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PREFACE

This book provides an introduction to the field of language study known as
psycholinguistics. Language can be studied in a number of ways — as a corpus
of data in descriptive linguistics, as an abstract system of knowledge in theoret-
ical linguistics, as a social phenomenon in sociolinguistics, and so on. Psycho-
linguistics is, as its name implies, basically concerned with language as a
psychological phenomenon; and, most characteristically, with language in the
individual. Hence it addresses such questions as ‘How does-a listener recognise
words in the stream of speech, or in patterns on the page, and arrive at an
understanding of utterances?’ and ‘How does a speaker go about putting ideas
into forms that can be expressed as patterns of articulatory, or manpal, move-
ments?’

Two important aspects of these concerns are well captured in the term
microgenesis of language (Campbell 1979). First, micro- in this connection
refers to the rapid, moment-by-moment nature of everyday language pro-
cesses, by virtue of which we understand and produce utterances on a time
scale that is marked off in seconds and milliseconds. This contrasts with what
we may refer to as the macrogenesis of language, in either of its main forms,
(i) the individual’s learning of a first or subsequent language (the ontogenesis
of language), on a time scale of days, weeks, months and years or (ii) in the
species’ development of linguistic abilities (the phylogenesis of language), on a
time scale appropriate to human evolution. The other part of the term,
-genesis, draws attention to the creative nature of language use that is in-
volved, not just in producing utterances (where something is self-evidently
‘put together’), but also in understanding (where what is produced is abstract,
internal to the language user, and altogether more difficult to study object-
ively).

The time-scale of microgenesis itself may be further highlighted by reference
to a distinction between microchronic and macrochronic dimensions of speech
(Catford 1977). In these terms, the very rapid microchronic processing events
may be thought of as taking place within a hierarchy of phases, from neuro-
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Preface

linguistic programming to execution of vocal tract muscle movements, with
each phase being of the order of tens of milliseconds in duration. The result is
a macrochronic product, a succession of speech sounds which range from con-
stituents having durations of tens of milliseconds up to indefinitely long
stretches of utterance. Such concepts as these, in written as well as spoken
language forms, and in comprehension as well as production, help to define
the field that the psycholinguist is involved in.

It may be as well to say something here about who psycholinguists are, and
what brings them to psycholinguistics. Terms such as ‘linguist’ and ‘psycho-
logist’ are too broad to show either the inter-disciplinary similarities or the
intra-disciplinary differences of approach, which appear to depend more on
the immediate goal of study than on the demarcations between academic
disciplines. Thus, linguists, philosophers of language and psychologists work-
ing in cognitive-semantic aspects of language performance constitute an
interdisciplinary research community, and one that is rather distinct from, for
example, that which concerns itself with the production and perception of
speech. Concerning the latter, ‘speech scientists’ as they may best be called, we
may observe that they too represent a number of disciplines, including acous-
tic physics as well as phonetics and psychology.

We should perhaps mention, in passing, that among this research commun-
ity, there is a tradition that occupies a particularly important place in the de-
velopment of psycholinguistics: within the academic discipline of linguistics, it
is phoneticians who have most conspicuously and consistently focussed on the
processes of actual human performance, as well as their products, in language.
This focus is evident even in the idealised classical phonetic description of
speech sounds, in terms of the movements of articulators that are required to
produce them. In a sense, the goal of a more general psycholinguistics may be
regarded as extending this approach to the rest of language performance. In
this regard, it is unfortunate that linguistic science has (with some honourable
exceptions) not devoted comparable efforts towards the study of the visible
forms of language.

So psycholinguistic research may be thought of as constituting, appropri-
ately enough, a mosaic of specialisms, focussed on different aspects of a highly
complex phenomenon. As a result, it can be very difficult for the beginning
student to develop a sense of where all the research activities and findings
belong, in the larger field of psycholinguistics. This difficulty can be com-
pounded by some real differences of approach between disciplines. In this con-
nection, I should declare my own background as that of the interested linguist,
teaching courses over the years to various undergraduate and postgraduate
groups in the Department of Linguistic Science at the University of Reading.
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One experience arising from this situation is that I have had to address those
elements of psycholinguistics that are least well represented in my students’
(and my own) experience — not an easy task, and one which writing this book
has given me the further opportunity to labour at. Another has been the need
to caution students from other disciplines against equating ‘linguistics’ with
any single school of thought, and not to regard the view from linguistics (of
any school) as having automatic authority within psycholinguistics. What
balance I have been able to strike in my interpretation of psychological issues
remains to be seen, but I should admit to a long-standing sympathy with the
view expressed by N.S. Sutherland (an experimental psychologist), in the con-
text of a discussion of Chomsky’s (1965) account of linguistic competence,

that
the task of psycholinguistics is not to confirm Chomsky’s account of

linguistic competence by undertaking experiments ... The task of psy-
cholinguistics is to my mind very much more difficult and interesting. It is,
by doing experiments, to find out what are the mechanisms that underlie
linguistic competence. (Sutherland 1966, pp. 161-2)

Inevitably, developments have taken place in the years since this view was
expressed in just these words. For one thing, our notion of ‘doing experi-
ments’ has come under scrutiny; and it might be added that an important role
for linguists in such a general enterprise is to provide suitable descriptions of
observable language behaviour, in naturalistic as well as in experimental situ-
ations, in order that resulting theories about underlying mechanisms may be
suitably founded.

Psycholinguistic approaches to language are, as we have noted, quite
varied, from those that are concerned with the more concrete operations of
the physiological systems involved in producing and perceiving language sig-
nals to the more abstract cognitive systems, including memory, which are in-
volved in the construction and interpretation of messages. This book tries to
cover something of this range, for both spoken and written forms of language.
But it inevitably leaves a good deal out of account, particularly on those areas
which are represented elsewhere in this series of textbooks by other specialists,
such as Elliot (1981) for child language acquisition, Klein (1986) for second
language acquisition, Brown and Yule (1983) on discourse analysis, and so
on, By and large, however, what is left for our consideration is arguably cen-
tral to our field.

The organisation of the topics in this book results from an attempt to
identify elements (Part I) and issues (Part 1) of psycholinguistics, focussing on
the most general language abilities of normal, adult and monolingual indi-
viduals. The final chapter pushes the discussion into the field of adult language
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Preface

pathology, but only very briefly, and in order to evaluate a further potential
source of evidence.

In concluding this Preface, I should like to acknowledge my debt to the re-
search communities for the intellectual excitement that has come from the
tenacity and ingenuity through which valuable sightings (sometimes perplex-
ing and conflicting) have eventually been made of so many apparently intrac-
table and inaccessible aspects of language processing in humans. I should also
point out to the reader that I have not tried to produce a survey of all, or even
most, of the recently published studies on psycholinguistics, since I did not
know how to make such a diet digestible. Instead, I have tried to identify a
fairly balanced range of issues and approachesu, most of them with research
roots going back about a decade, and have tried to discuss their implications.
This book will do well if it helps students to go to the primary sources of
current research with a reasonable sense of perspective; if it also serves to help
them to identify areas where further research is needed, then it will do better
still; it will do best if it stimulates some students sufficiently that they even-
tually become contributors to the research field themselves.
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A adverbial
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