CAMBRIDGE STUDIES
IN LINGUISTIES 94

Phonology and
Language Use

JOAN BYBEE
e s



Phonology and Language Use

JOAN BYBEE

University of New Mexico

8 CAMBRIDGE
%2y UNIVERSITY PRESS




PUBLISHED BY THE PRESS SYNDICATE OF THE UNIVERSITY OF CAMBRIDGE
The Pitt Building, Trumpington Street, Cambridge, United Kingdom

CAMBRIDGE UNIVERSITY PRESS

The Edinburgh Building, Cambridge CB2 2RU, UK

40 West 20th Street, New York NY 100114211, USA

477 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne, VIC 3207, Australia
Ruiz de Alarcon 13, 28014 Madrid, Spain

Dock House, The Waterfront, Cape Town 8001, South Africa

http://www.cambridge.org
© Joan Bybee 2001

This book is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception

and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,
no reproduction of any part may take place without

the written permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 2001
First paperback edition 2003

Tpeface Times Roman 10.25/13 pt.  System QuarkXPress [BTS]
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloguing in Publication Data
Bybee, Joan L.

Phonology and fanguage use / Joan Bybee.

p. em, — (Cambridge studies in linguistics ; 94)

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 0 521 58374 8 hardback

1. Grammar, Comparative and general — Phonology. 2. Linguistic change.
3. Grammar, Comparative and general — Morphology. 4. Universals (Linguistics)
1. Title. II. Series.
P217.3 .B93 2001
414 - de21

00-045525

ISBN 0 521 58374 8 hardback
ISBN 0 521 53378 3 paperback

Transferred to digital printing 2003



PHONOLOGY AND LANGUAGE USE

A tesearch perspective that takes language use into account opens up
new views of old issues and provides an understanding of issues that lin-
guists have rarely addressed. Referencing new developments in cog-
nitive and functional linguistics, phonetics, and connectionist modeling,
this book investigates various ways in which a speaker/hearer’s experi-
ence with language affects the representation of phonology. Rather than
assuming phonological representations in terms of phonemes, Joan
Bybee adopts an exemplar model, in which specific tokens of use are
stored and categorized phonetically with reference to variables in the
context. This model allows an account of phonetically gradual sound
change that produces lexical variation, and provides an explanatory
account of the fact that many reductive sound changes affect high-
frequency items first. The well-known effects of type and token fre-
quency on morphologically conditioned phonological alterations are
shown also to apply to larger sequences, such as fixed phrases and
constructions, solving some of the problems formulated previously as
dealing with the phonology-syntax interface.

Joan Bybee is the author of several books and articles on phonology,
morphology, language universals, and linguistic change. Most recently,
she served as a coeditor for both Essays on Language and Function Type
(1997) and Modality in Grammar and Discourse (1995). Dr. Bybee is
Regents’ Professor of Linguistics and Chair of the Department of
Linguistics at the University of New Mexico.
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1

Language Use as Part of Linguistic Theory

1.1 Substance and Usage in Phonology

This book introduces into the traditional study of phonology the notionEF4:
that language use plays a role in shaping the form and content of sound
systems. In particular, the frequency with which individual words or
sequences of words are used and the frequency with which certain pat-
terns recur in a language affects the nature of mental representation
and in some cases the actual phonetic shape of words. It is the goal
of the present work to explore to the extent possible at the present
moment the nature of the relation between the use of linguistic forms
on the one hand, and their storage and processing on the other.

To someone approaching linguistics from other disciplines, it might
seem odd that language use has not been taken into account in for-
mulating theories of language. However, since language is such a
complex phenomenon, it has been necessary to narrow the field of
study to make it manageable. Thus we commonly separate phonology
from syntax, synchrony from diachrony, child language from adult lan-
guage, and so on, constantly bearing in mind that interactions exist that
will eventually have to be taken into account. We then go on to for-
mulate theories for these domains — a theory of syntax, a theory of
phonology, a theory of language acquisition — knowing all the while
that the ultimate goal is to encompass all these subfields in one theory
of language. '

Early in the twentieth century, a proposal was made to distinguish
the shared knowledge that a community of speakers has from the
actual uses to which that knowledge is put (de Saussure 1916). Many
researchers then focused their attention on the structure of that shared
knowledge (called ‘langue’ by Saussure and ‘competence’ by Chomsky



2 Language Use as Part of Linguistic Theory

1965) and paid little attention to language use in real time. The focus
on competence, or the structure of language, ‘turned out to be
extremely productive, Structuralism provided linguists with a work-
shop of analytic tools for breaking down the continuous speech stream
into units, and these units into features; structuralism postulated hier-
archical relations among the units and assigned structures to different
levels of grammar, organizing language and the people who study it
into subfields — phonology, morphology, syntax, and semantics.

The present work proposes to demonstrate that the focus on struc-
ture needs to be supplemented with a perspective that includes more
than just structure, a view that includes two other important aspects of
the language phenomenon - the material content or substance of lan-
guage, and language use. The suBSTANCE of language refers to the two
polar ends - phonetics and semantics — that language molds and struc-
tures, the two ends between which language forms the bridge. Lan-
guage USE includes not just the processing of language, but all the social
and interactional uses to which language is put. For present purposes,
in the context of phonology, the frequency with which certain words,
phrases, or patterns are used will be shown to have an impact on
phonological structure, I will return to a discussion of these two aspects.
of language and the role they play in past and future theories after
describing some recent developments in linguistics and related fields
that suggest a need for an enlarged perspective on language.

In the domain of morphosyntax, a substantial development beyond
structuralism has already taken place. The content of grammatical
categories has been studied as a substantive rather than a structural
matter, for example, in crosslinguistic studies of subject, topic, noun,
verb, tense, aspect (Comrie 1976, 1985, Dahl 1985), mood, and so on.
Also use is being studied as a prime shaper of syntactic structure
(Givén 1979, Haiman 1994, Hopper and Thompson 1984, and others)
and morphological structure (Bybee 1985, Bybee et al. 1994, DuBois
1985). So far, no comparable development has occurred in phonology,
but there are several indicators that it is time to open up the field to
new questions and new sources of data and explanation.

Despite having looked carefully at matters of structure, having
defined and redefined units such as phoneme and morpheme (or for-
mative), having shifted and reshifted levels such as phonemic and mor-
phophonemic, we find that problems and questions still remain. Units
and levels do not submit to definitions that work for every case. We
still do not have strict definitions of even the most basic units, such as
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segment, syllable, morpheme, and word. Instead we find variation and
gradience commonplace in empirical studies, and we find phonological
phenomena intimately bound up with lexicon and morphology, syntax,
discourse, and social context.

Developments from outside linguistics also point to a new view of
language. Studies of natural categorization by psychologist Eleanor
Rosch and her colleagues have had an impact on the way that linguists
view categories, including word meaning (Lakoff 1987), grammatical
classes such as gender (Zubin and K&pcke 1981), verb classes (Bybee
and Moder 1983), grammatical functions such as subject and topic, and
phonetic categories (K. Johnson 1997, Miller 1994, and other ‘exem-
plar’ approaches to phonetic categories). In particular, these studies
show that the way human beings categorize both nonlinguistic and lin-
guistic entities is not by discrete assignments to categories based on the
presence or absence of features, but rather by comparison of features
shared with a central member. All category members need not have
all of the features characterizing the category, but a member is more
central or more marginal depending on the number and nature of
shared features. Moreover, Nosofsky (1988) has shown that the per-
ceived center of a category can shift toward the more frequently expe-
rienced members.

A second development important to linguistic modeling is the
development of computer models that can reproduce apparent
‘rule-governed’ behavior as well as probabilistic behavior using
parallel distributed processing (Daugherty and Seidenberg 1994,
Rumelhart and McClelland 1986, and others). In such models, labeled
connectionist models, structures are not given in advance (i.e., innate),
but take their form from the nature of the input, just as neurological
matter is structured by the input it receives. Connectionist models,
then, are quite compatible with usage-based theories of language.
Langacker (1987) and now Ohala and Ohala (1995) argue that storage
of linguistic percepts should be like the storage of other mental
percepts.

Yet a third recent development applicable to a large array of sci-
ences is the study of complex systems and their emergent properties.
The basic idea behind emergence as it will be applicable here is that
certain simple properties of a substantive nature, when applied repeat-
edly, create structure. Lindblom et al. (1984) are, to my knowledge, the
first to apply the notion of emergent structure in linguistics. They illus-
trate emergence in the following way:



