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Preface
Ronald W. Langacker .
San Diego, December 2004

I am most happy to acknowledge and welcome Cognitive Linguistics
Research, edited by Professor Wang Yin in China. The time has certainly come
for such a series, which will undoubtedly both stimulate and facilitate the
continued development of Cognitive Linguistics in that great nation — China.

I vividly recall the moment — one day in the spring of 1976 — when I first
decided to attempt the formulation of a new and radically different linguistic
theory. The need was readily apparent to scholars with enough grounding
in language to apprehend it independently, not solely through the lens of a
particular linguistic theory. The major theories of the day were clearly inadequate
to accommodate its richness and subtle complexities, especially in regard to
meaning. Indeed, the raging controversies of the day (the “Linguistics Wars”)
seemed increasingly pointless and sterile. The problems with current theory
could not, I thought, be rectified through minor adjustments. Only a complete
conceptual reformulation could overcome them. An entirely new theoretical
framework, erected on totally different foundations, would be necessary.

The personal implications were evident. To the extent that I succeeded
in developing something completely different, based on a radically different
way of viewing language and linguistic investigation, what I produced would
almost certainly fail to be understood or appreciated by other linguistic theorists.
The consequence would be professional isolation and marginalization, both in
my department and in the discipline. Yet there was never any question about
undertaking the project — the prospects were too exciting to do otherwise, and
the thought of continuing along familiar lines was far too dreary. So I started.
Within a few years, various ideas came together to form the basic outline of the
framework (originally called Space Grammar) that has come to be known as
Cognitive Grammar. While I had hoped for better, the professional consequences
were as expected. Linguists committed to other theoretical approaches have in

general proved quite incapable of grasping the basic ideas of Cognitive Grammar,



let alone its descriptive potential and insight.

The first accessible article on Cognitive Grammar appeared in 1982,
and the first book in 1987. Of course, numerous other linguists were
equally dissatisfied with currently dominant theories and engaged in finding
alternatives. Quite a few works that have proved foundational in Cognitive
and Functional Linguistics appeared during the same general era. One of the
earliest was Chafe’s pioneering Meaning and the Structure of Language (1970).
Basic ideas of Functional Linguistics began emerging in publications like
Givén 1979, Hopper and Thompson 1980, and many others. With respect to
Cognitive Linguistics, early and significant efforts include a number of papers
by Talmy (e.g. 1978, 1983, 1985), Fauconnier’s book Mental Spaces (1985),
Lakoff and Johnson’s Metaphors We Live By (1980), and Lakoff’s Women, Fire,
and Dangerous Things (1987). So by 1987 the foundations were in place for
Cognitive and Functional Linguistics as we know them today. And while the
initial efforts of these and other scholars were largely independent, they soon
started to coalesce into a reasonably cohesive and self-conscious intellectual
movement.

The institutionalization of Cognitive Linguistics dates from 1989, which
saw the meeting of the first International Cognitive Linguistics Conference,
the founding of the International Cognitive Linguistics Association, and the
launching of both the journal Cognitive Linguistics and the monograph series
Cognitive Linguistics Research. What has happened since is too diverse and too
extensive for me to attempt even a cursory summary. Suffice it to say that the
growth of Cognitive Linguistics has been steady and cumulatively phenomenal.
It has steadily gained in breadth of coverage and depth of analysis. It has been
applied to an ever broader range of languages and linguistic phenomena. It has
vastly expanded our awareness of the many dimensions of linguistic meaning,
as well as their ramifications for linguistic structure as well as for the nature
of cognition itself. And of course, it has spread to an increasingly wide range
of scholars around the world, in linguistics and in other disciplines. There are
now generations of linguists who received their primary training in cognitive
approaches.

By now Cognitive Linguistics has a substantial following in China and a
history of more than a decade. Of course, a decade is a very short time in the

history of Chinese scholarship, as is the entire time-span of Cognitive Linguistics



to date. Decades from now it may well appear that Cognitive Linguistics in China
dates from virtually the beginning of the movement. Certainly I expect it to have
had a major impact. This will be guaranteed by the efforts of large numbers of
Chinese linguists, the unique perspective afforded by Chinese linguistic tradition,
and the analytical challenges posed by the Chinese languages themselves. This
new monograph series edited by Professor Wang Yin has every promise of being
an important contributing factor to the cognitive linguistics enterprise in China
and throughout the world.

Let me offer my congratulations, my encouragement, and my best wishes

for its success.
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