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PREFACE TO
THE CHINESE EDITION

[ am very pleased that Principles of Linguistic Change 1s
now available in the translation into Chinese by Professor Shi
Feng. 1 hope that it will be useful in the study of linguistic
change in China.reinforcing the longstanding tradition of linguis-
tic science in which Sino-Tibetan studies have contributed so
much.

The general theory of language change is well founded on
the study of surviving texts, on paper, parchment or bamboo.
Historical linguists have had astonishing success in reconstruc-
ting the past from the scraps that have survived, by haply histori-
cal accident. | have characterized with admiration their art as
“making the best use of bad data”. These volumes hope to show
that their conclusions can be enriched and reinvigorated by evi-
dence derived from the study of change in progress,based on re-
cordings of spontaneous speech in everyday life,

My first trip to China was in 1973, with the delegation of the
Linguistic Society of America. This interchange led to the publi-

cation of Language and Linguistics in the People's Republic of
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China. (W. Lehmann ed. : Austin: U. of Texas Press. ) I was
in the company of scholars who knew much more about China
and Chinese linguistics than I did. We visited many cities and
learned a great deal about the pragmatic and well-considered lan-
guage policies of the time.in regard to the protection of minority
languages and the generalization of pu tong hua. 1 had acquired
enough of that language to follow the gist of formal lectures,and
was encouraged to learn that the expression “walking on two
legs” included some acquaintance with my own work as an exam-
ple of Western linguistics.

At that time, the social significance of research was strongly
brought to the fore. I remember hearing of one research project
in which students interviewed workers on the Shanghai docks in
order to demonstrate the correctness of the language heard in the
revolutionary opera, “On the Docks”. However, conditions at
that time did not favour systematic linguistic research in the way
that it can be conducted today.

The work presented in this volume has two faces. On the
one hand,it shows how the study of variation in the language ol
everyday life can illuminate our general understanding ol lan-
guage as a system. There are many aspects of the development of
Sino-Tibetan languages that respond to the same forces that are
operating in English, Spanish, and the other Indo-European lan-
guages studied in these three volumes. For example,the principle

of least effort has similar effects in gradually reducing the



PREFACE TO THE CHINESE EDITION 1X

amount of information at the ends of words, and the history of
Chinese shows massive readjustments 1n response to this
process.

In the second aspect,the social distribution of change in pro-
gress tells us much about the society we live in. The socio-eco-
nomic categories used to trace change in progress in the United
States are of course quite different from those that would be used
in the construction of a random sample of a Chinese city. But we
would expect that age, gender, and the urban/rural dimension
would be as important in a Chinese sociolinguistic study as in
Principles of Linguistic Change.

At the heart of any such sociolinguistic study we would ex-
pect to [ind the two basic principles that govern the work repor-
ted in these volumes.

1. The Centrality of the Vernacular. The history of a lan-
guage 1s the history of the vernacular form of the spoken lan-
guage as used with family and intimate {riends, transmitted from
parents to children and changed by children as they move beyond
the influence of their parents,

2. The Observer’s Paradox. To capture an accurate record
of that vernacular we must observe how people speak when they
are not being observed,

This second principle underlines the difference between for-
mal linguistics that limits its data to the intuitions of the native

speaker,and the study of language variation which is prepared to
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find a mismatch between those intuitions and what 1s said in eve-
ryday life. Granted that in the great majority of cases.our intui-
tions correspond to what we say.the crucial questions arise when
they do not., The formal linguist discards what people say in fa-
vour of their intuitions, while the sociolinguist takes the opposite
road. The issue becomes much clearer when systematic change is
involved. At the beginning of the change, speakers have no
awareness of the new forms. As change progresses, awareness
may arise,but in the form of a stereotype far removed from real-
ity,so that direct questioning only reveals how little people know
of what they say.

I am sorry that these books are so long: there is so much in

them that I cannot myself remember all of it. Yet I hope that
these volumes will indicate how much can be learned by the ob-
jective study of the language used in everyday life. The first vol-
ume takes this approach to the search for the internal constraints
on linguistic change. Its final section focuses on the question of
regularity, and the new insights on lexical diffusion that stem
from the creative work of William S,-Y. Wang and his col-
leagues. Much of the discussion deals with the evidence of word-
by-word change in Chinese dialects, such as the development of
tone in Chao-Zhou,or vowel merger in Shanghai. The major ef-
fort is to reconcile the Neogrammarian view of regular sound
change with this powerful and important data from Chinese dia-

lects.
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The second volume looks at the social factors that determine
change.largely reporting on the intensive study of a single Amer-
ican city.Philadelphia, but at the same time searching for general
principles that govern the effect of gender and social class on lan-
guage change. Its final section presents an abstract model of the
incrementation of change across generations. showing how it is
generated by transmission from parents to children.

The third volume turns first to cognitive factors and the
effect of language change on comprehension across dialects, The
major finding is that sound change in particular does interfere
with understanding.,and makes even more urgent the problem of
the driving force behind these changes. It then presents a series
of chapters on the life history of a linguistic change: from its ori-
gins to its final endpoint. A general model for the sources of dia-
lect divergence is proposed. The final section aims to resolve an-
other longstanding opposition in historical linguistics. between
the family-tree model and the wave model of development. It is
proposed that the family-tree pattern is the result of an unbroken
series of transmission from parents to children, preserving the in-
tegrity of the system as a consequence of the language-learning a-
bilities of children. The wave model.on the other hand,is seen as
the consequence of diffusion among adults.and reflects the limit-
ed language learning abilities of older speakers.

Thus in these volumes 1 have attempted to resolve two long-

standing controversies in the field of historical linguistics. My
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basic position is to recognize the intellectual value of linguistics
as the science of language, and argue that if a point of view has
been maintained over time by many generations of linguists, i1
must rest on a solid foundation. It remains to bring opposing

views Into contact, preserving its insights in its proper domain,
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