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Foreward

For centuries people have been fascinated by language, and vari-
ous scholars have devised theories that attempt to explain how lan-
guage works. For just as long, people have been fascinated by the
mind and have wondered how it does all the things it does. As lan-
guage is a product of the human mind, an understanding of one
should help to understand the other.

Some early investigators of language believed that their work
would shed light on the workings of both language and the mind. But
during the past several decades most of the scholars in the field of lin-
guistics have treated language as an abstract symbol system without
any apparent relationship to actual human beings, even while some of
them have professed an interest in the mind. I

In my research I have tried to understand language as first and
foremost a mental system, in the hope of learning more about the na-
ture of language as well as the nature of the mind. In order to treat
language as a mental system it is necessary to apply certain criteria
that are not normally considered in linguistics. These added require-
ments make greater demands on the investigator, and with their use
we develop a new kind of linguistics, which I call ‘ neurocognitive
linguistics”. These criteria are requirements that a theory must meet
in order to be considered realistic from a neurocognitive point of
view.

The basic criterion is that of operational plausibility: The lin-
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guistic structure proposed by the theory must be able to operate for
speaking and for interpreting speech. Most linguistic theories of the
past have proposed systems that cannot operate, or else they operate
in a way that is quite unrealistic. A well-known example is
Chomsky’s generative grammar. It also refrains from attempting to
satisfy the other plausibility requirements.

The second criterion is developmental plausibility: The proposed
system must be able to be learned in a reasonable way by children.
The third criterion is neurological plausibility: The structure pro-
posed by the theory must have some plausible relationship to what is
known from neuroscience about the structure of the brain.

Neurocognitive linguistics has been developing over the past
forty years, since the time I was writing my doctoral dissertation. In
its early version it was known as ‘Stratificational Grammar’ . In the
early development of the theory, emphasis was given to the stratifica-
tion of language: the finding that the linguistic system is really an in-
terconnected group of several subsystems, called stratal systems.
From about 1965, empbhasis shifted to relationships. One of the most
important properties of the linguistic system, according to this
theory, is that it is made up of relationships rather than objects. The
linguistic system is considered to be a network of relationships, and
the theory has often been called ‘Relational Network Theory’ .

Beginning about 1970 I began to place great importance on the
criterion of operational plausibility, and I argued that a theory which
met this criterion could be considered a cognitive theory of language,
while any theory that failed to meet this criterion had no right to
claim any cognitive status. At about that time I introduced the term
‘ cognitive linguistics’ .

Two of my early students from the *stratificational’ period,
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who also followed my work through the ‘relational network’ and the
‘cognitive’ periods, while making their own contributions to the re-
search, were David Lockwood, who wrote an important textbook,
‘Introduction to Stratificational Linguistics’, and Adam Makkai.
Professor Cheng Qilong studied linguistics with both of these gentle-
men, who introduced him to the theory.

During the past decade, which has been called ‘the decade of the
brain’, I have been studying what is known about the brain from
neuroscience and 1 have been increasingly concerned with the criteri-
on of neurological plausibility. Since the term ‘cognitive linguistics’
is now being used by theories which do not meet the criteria I have
set for cognitive plausibility, [ have started to use the term °neu-
rocognitive linguistics’ .

I would like to congratulate Professor Cheng for successfully
completing his book introducing the theory to Chinese readers. It is
my hope that many readers of this book will come to share my fasci-
nation with language and with the mind, and will be motivated to
continue the explorations which I and my colleagues, including Pro-

fessor Cheng, have begun.

Sydney Lamb
October, 1998
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