists to 

task for misrepresenting the nature of language: 

 I'm not sure that elegance really works in physics...and in any case, what works 

 for physics may well not work for linguistics.  Linguistics, after all, is a property 

 of biology – the biology of the human brain – and as the late Francis Crick once 

 put it, 'In physics, they have laws; in biology, we have gadgets.'  So far as we 

 know, the laws of physics have never changed, from the moment of the big bang 

 onward, whereas the details of biology are constantly in flux, evolving as 

 climates, predators, and resources, change.  As we have seen so many times, 

 evolution is often more about alighting on something that happens to work than 

 what might in principle work best or most elegantly; it would be surprising if 

 language, among evolution's most recent innovations, was any different (115). 

 

Indeed, it would be surprising if language, as the product of klugey human minds and 

subject as it is to external social pressures, could in any way approach the mathematical 

elegance and universal consistency that formalists' rules imply.  Here again we see the 

formalist ideology at work.  The only way to successfully postulate that language has 

laws akin to natural laws and that they are fundamentally elegant is to ignore the role that 

evolution has played in language's development, or to misunderstand the way that 

evolution works.  Aside from evolution, this ideology also ignores all the ways in which 

language is an open, not a closed, system, one that is subject to outside social pressures.  

                                                 
12

 See Croft 2000: 59, where he summarizes Keller's invisible hand theory of language change, which 

posits that language is a "phenomenon of the third kind," neither natural (independent of human intention) 

nor artifactual (deliberately created by humans). 
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Language, in other words, does not just live inside the human mind, and even if it did, the 

human mind is by no means a perfect home for mathematical precision, anyway.  Once 

again, we can see how the need to set linguistics apart from other disciplines and carve 

out a (scientific) place of its own in academia has led to formalist linguists' selective 

erasure of any aspects of language that might be construed as difficult to control, predict, 

or measure. 
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6. The teleological fallacy  

 

The above quote from Chomsky about language approaching what a "super-engineer" 

would develop points up the fact that language does its job extraordinarily well, but this 

does not mean that it is necessarily elegant.  What exactly would a perfectly elegant 

language look like, then?  Marcus (2008a) hypothesizes that  

 to be perfect, a language would presumably have to be unambiguous (except 

 perhaps where deliberately intended to be ambiguous), systematic (rather than 

 idiosyncratic), stable (so that, say, grandparents could communicate with their 

 grandchildren), nonredundant (so as not to waste time or energy), and capable of 

 expressing any and all of our thoughts.  Every instance of a given speech sound 

 would invariably be pronounced in a constant way, each sentence as clean as a 

 mathematical formula (97).  

 

The problem is, once we take this definition of perfection, what we are talking about is no 

longer any human language – or even any possible human language, for that matter
13

 – 

but an artificial one.  This very motivation, in fact, has led to many thinkers and theorists 

to muse on what it would be like if we could weed out all the cumbersome and imprecise 

aspects of language.   Historically, there have been two options for those who feel that 

language is unacceptably illogical or irregular: either they can idealize the existing 

natural language in such a way that the idealization strategically reflects and sustains 

their own views about what language should be; or, they can attempt to create something 

new, be it an a priori language that starts from scratch, or an a posteriori language that 

blends the "best" parts of already-existing natural languages, as in the case of 

                                                 
13

 "For all its ambiguity and idiosyncrasy, English goes down much smoother for the human mind.  We 

couldn't learn a perfect language if we tried" (Marcus 2008a: 104-105).  Marcus also cites the example of 

Loglan ("logical language"), an artificial language constructed by linguist James Cooke Brown.  Despite 

much effort, no one was able to learn Loglan fully or use it consistently; the longest Loglan conversation on 

record is 45 minutes (Marcus 2008a: 104). 
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international auxiliary languages like Esperanto.  Both systems of thought require us to 

adopt a teleological model, in which language is imagined as moving towards a specific, 

optimal end-point.  In addition, it is assumed that humans can "speed up" this inevitable 

process by codifying, idealizing, or purifying existing language or by creating a 

completely new system, in the effort to make language "keep up" with what we view as 

our continually progressing rational capacities.   

 The growing emphasis on humankind's rational faculties during the 

Enlightenment, as well as the traditional association between thought and language (see 

Woolard 1998: 24), naturally led seventeenth-century thinkers to question exactly how 

rational language was or could be.  If language, the most salient faculty that separates 

humankind from irrational animals, was viewed as the vessel or medium through which 

all of the reasoning power of humankind could be expressed, then it is easy to see how 

important it would be for Enlightenment thinkers to fashion language into a rational 

instrument suitable for conveying the ideas of the rational human mind.  Because of the 

scientific and technological innovations of this time, the human mind was called upon to 

seek out and understand vast amounts of new scientific knowledge like never before, and 

language was thus subject to new pressures and expectations of exactness, precise 

referrentiality, and objective representation.  For the new empirical epistemology of the 

seventeenth century to succeed, natural language would have to be reconstructed in 

parallel with the language of mathematics.  To the extent that early modern thinkers 

deemed the development of the human mind and human progress to be teleological, they 

also assumed that language followed a teleological model.  Although this teleological 
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assumption is hundreds of years old, some version of it is retained to this day by linguists 

who subscribe to the elegance fallacy discussed earlier.  The elegance fallacy and the 

teleological fallacy rely upon each other, in that language is more likely to be seen as 

rationally elegant (on some level) the more rationally elegant we deem our own minds to 

be, which is a function of how "far along" we are perceived to be on a pre-determined 

teleological path.  These two fallacies are fallacies precisely because they represent a 

misunderstanding of the way that language, the human mind, and human culture have all 

co-evolved, and a misrecognition of the very nature of evolution as non-teleological – 

that is, evolution has no specific goals, and there is no "finish line" that confers upon an 

organism or cultural product the status of perfection or even completion.   

 An examination of the historical development of these fallacies in scientific and 

philosophical thought can provide useful background information on the development of 

the formalist/idealist ideology, of which these fallacious assumptions are a part.  The 

perspective represented by the dynamic paradigm, by contrast, allows us to forego these 

fallacious assumptions and see language on its own terms, as an entity that has evolved 

and continues to evolve, despite our better efforts to idealize it.  The next two sections 

will be about each of the options that thinkers who were dissatisfied with language had at 

their disposal: to idealize and purify their existing language, or to take matters into their 

own hands and create a new artificial language that would have none of the flaws of its 

natural counterpart.  Both the elegance and the teleological fallacy will clearly have a role 

in each of the featured strategies.   
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7. Language-purifying missions throughout history: Bacon, Locke, and Grimm's 

ideologies of language 

 

The goal of this section will be to show, despite the connotations of newness in the term 

"Chomskyan revolution," how many of the classic Chomskyan ideologies about language 

have clear historical analogs within Western intellectual reflections about language.  Just 

as diachrony is important in any holistic study of language structure and function, the 

intellectual and political history of a language ideology is equally important in 

characterizing and understanding that ideology. 

  Along with, and partially as a result of, the rise of science during the 

Enlightenment, there was a general feeling among many philosophers and scholars that 

language in its present state was inadequate for the needs of scientists and others who 

sought the truth about the universe.  Two key figures whose ideologies about language 

came to influence many subsequent thinkers and linguists were Francis Bacon and John 

Locke.  Their ideologies were not only crucial in constructing European conceptions of 

modernity, but also in constructing what would later become modern linguistics. 

 According to Bauman & Briggs (2003), Bacon  

 seemed to think that language – at least in its "natural" state – could not become 

 part of  the modern project.  His contribution to modernizing language was rather 

 to depict it as perhaps the greatest obstacle to modernity and progress.  Linking 

 perceived linguistic disorder closely with the political threats to the royalist order 

 with which he was so  closely identified, Bacon not only alarmed succeeding 

 generations regarding language's anti-modern character but convinced many 

 natural philosophers that the only solution lay in creating a philosophical 

 grammar and universal language – an artificial code that would circumvent the 

 defects of its natural cousin (20). 
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Although he would not have used the term, Bacon felt that language was too much of a 

kluge to be useful in the modernizing project sweeping Europe during his lifetime.  For 

Bacon and others of his era, language was unreliable compared to the direct, empirical 

observation afforded by the senses; words could do no more than provide a weak, and 

possibly misleading, representation of the world as it really was – that is, as it could be 

revealed through the senses and the scientific method (Bauman & Briggs 2003: 21).  

Bacon's proposed philosophical language would be "maximally functional, economical, 

and transparent, thereby eliminating conflicts over meaning" (24); it would be "an 

artificial body of signs that emanated from the nature of things and reflected natural laws 

and relations in rational and transparent ways" (25).  However, Bacon felt that such an 

enterprise, while desirable, was futile due to the intrinsic (and what he saw as the 

regrettable) connections between language and the social world; language was just too 

contaminated by confusion and error, which had their roots in human sociality, to ever 

truly be "purified" (26). 

 By definition, the creation of an artificial, universal language is a quixotic 

undertaking.  Such a project sets out "pragmatic principles for decontextualizing and 

dehistoricizing discourse, for making utterances seem to stand apart from the social, 

political, and historical conditions of their creation" (Bauman & Briggs 2003: 29).  Such 

an attempt was felt as necessary by those who believed that "short of adopting an 

artificial and universal code, language could never stand alongside natural philosophy as 

being thoroughly modern" (29).  This is precisely the kind of rhetorical move made by 

Chomsky over three hundred years after Bacon published his proposal.  Formalists had to 
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sever language from its historical and embodied context in order to re-make linguistics in 

the image of sciences like physics.  Thus, although the contemporary methods of 

formalists may be very different from the details of Bacon's proposed artificial language, 

the underlying motivation in each case is very nearly the same: to render language 

suitable as a tool of scientific inquiry in Bacon's case, and as a subject of scientific 

inquiry in Chomsky's case.  Both ideologies were part of a modernizing project.  In 

Bacon's case, that project was the Enlightenment; in Chomsky's case, the project was the 

"cognitive revolution" in psychology and linguistics, which was seen as a break with 

behaviorism and the beginning of a modern understanding of the way that humans 

acquire and learn language. 

 Similarly to Bacon, John Locke's ideologies about language were part of the 

"master narrative of seventeenth-century England – the story of the individual male 

philosopher/scientist who finds himself surrounded by disorder and uncertainty" 

(Bauman & Briggs 2003: 30), which must be tamed and controlled through the use of 

reason and the scientific method.  Unlike Bacon, however, Locke felt that language was 

not beyond saving; what made language so dangerous was the production of language-

society hybrids.  However, Locke believed that language could be "purified" of such 

undesirable connections.  The process of purification that Locke had in mind involved 

abstraction, decontextualization, and generalizations, taking mathematics as a model (34).  

This linguistic purism called for a redefinition of language such that its "social 

embeddedness could be constructed as peripheral, pathological, and suppressible at the 

same time that a purified core could be elevated to the status of the privileged mode of 
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generating knowledge" (36).  The word "core" stands out here and should remind us of 

Chomsky's division of linguistics into the "core" (syntax, or even more narrowly, 

recursion) and the "non-core" (everything else).  The current marginalization of 

sociolinguistics and the general lack of regard for external factors on the structure of 

language within mainstream linguistics are two pertinent examples of how Locke's 

ideology of linguistic purism is still at work in many linguistics departments even today.  

Bauman & Briggs (2003) go on to claim that in Locke's work, "language was powerfully 

reimagined as a question of individual words spoken by individual speakers" (38).  This 

is clearly the intellectual precursor to Chomsky's decree that language is a "system 

represented in the mind/brain of a particular individual" (Chomsky 1988: 36).  In Locke's 

view, as in Chomsky's, "language becomes somewhat schizophrenic, possessed of a pure 

core that is firmly rooted in modernity but beset on all sides by human practices that 

threaten to embed language in nature, society, and tradition" (Bauman & Briggs 2003: 

41). 

 Another theorist who had a major influence on the nascent status of linguistics as 

a scientific enterprise was Jacob Grimm.  In his 1851 essay On the Origin of Language, 

Grimm "claims the mantle of science for the study of language, and...announces the 

centrality of purification to this effort" (Bauman & Briggs 2003: 198).  If the inner 

structure and historical connections between languages was to be discovered, Grimm 

believed, linguists would need to "adopt a Lockean posture of disinterestedness" (199) 

and raise up linguistics to the level of other forms of scholarly authority.  In order to 

effectively lay claim to this status, linguists would need to define a specific object of 
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inquiry: "If linguistics was to be parallel to natural scientific inquiry, then that object 

must be construed as natural, as existing apart from society," as an "architectonic," or 

systematic representation of knowledge (199).  Under Grimm, the "inner structure" of 

language became a topic in its own right, which involved simultaneously declaring 

linguistics to be on the same footing as the natural sciences and also distinctly 

autonomous from them (199-200).  It would be fair to say that Grimm, building off of the 

ideologies of thinkers like Locke, was one of the first thinkers to accord linguists their 

own autonomous authority in the realm of academia. 

 The purpose of giving these brief summaries of Bacon's, Locke's, and Grimm's 

ideologies of language is twofold.  First, such an account shows how linguistics as a 

whole, as well as the ideas of individual linguists, were not developed in a historical 

vacuum, but were the descendants of the intellectual concerns and interests of previous 

thinkers.  For example, Bauman & Briggs (2003) summarize Locke's influence on 

linguistics as follows: 

 Locke's theory of language...stands as a cornerstone of "scientific" conceptions of 

 language that rest upon the conventionality of the linguistic sign, the cognitivist 

 linking of the linguistic sign to ideas, the privileging of the referential and 

 propositional functions of language in the service of rational, philosophically 

 rigorous thought and expression as against everyday "civil" discourse, and the 

 suppression of indexicality (including prominently intertextuality) as inimical to 

 pure reference...These ideas do indeed occupy a wide space in modern linguistics; 

 one index of their dominance is that the sociopolitical aspects of Locke's ideology 

 of language do not figure in intellectual histories of  linguistics (190). 

 

The second purpose of this historical background is that it allows us to understand why 

linguistics has developed the way it has, and allows us to imagine ways that it might be 

different.  Exposing an assumed self-evident truth as an ideology is a worthwhile 
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undertaking in its own right, but it can also provide us with the means of thinking more 

critically about what exactly we want the field of linguistics to be.  If we are to 

reconceptualize linguistics in a way that does not attempt to purify language of its 

connections to the social world, it bears examining the particular assumptions of 

prominent linguists, and other thinkers who have shaped the field, and holding their 

ideologies up to scrutiny.  For linguistics, the most famous such figure is Chomsky,
14

 but 

there is another influential thinker whose ideas, like those of Bacon, Locke, and Grimm, 

laid the necessary groundwork for Chomsky's formalist perspective on language: 

Ferdinand de Saussure. 

 

                                                 
14

 Many before me have argued much more thoroughly than I can here that Chomsky's continuing 

dominance (in spirit, if not as much in actual practice) is not healthy for the field (see, for example, Steven 

Pinker's views in Kenneally 2007: 262). 
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8. Saussure's idealization of language and linguistics 

 

There are at least four ideas of Saussure's that have been considered important legacies 

for modern linguistics, three of which represent his ideologies about the object of 

linguists' inquiry, and one of which represents his ideology about the field of linguistics 

in relation to the larger world.  The first idea is his pronouncement that "'the synchronic 

point of view takes precedence over the diachronic, since for the community of language 

users that is the one and only reality'" (cited in Hawkes 2003: 141).  The second is his 

division between langue and parole, the assumed separation between a language as a 

fixed code and any particular instance of language use in a specific community.  The 

third influential idea is his speech-circuit model of communication (or telementation), 

wherein communication is understood to be a transference of thoughts from the mind of 

one person to the mind of another, via the medium of a fixed linguistic code (Harris 

2003: 25).  The fourth idea is that linguistics should be "self-contained, autonomous, 

independent of any other sciences" (Davis 2003: 10).  It should be immediately obvious 

that these four ideas are connected to one another, and that all of them have theoretical 

counterparts in modern orthodox linguistics, represented most notably by the Chomskyan 

paradigm.  For example, the speech-circuit model depends upon the idea of the separation 

between langue and parole, because if there were no abstract, fixed code, then there 

would be no way to be sure that A's thoughts had been correctly interpreted by B in the 

telementation process.  Likewise, the assumption of a fixed code necessitates the 

declaration that a study of language should give preference to the synchronic features of 

language, because as soon as the linguist begins to take diachronic features into account, 
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the code is no longer fixed, but is instead seen to be constantly in flux and subject to 

outside forces.  And, furthermore, if the code is no longer fixed, then linguists no longer 

have a legitimate claim as the only ones with the authority to describe that code, since, as 

soon as other factors are acknowledged to play a role in language's structure, scholars 

from other fields, such as psychology, sociology, and anthropology, can now bring their 

own authority to bear on the topic.   

 Furthermore, as Davis (2003) and others have pointed out, all of these 

idealizations were in turn necessitated by the drive to "place common-sense views of 

language on a scientific footing" (Davis 2003: 3).  Grimm was able to lend academic 

prestige to nineteenth-century linguistics by stressing that the field should be equal to, but 

separate from, other scientific projects, and Saussure updated this mission for twentieth-

century linguistics.  Both men surely recognized that the surest way for a discipline to 

gain recognition as a science is to create a specialized, bounded object of inquiry that 

only experts can properly study.  Harris (2003) argues that "redefining linguistics in this 

way gave the discipline the essential academic profile which it has retained down to the 

present day" (19).  According to Harris, Saussure's most influential ideas, and the 

particular academic profile that they gave to linguistics, are predicated on a 

segregationalist project: 

 This single stroke of Saussure's segregational axe simultaneously separate 

 language from non-language and linguistics from all other investigations dealing 

 with human behavior.  Modern linguistics proceeded to demonstrate its 

 indebtedness to Saussure by remaining profoundly segregationalist both in its 

 methodology and in its attitude to neighbouring disciplines (21). 
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Harris goes on to describe how transformational-generative grammar at first seemed to be 

a challenge to the prevailing Saussurean view of language and linguistics, because it 

provided linguists with algorithmic procedures and a semblance of mathematical 

formalism for describing language.  But, as it turned out, "generativism simply became 

the currently fashionable framework within which to pursue an analysis of language 

which was still based on the principles of arbitrariness and linearity, and remained as 

exclusively segregationalist as Saussure's" (25).  In other words, the underlying 

assumptions remained the same – the primary difference between Saussure's and 

Chomsky's models was that Chomsky was able to take the scientization of linguistics to 

an entirely new level by recruiting mathematics and computer science to the cause, a 

rhetorical bid for scientific prestige that mirrors the one undertaken by the universal 

language projectors in the seventeenth century. 
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9. "Disconcerting" irregularity and its solution: Sapir's linguistic proposal 

 

Edward Sapir shared with many other thinkers before him the belief that natural language 

– specifically, language as it is tied to particular nations and cultures – was woefully and 

frustratingly inadequate.  However, whereas previous thinkers like Bacon had found 

language inadequate for the purposes of scientific description, Sapir felt that language 

was inadequate for international communication.  Rather than propose a system of 

purification or decontextualization of language from culture to solve this problem (an 

approach that Sapir, as an anthropologist, would not have found justifiable),
15

 Sapir 

instead proposed the creation of an entirely new language that would be "a fit medium for 

the modern spirit" (Sapir 1949 [1931]: 121).  Sapir was obviously not the only one to 

propose an international auxiliary language – the relative success of Esperanto, if nothing 

else, makes that clear – but his explicitly stated rationale for proposing such a language 

has a direct bearing on the discussion here.  We can see how scholars from vastly 

different intellectual backgrounds and time periods could all arrive at the same judgment 

– that language in its natural, common state is unacceptable in some way – albeit with 

different motivations for believing this and different solutions to the problem.  Although 

there are important and obvious differences between all of these lines of thought, the 

point I want to emphasize here is that they all share a view of language based on some 

                                                 
15

 In fact, he seemed to believe that such an effort would be doomed to failure, given the "persistent and 

tightening nationalisms" (Sapir 1949 [1931]: 112) that linked nations to their languages.  He goes on to say 

that any international auxiliary language must start from scratch precisely because these powerful existing 

connections can never be broken (which explains why he did not believe that English or any other existing 

language could ever fill the gap as a suitable international language).  Indeed, one of the greatest strengths 

of a constructed language, in Sapir's view, would be that it "[could] not be interpreted as the symbol of any 

localism or nationality" (Sapir 1949 [1931]: 113). 
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imagined ideal of perfection, an ideal based in part on ideological assumptions about the 

teleological or elegant nature of language. 

 Sapir is very clear about this teleological assumption in The Function of an 

International Auxiliary Language (1949 [1931]):  

 The modern mind tends to be more and more critical and analytical in spirit, 

 hence it must devise for itself an engine of expression which is logically 

 defensible at every point and which tends to correspond to the rigorous spirit of 

 modern science.  This does not mean that a constructed international language is 

 expected to have the perfection of mathematical symbolism, but it must be 

 progressively felt as moving in that direction (112). 

 

The metaphor of language "moving" in a certain "direction" towards perfection is a 

hallmark of the teleological fallacy, and Sapir makes it clear that while such perfection is 

not currently possible, it may eventually be possible.  The reader will recall, from the 

section on the teleological fallacy, that this sense of language needing to "keep up" with 

the development of human reason was a familiar theme in the writings of seventeenth-

century thinkers, as well.  Furthermore, because it is deceptively simple on the surface 

but treacherously irregular at its core, natural language "is responsible for much 

slovenliness in thought"  (117) and is "almost more of a hindrance than a help to clear 

thinking" (118).  This theory about the isomorphism between the rationality of language 

and the rationality of thought was one that would have also rung true to seventeenth-

century universal language projectors such as Bacon.  

 In 1931, when Sapir's article was originally published, post-World War I 

modernism was well underway.  Although Sapir never mentions World War I in this 
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particular article,
16

 any understanding of the historical context in which he was writing 

will make it clear that there was good reason for improved international communication 

to be at the forefront of Sapir's thoughts about language.  Since many perceived the Great 

War to be a cataclysmic example of humankind's irrationality and brutality, it is only 

natural that Sapir should have strived to make the new proposed system as rational and 

logical as possible – representing, perhaps, the best of humanity to counterbalance a war 

that had exposed its worst.  In that same vein, the establishment of the League of Nations 

in 1919 was no doubt one factor that influenced Sapir's proposal, and others like it, since 

the League of Nations represented the first large-scale institutionalized effort to achieve 

international understanding.  Just as analyses of the social and historical factors that led 

to the ideologies of Bacon, Locke, Grimm, Saussure, and Chomsky are useful for 

understanding those ideologies in context, we can understand the rationale and 

motivations behind Sapir's ideologies about language more richly if we see his views in 

their entirety, as part of the social and political world in which he lived.  We can now turn 

to a more in-depth exploration of Sapir's linguistic proposal. 

 What is needed above all, writes Sapir, 

 is a language that is as simple, as regular, as logical, as rich, and as creative as 

 possible...it must, ideally, be as superior to any accepted language as the 

 mathematical  method of expressing quantities and relations between quantities is 

 to the more lumbering methods of expressing these quantities and relations in 

 verbal form (Sapir 1949 [1931]: 113). 

 

                                                 
16

 He does, however, write that "the modern world is confronted by the difficulty of reconciling 

internationalism with its persistent and tightening nationalisms" (Sapir 1949 [1931]: 112), which is a dark 

reminder of the international scene at the time. 
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Sapir goes on to admit that he realizes that "this is undoubtedly an ideal which can never 

be reached, but ideals are not meant to be reached: they merely indicate the direction of 

movement" (113).  This familiar invocation of the teleological fallacy is designed to 

convince Sapir's possibly skeptical readers that creating an idealized, constructed 

language is indeed a worthwhile and pragmatic undertaking.  Sapir's point about 

idealizations being valid theoretical and explanatory moves is an interesting one that we 

will take up later in relation to Chomsky, who made a similar claim about the 

idealizations of formalism.  What is important to note right now, however, is that Sapir is 

calling upon the teleological fallacy to explain the necessity of his project, and the 

undertone of this claim is that, since language is obviously not capable of improving 

itself (or at least not on a timeline that is convenient for us), we must rely upon human 

initiative and agency if we want a better language than the one nature has to offer.
17

  

Sapir makes this apparent when he writes that the development of a constructed language 

will "make man see himself as the master of language instead of its obedient servant" 

(119).  Language is here envisioned as a tyrannical overlord that humankind has had to 

submit to for generations, but which it can now achieve dominance over through the 

creation of a better, more logical system, one that is less insulting to human reason and 

pride.   

 It is perhaps not coincidental that the idea of human pride is also present in the 

seventeenth-century discourse about language schemes: the scientist Robert Boyle, in 

                                                 
17

 Note that this recalls Keller's definition of a "phenomenon of the second kind," that is, artifactual or 

human-made phenomena, in contrast to natural language as a "phenomenon of the third kind," neither 

artificial nor natural (quoted in Croft 2000:59). 
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remarking upon Francis Lodowyck's universal language scheme, wrote that this new a 

priori language would "in good part make amends to mankind for what their pride lost 

them at the Tower of Babel" (Slaughter 1982: 119).  Boyle leaves unstated what precisely 

humankind lost at the Tower of Babel, but the biblical story makes it clear that what was 

lost was clarity and rationality in language.  In this version of the constructed language 

ideology, divine intervention provided a ready explanation for why language appeared so 

confusing and illogical.  Although Sapir makes no reference to the biblical justification 

for the linguistic perplexity that he found rampant in the world's languages, he shares 

with Boyle the sense that such messiness in language is inexcusable for a group of people 

who have achieved so much through the exercise of their rational and analytical 

capacities. 

 Although both Chomsky and Sapir defend their use of idealizations, they have 

different reasons for doing so.  Whereas Chomsky needed to idealize the "underlying" 

structure of language as a way of abstracting from its chaotic "surface" structure, a move 

precipitated by the desire to fashion linguistics as a scientific discipline, Sapir held that 

while language may appear simple and straightforward (especially a language lacking an 

elaborate inflection system, like English), there is "concealed" "behind a superficial 

appearance of simplicity...a perfect hornet's nest of bizarre and arbitrary usages" (Sapir 

1949 [1931]: 114).  Sapir found this hidden complexity "disconcerting" and 

"bewildering" (114, 116) because it posed an unnecessary obstacle to acquiring foreign 

languages as an adult, which he in turn perceived to be a major obstacle to international 

communication.  For Sapir, the perplexing irregularity and inconsistency of language is 
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the primary justification for a more logical language, one that would hold no surprises for 

language learners and would therefore allow them to learn it quickly and easily, even 

after passing the critical stage of native language acquisition.  But the language itself 

would not necessarily be structurally simple – it would not be a pidgin or a lingua franca, 

but rather a full-fledged language that could "include any and all human interests" (111).  

This requirement is why Sapir's proposal necessarily involves a certain level of 

idealization.  The goal is to have a language that is not only simple, regular, and logical, 

but one that is also as rich and creative as any existing language, and Sapir seems to 

realize that such a goal may be purely academic (119).  Proponents of Esperanto may 

want to claim that such a goal has been reached in their own constructed language, but, as 

Marcus (2008a) has pointed out, Esperanto is not immune from the perplexing oddities 

that so many critics have blamed on natural language.  For example, because Esperanto 

has strict stress rules, certain words, and therefore certain sentences, are ambiguous.  The 

example sentence that Marcus gives is Estis batata la demono de la viro, which can either 

mean a) "the demon was beaten by the man," b) "the demon was beaten out of the man," 

or c) "the man's demon was beaten" (103).  Apparently even constructed languages are 

not always as predictable or orderly as their creators would like. 

 It is important to note here that Sapir, although he may not have referred to 

himself as a functionalist, showed that he was attuned to the same concerns as 

functionalists when he wrote in The Grammarian and His Language (1949 [1924]) that 

"the formal configuration of speech at any particular time and place is the result of a long 

and complex historical development, which, in turn, is unintelligible without constant 
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reference to functional factors" (152).  In this statement, Sapir is arguing for the 

interdependence of synchrony and diachrony in linguistic scholarship, a position in 

contrast to that of Saussure and Chomsky, and one that sets him firmly in the company of 

functionalists.  However, as I have been arguing throughout this paper, functionalism is 

an effective way to counterbalance the ideologies of linguistic idealism that have 

persisted throughout history.  How is it that Sapir maintains this language ideology while 

also marking himself as a functionalist?  If Sapir recognized the importance of the "long 

and complex historical development" of language and the functional factors that have 

shaped it, then why does he refer to natural language in such negative terms throughout 

The Function of an International Auxiliary Language?   

 There may not be a clear answer to this question, except to say that Sapir's 

thought was apparently not as easily classifiable as that of the more extreme proponents 

of linguistic idealism, such as Saussure and Chomsky.  On the one hand, Sapir is 

interested in giving linguistics "its requisite dignity as a science" (Sapir 1949 [1924]: 

151), which may require temporarily putting functional and historical forces to the side.  

On the other hand, he is also interested in making the case that all languages, "primitive" 

ones included, are whole and complete.  To make the anthropological claim that all 

languages are equal, Sapir argues that "a language is so constructed that no matter what 

any speaker of it may desire to communicate, no matter how original or bizarre his idea 

or his fancy, the language is prepared to do his work" (153).  He goes on to say that each 

language is "a complete system of reference" for its speakers (153).  This seems to 

contradict the statements in his 1931 paper about language being a "hornet's nest of 
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bizarre and arbitrary usages," and we are led to wonder if Sapir idealized language to 

more or less degrees depending on the specific rhetorical point he was trying to make.  

When he was trying to convince his readers of the necessity of creating a constructed 

language that speakers could learn quickly and easily, he drew upon the rhetorical 

strategies of linguistic idealism, imagining a much more logical and perfect language to 

replace our imperfect one.  When, by contrast, he was try to establish the cultural 

relativistic tenets of anthropology, he was more interested in showing how every 

language is functionally adequate to its speakers needs.  Natural language in this 

anthropological scenario is much more whole, complete, and orderly than it is in the 

constructed language scenario.   

 However, we are not meant to assume from this that Sapir's work was 

contradictory, but rather that his work moved through a continuum of linguistic idealism, 

depending on his current focus and rhetorical goals.  Sapir was also a hybrid figure 

regarding his views about the place of linguistics within academia.  While he labeled 

certain linguistic methods "scientific" and acknowledged that language was subject to a 

"regularity of configuration and tendency which is just as real as the regularity of 

physical processes in a mechanical world" (Sapir 1949 [1929]: 166), he also warned 

linguists not to "ape the methods nor attempt to adopt unrevised the concepts of the 

natural sciences" (166).  He also wrote that "whether they [linguists] like it or not, they 

must become increasingly concerned with the many anthropological, sociological, and 

psychological problems which invade the field of language" (166).  Sapir seemed to feel 

that only certain parts of linguistics, such as phonetics, could rightly be called science, 
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and that the bulk of linguistic investigation was social scientific in nature, since 

"language is primarily a cultural or social product and must be understood as such" (166).  

However, he also believed that linguistics had its own distinct, autonomous place within 

the social sciences and that it could, in fact, provide instructive models for the other 

social sciences to follow (166), a claim that recalls Grimm's similar statement about the 

autonomy of linguistics as a discipline in the nineteenth century.  Since Sapir's 

ideological position is so complex and hybrid, he thus represents an appropriate transition 

point between those who are clearly idealists and those who are clearly from the dynamic 

paradigm. 
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10. The advantages of a dynamic model of language 
 

To make the argument that the dynamic paradigm is a viable alternative to formalism, 

especially in terms of countering certain formalist ideologies about the nature of 

language, it may be helpful to present a concrete example of what kinds of questions this 

paradigm concerns itself with.  It is not my intention in this section to give a 

comprehensive argument in favor of the dynamic model of language, but rather to present 

a case study that exemplifies the way that such a model can be profitably used to describe 

features of language and to explain why those features are the way they are.  I should also 

stress that the example presented below, which deals with the impact of social values on a 

specific linguistic change in English, should not be taken to represent the whole of the 

dynamic paradigm.  Many other subdisciplines within the dynamic paradigm are not 

concerned with social forces at all, such as cognitive theory, linguistic typology, and the 

investigation of statistical or implicational universals in the world's languages.  I have 

chosen an example involving social factors both because it stems from a framework that 

is more familiar to me, and because it encapsulates well the point I am making about the 

influence of external factors on language's synchronic structure as well as on its 

development over time. 

 Kulick's (1998) summary of Silverstein's (1985) analysis of the thee/thou and 

ye/you split in seventeenth-century English is a productive site for seeing how diachronic 

and dynamic explanations can help us understand structural changes in a language – 

indeed, how dynamic factors can sometimes, in fact, be the only available explanations 

for historical change.  In Early Modern English, there were two second-person pronouns: 
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nominative thou and accusative/dative thee, which indexed intimacy and informality, and 

nominative ye and accusative/dative you, which indexed deference and formality.  

Quakers in this time period consistently flouted sociolinguistic norms and chose to 

address others using the informal thee/thou forms, partly because the English Bible at the 

time contained the thee/thou forms, and partly because of the Quaker doctrine that all 

people were equal before God (quoted in Kulick 1998: 88).  Because such a linguistic 

choice, which was perceived as "'explicitly subversive'" and "'societally shocking [and] 

insulting'" (88), was indexed to Quakers, non-Quakers were compelled to avoid the 

thee/thou forms in their speech, lest they be identified as Quakers themselves.  Over time, 

this led to the exclusive preference for ye/you among non-Quaker English speakers.  

Silverstein explains this historical linguistic change in terms of a "'metaphorization'" of 

certain forms; thee/thou usage came to be a metaphor for Quaker society and beliefs, and 

therefore, anyone who did not want to be associated with the group was motivated to 

adopt a different form.  The result of these tendencies was "'to move the very structural 

system into new configurations, generally unforseen by the users of the language'" (88).  

 It would be impossible to give a full account of this change in purely synchronic 

terms.
18

  Admittedly, not every case of structural change is as easy to explain as 

Silverstein's example of pronoun loss in English, but the general principle of seeking 

                                                 
18

 Labovian quantitative sociolinguistics, when tends to focus primarily on phonological variation, might 

also have a difficult time explaining this phenomenon, given Labov's belief that "conscious self-

correction...leads to only sporadic and haphazard effects on linguistic forms" (quoted in Woolard 1998: 13).  

Since avoidance of thee/thou in English, and its subsequent disappearance past 1700, was a conscious 

choice on the part of non-Quaker speakers, and since this change was in fact highly systematic and pattered 

(i.e., all instances of thee/thou were lost, not just some, and they were consistently replaced by ye/you), 

Labov's pronouncement that conscious linguistic choices lead only to sporadic effects on linguistic forms is 

untenable in this case. 
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functional explanations for structural change is nevertheless a sound one.  This is not to 

imply that synchronic approaches to language are a priori inappropriate, or that they can 

tell us nothing useful about how people use language.  Synchrony has certainly played a 

highly influential role in our understanding of the structure of language(s), and it should 

not be discounted out of hand.  Rather, I merely want to emphasize that diachronic, 

social, and functional explanations, at least in American linguistics, have not always been 

accorded the same status as synchronic explanations, even when a functional or social 

explanation is the best, or even the only, available explanation.    

 Another, more general, example of the advantages of using the dynamic 

perspective stems from the phenomenon of grammaticalization.  Dryer (2006b) argues 

that 

 the primary reason why grammaticalization is of such paramount importance to 

 linguistic theory is precisely because it is a type of explanation that undermines 

 the principle central to Chomskyan generative grammar that explanation ought to 

 be built into the description.  It is a type of explanation that cannot be built into 

 the description precisely because it explains synchronic facts in terms of 

 diachrony (6). 

 

Grammaticalization can not only explain so-called "regular" facts about language, but it 

can also explain the more idiosyncratic aspects of language – the klugey aspects.  

According to Dryer, "often words or constructions exhibit idiosyncratic properties that 

reflect grammaticalization sources...often, the effect of grammaticalization is to leave 

certain features unchanged, while other features change, so that the overall array of 

features is somewhat messy" (6).  Grammaticalization is thus one possible evolutionary 

pressure that has caused language to seem so intractably messy to those who would rather 
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have it follow abstract laws, based on the principles of logic and reason, than on the 

consistently recurring or even cyclical, but not necessarily logical, laws of linguistic 

change.  The innumerable instances of grammaticalization in the world's languages, and 

the resulting linguistic "messiness," is solid proof that language follows the logic of 

evolution and change, not the logic of laws that are somehow independent of the 

communicative functions of language.  Irregularities arise precisely because of the way 

that competing functional motivations are reconciled in any individual language.  

Seemingly arbitrary or irregular forms that have their source in obscure functional 

motivations only become a hindrance to linguistic description and explanation if the 

linguist tries to pretend that such irregularities do not exist, or if the linguist 

misrepresents the nature of the phenomena as non-functional in order to adhere to 

synchronic theory.  Grammar, according to Dryer, is "a complex system with 

considerable idiosyncrasies of various sorts.  The goal of a descriptive theory is to 

provide a set of tools and concepts for providing adequate descriptions of each language 

in all its complexity and idiosyncrasy" (10).  Rather than assuming, as Chomsky and 

others have done, that "languages are the way they are simply because of the nature of the 

innate knowledge" that speakers have about language (Dryer 2006a: 3), functionalism 

allows us to seek richer, fuller explanations about why languages are the way they are, a 

process that necessarily involves diachronic analysis. 

 Despite the clear advantage of using a functional perspective to explain certain 

structural facts about language, Chomsky has nevertheless expressed doubt about 

whether such a perspective is actually generally useful: "If language is to be thought of 
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on the analogy of a physical organ such as the heart, then functional explanations are 

unlikely to carry us very far, and we should concern ourselves with the structure of the 

organ that serves these functions" (Chomsky 1998 [1975]: 59).  However, Silverstein's 

(1985) Quaker example and the many examples of grammaticalization in the world's 

languages provide a powerful rebuttal to this line of argument.  Synchronic linguists can 

certainly formulate rules that would indicate when a speaker of Modern English can or 

cannot use the pronoun you, for example, or under what circumstances something is a 

content word or a function word.  But synchronic linguistics has nothing to say about 

why you was preserved in the language and why thee/thou (and ye, for that matter) were 

not.  Nor would they have anything to say about why certain forms tend to become 

grammaticalized and others do not.  In light of this example, Chomsky's claim that 

sociolinguistics has failed to "discover explanatory principles of some depth" (Chomsky 

1998 [1977/1979]: 57) seems baseless – in the example of pronoun loss in English (as 

well as in other examples), it is precisely synchronic linguistics that has failed to offer 

any explanations.  Once again, this is not meant to imply that synchronic linguistics has 

failed to offer any explanations period, only that in this particular case, synchronic 

explanations will be inadequate without the added perspective of the social and functional 

influences that are constantly acting upon language.   

 To take the analogy of language as an organ like the heart, Chomsky would have 

us accept the conclusion that the fact that the heart has a certain shape and form, and 

engages in certain processes and connects to various systems, are all features of hearts 

that are completely independent of the fact that its job is to pump blood.  This again calls 
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up the issue of decontextualization: formalists are interested in hearts as they would be 

presented on a dissection table, not as they actually work in the human body.  If the 

researcher's goal is to understand and describe the anatomical parts of the organ, this 

approach is appropriate; however, if one's goal is to "discover explanatory principles of 

some depth," the organ's function is crucial.  To explain why humans have hearts, or to 

explain why individual hearts or hearts in general have certain structural imperfections 

and flaws, an understanding of the interplay between functional and adaptive needs and 

the biological evolution of the heart is crucial.  In short, any explanatorily rich 

representation – a representation that goes beyond an anatomical description – of the 

human heart will necessarily include a discussion of the functions that the heart has 

evolved to serve in the human body.  This dismissal of functional concerns is not merely 

a lapse of logic or a lack of interest on Chomsky's part: it is, or can be, a strategic, 

ideological move.  The anatomical emphasis on language is, as we have seen, a product 

of linguists' need to distance themselves from what are perceived as the less rigorous 

social sciences and appropriate the status of the natural sciences. 
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11. "A contingency of rational inquiry": An argument in favor of idealization and a 

rebuttal 

 

When French linguist Mitsou Ronat interviewed Chomsky in 1977 (for what would later 

be published as Language and Responsibility [1979]), she mentioned that certain 

sociologists were critical of idealization within linguistics because it removed the study 

of language from "social reality" (Chomsky 1998: 57).  Chomsky's response to this 

charge is worth quoting in full: 

 Opposition to idealization is simply objection to rationality; it amounts to nothing 

 more than an insistence that we shall not have meaningful intellectual work.  

 Phenomena that are complicated enough to be worth studying generally involve 

 the interaction of several systems.  Therefore you must abstract some object of 

 study, you must eliminate those factors which are not pertinent.  At least if you 

 want to conduct an investigation which is not trivial.  In the natural sciences this 

 isn't even discussed, it is self-evident.  In the human sciences, people continue to 

 question it.  That is unfortunate.  When you work within some idealization, 

 perhaps you overlook something which is terribly important.  That is a 

 contingency of rational inquiry that has always been understood.  One must not be 

 too worried about it.  One has to face this problem and try to deal with it, to 

 accommodate oneself to it.  It is inevitable...To reject idealization is puerile 

 (57-58; emphasis in the original). 

 

The first assumption in Chomsky's response is that idealizing the object of inquiry is a 

necessary step to making that object fit for rational, scientific study.  This is an ideology 

that we have clearly seen at work in the seventeenth-century language idealists and 

others, like Grimm, who recognized that idealization and purification were prerequisites 

for acceptance in the scientific community.  Chomsky, however, does not analyze 

linguists' need for acceptance in the scientific community as a historical or ideological 

issue, as this report has attempted to do, but rather accepts that it is linguists' right to be 

part of the scientific community simply because of what he sees as the inherent, self-
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evident, and incontrovertible status of linguistics as a science.  However, as we have 

seen, the process of constructing linguistics as a science was by no means inevitable and 

"natural," but was a deliberate and strategic process undertaken by specific individuals, 

for specific reasons, and with identifiable effects.  Referring to idealizations as 

"inevitable" erases the way in which those idealizations came to be – what the historical 

precedents were and what intellectual movements allowed that perspective to be 

recognized as a legitimate one.  Chomsky takes it for granted that his readers will 

consider linguistics (as he has defined it) a science, and since this claim appears so 

uncontroversial and natural, he does not feel the need to explicate how this situation came 

about, or to examine what is at stake in labeling certain questions scientific and others 

non-scientific.   

  Furthermore, the assumption that all significant intellectual projects must erase 

certain factors and must limit the field of inquiry in certain ways leaves unstated precisely 

who gets to decide what is erased and where the limits should be drawn, and how and 

why they came by their power to do so.  What is erased from this account is that what 

counts as "those factors which are not pertinent" was and continues to be politically 

charged, with certain stakeholders making their definitions of the field seem "natural" for 

various, more or less covert, ideological reasons.  One of these reasons is science envy, 

which Chomsky invokes when he compares the natural sciences to the human sciences.  

This has consistently been a successful rhetorical move, in large part because science is 

recognized in the Western world as prestigious and authoritative, and anything done in 
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the natural sciences can "naturally" be held up as an example of how all inquiry should 

proceed, if it wants to be considered rational. 

 In short, what is objectionable about Chomsky's defense of idealization is not so 

much that he supports and defends idealization per se, but that he fails to ask the kinds of 

questions that get at the ideological core of idealization, namely: Whose idealizations 

ultimately come to be accepted and legitimized as the ones that all linguists adopt, or feel 

they must adopt in order to fit in with the scholarly community?  Why are these particular 

idealizations chosen above others?  What does the process of deciding on an authoritative 

idealization look like, and what extralinguistic (social, historical, political, etc.) factors 

play a part in this decision-making process?  The mistake lies in assuming that one's 

idealizations have their origin in the object of inquiry itself, rather than in one's 

construction of that object of inquiry.  Chomsky implies that idealization is a necessary 

expedient of linguistic research, but, as Abney (1996) has noted, "linguistics has lost 

sight of its original goal, and turned Chomsky's expedient into an end in itself" (4).  

Idealizations are imposed by someone for specific reasons, and it is disingenuous to 

pretend that one's idealizations are obvious, inevitable, or somehow fundamental to the 

idealized object – or to make one's idealizations an end in themselves.   

 Aside from a purely ideological critique, Chomsky's response – that idealization 

is necessary in linguistics, just as, for example, idealization is necessary in geometry or 

physics – can be objected to on logical grounds, as well.  Harris (2003) points out one 

way to make this objection.  He distinguishes between two types of intellectual 

idealization: idealizations that are necessary for calculation, such as those found in the 
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exact sciences, and idealizations that take the form of "prescriptive stereotypes" that 

structure our understanding of how human affairs should be organized, such as the ideal 

state (37).  Harris argues that Chomsky's focus on the ideal speaker-listener, the ideal 

speech community, and the ideal linguistic code do not fit into either category of 

idealization; they are neither approximations for purposes of calculation, nor 

prescriptions about how the world should be structured.  Instead, they are merely "steps 

in a process of explanation; and as such subject to all the usual criticisms which 

explanatory moves may incur (including, for instance, that they fail to explain what they 

purport to explain)" (37).  According to Harris, these explanatory moves fail "to give a 

verifiable explanation of what passes for speech communication in the world of every 

day" (38), and thus are not good explanatory moves at all, since what they claim to be 

explaining and what ultimately ends up getting explained are two different entities. 
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12. Conclusion 

 

What is important for the purposes of my argument is not so much that formalist 

linguistics relies upon certain idealizations, but rather the ways in which such linguists 

assume that these idealizations are a priori necessary, and that no other method of 

studying language deserves the label "linguistics," with all of the academic status that that 

term confers.  In other words, the issue is not so much with idealization itself – after all, 

as Chomsky noted, it is naïve to suppose that we could ever do completely without 

idealization to some degree – but rather with the awareness and self-reflexivity that 

formalist linguists do or do not display regarding those idealizations.  If linguists feel 

justified in idealizing language to some degree, much like Newtonian physicists accepted 

some idealization in their calculations (e.g., assuming the absence of friction), then such a 

choice should be consciously decided upon, explicitly stated, or defended, rather than 

assumed to be standard practice for the field.  Rather than being merely an innocuous and 

inevitable methodological requirement, as Chomsky frames it, the decision to idealize 

language and linguistics is a fraught one that cannot be dismissed out of hand.  

Chomsky's advice that we should not be "too worried" about idealizations in linguistics is 

an invitation to continue uncritically accepting an ideology that has deep historical roots 

and that has become so naturalized within the field that it becomes possible to forget that 

one is dealing with idealizations at all.   

 If linguists decide that some measure of idealization is inevitable or acceptable, 

then they should at least do so with an awareness of the fact that such a position is not 

ideologically neutral.  This awareness would expand and enrich the field, because it 
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would allow linguists the freedom to view formalism as just one option among many, 

rather than the default mode of analyzing language.  This breathing room within the 

discipline would help eliminate some of the theory-internal reasoning that often sets in 

with formalist theories (see Pinker & Jackendoff 2005 for a criticism of theory-internal 

reasoning in relation to the Minimalist Program, the latest brand of formalism) and would 

allow linguists to discuss broader and more interesting questions than which formal 

metalanguage is better suited to expressing core structural relations (see Dryer 2006a and 

2006b).  I want to emphasize that linguistics as a field, because it seeks to understand 

something as complex and "imperfect" as language, can never itself be simple or perfect, 

and even while critiquing some of its assumptions, we should not dismiss the formidable 

achievements that the field has made.  My contention is merely that the dominant mode 

of inquiry within linguistics, formalism, could benefit from reflecting upon some of the 

practices and beliefs that it takes for granted.   

 One possible place to begin this self-reflection is in reconsidering the symbolic 

power that Chomsky still wields within the field.  For example, Kenneally (2007) 

recounts an anecdote that linguist Paul Bloom told her in an interview:  

 You can't underestimate the influence that Chomsky had...People believed this 

 line [that language did not evolve as a result of natural selection] partly because of 

 the force of Chomsky's personality.  A linguistics friend of mine told me in all 

 seriousness about what he called the C-principle.  The idea is that if Chomsky 

 believes something, then it makes sense to agree with him in the absence of other 

 knowledge (53).      

 

As this anecdote clearly shows, Chomsky has enjoyed a cult of personality in linguistics 

that sometimes has the effect of rendering the ideologies of the field inscrutable or 
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seemingly unassailable.  While it is dangerous to place too much of the blame for the 

ideologies of linguistics on Chomsky himself (especially since, as Kenneally [2007] 

notes, "the history of modern linguistics is densely populated by straw men who look a 

lot like Noam Chomsky" [35]), it is undeniable that one reason why formalism and its 

accompanying ideologies have had so much sway in the field is that Chomsky's weight is 

behind them.  Bloom's friend, the one who named the "C-principle," may have 

represented a position within linguistics that is losing ground, but that position is 

nevertheless still a powerful one in many universities, constituted by certain real-world 

priorities and interests.  One way to practice the kind of self-reflection I am advocating is 

to reject the C-principle and only support a theory to the extent that it fits with the 

observed linguistic data (as well as data from other disciplines), regardless of the prestige 

associated with the scholar who supports the theory in question or the status of the 

relevant subdiscipline in relation to the exact sciences.  I believe this would, to a large 

degree, decrease the amount of idealization found in mainstream linguistics and would 

thus invigorate and enrich the entire discipline by bringing its theoretical questions more 

in line with the observed facts about language structure and use. 

 Despite Chomsky's claim that rejecting idealization is "puerile," questioning the 

trend of uncritical idealization in linguistics is a necessary move, and one that requires us 

to undertake the complex analytical project of identifying and understanding a variety of 

implicit claims and assumptions, which is made more difficult by the fact that ideological 

processes depend upon "a naturalizing move that drains the conceptual of its contingent 

historical content, making it seem universal or timeless" (Woolard 1998: 10).  The work 



77 

 

of analyzing language ideologies "demands that we ask how seemingly essential and 

natural meanings of and about language are socially produced as effective and powerful" 

(10).  The outcome of this work, one hopes, is to raise linguists' awareness and ultimately 

effect change within the field, since such a critique allows practitioners to see the blind 

spots and lacunae in their conceptualizations of the object of their inquiry and the field 

that structures such inquiry.  It is my hope that this report has made progress towards 

such a constructive critique. 
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