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Abstract and Keywords

Although the heyday of the American Descriptivist school was short, spanning the time 
betZeen %looPIield and &hoPVky� thiV Seriod ZaV deciVive Ior the develoSPent oI Podo
ern linJuiVticV� ,t ZaV in thiV tiPe that a diVtinctive $Perican Vchool ePerJed Zith an e[o
Slicit IocuV on Vynchronic analyViV� 7he challenJe oI interSretinJ %looPIield led the 'eo
VcriStiviVtV to deIine Pany notionV that are coPPonly identiIied aV ފ%looPIieldianދ� IroP 
the VtructuraliVt ShonePe �+ockett ����� and PorShePe �+arriV ������ to PodelV oI iPo
mediate constituent analysis (Wells 1947). In the course of assembling these notions into 
a neZ Vcience oI linJuiVticV� the 'eVcriStiviVtV caPe to IocuV on the techniTueV and deo
viceV ePSloyed to conVtruct linJuiVtic analyVeV� 7hiV VhiIt in orientation Parked the ado
vent oI a recoJni]ably Podern aSSroach to linJuiVticV� one in Zhich IorPal toolV and anao
lytic PethodV are SriPary obMectV oI Vtudy� 'eVcriStiviVtVއ intereVt in VtatiVtical� inIorPao
tion-theoretic, and corpus-based methods likewise has a strong contemporary resonance.

Keywords: post-Bloomfieldian, Hockett, distributionalism, immediate constituent analysis, morphemic analysis

18.1 A General Reappraisal
FROM a contemporary standpoint, the period from the early 1940s to the late 1950s may 
aSSear aV a Pinor interreJnuP betZeen the %looPIieldian and &hoPVkyan eraV� ,t iV diIo
ficult to identify any single work from this period with the iconic status of Bloomfield's 

Language (1933) or Chomsky's Syntactic Structures (1957a), and many of the works that 
are still cited from this time, such as Newman's 1944 grammar of Yokuts or Hockett's 

1939 Potawotami studies, are referenced more for their descriptive content than for their 
theoretical insight. The breadth and diversity of the material covered in textbooks such as 
Gleason (1955) and Hockett (1958) can also make these works seem like relics of an era 
beIore VcientiIic VSeciali]ation took hold in the Iield� 7he aVVeVVPentV oIIered in tranVIoro
mational histories (Newmeyer 1986� and in critiTueV oI Zhat are VoPetiPeV terPed ކta[oo
noPic linJuiVticVއ �&hoPVky 1964a� reinIorce the iPSreVVion oI a Seriod doPinated by deo
scriptive and methodological concerns that retain little current relevance.
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Yet a re-examination of the work from this period shows the popular conception to be a 
crude caricature� %y any obMective PeaVure� the decade betZeen ���� and ���� ZaV decio
Vive Ior the develoSPent oI Podern linJuiVticV� 7hiV Seriod VaZ the aVcendance oI a diVo
tinctive $Perican Vchool oI Jeneral linJuiVticV that Slaced an e[Slicit ePShaViV on Vyno
chronic analysis. Over the course of the decade, the focus of study within this school also 
VhiIted Jradually IroP the deVcriStion oI lanJuaJeV to the inveVtiJation oI PethodV� techo
niTueV� and theorieV about lanJuaJeV� 7oJether� theVe develoSPentV uVhered in an aSo
Sroach to the Vtudy oI lanJuaJe Zhich iV noZ larJely taken to deIine the Iield oI linJuiVo
tics.

Any attempt to assess the impact of the school that dominated American linguistics 
through most of the 1940s and 1950s must begin by acknowledging a number of (p. 420)

VtrikinJ anoPalieV� $lthouJh the PePberV oI thiV Vchool identiIied thePVelveV aV ކdeo
VcriStiviVtއ� they have coPe to be knoZn by a terP� ކ�$Perican� VtructuraliVtއ� that ZaV 
Painly aSSlied to theP by their detractorV� 7hey collectively looked on Leonard %looPo
field as a mentor and sought to develop a Bloomfieldian programme, but scarcely any of 
them studied with Bloomfield and virtually all quickly abandoned fundamental aspects of 
Bloomfield's model. Despite the fact that their own models laid the foundations for much 
oI Podern linJuiVticV� the ކrevolutionaryއ rhetoric oI their &hoPVkyan VucceVVorV denied 
them a role in the intellectual developments that they had set in motion.

A greater irony concerns their effect on the basic subject-matter of linguistics. Although 
the deVcriStiviVtV adPired %looPIield Ior hiV PaVtery oI lanJuaJeV� both ancient and Podo
ern, their efforts to redefine linguistics as a science effectively cut the field off from the 
older philological tradition in which Bloomfield had been trained. Within a generation, the 
IocuV oI linJuiVticV had VhiIted IroP the detailed Vtudy oI lanJuaJeV by lanJuaJe VSecialo
iVtV to Peta�level inveVtiJationV oI the PethodV and deviceV ePSloyed in linJuiVtic analyo
sis.

For many contemporary linguists, this shift in focus is to be welcomed, as it is precisely 
what distinguishes what they see as the science of linguistics from other, ostensibly more 
huPaniVtic aSSroacheV to the Vtudy oI lanJuaJe� %ut thiV VcientiIic VhiIt ZaV initially Potio
vatedނand haV Vince been VuVtainedނby the belieI that the IorPal analyViV oI lanJuaJe 
would reveal fundamental commonalities and bring out a rich deductive structure that is 
PaVked by VurIace variation� %y VoPe PeaVureV� the Iield oI linJuiVticV iV no cloVer to beo
ing a science that trades in these kinds of generalizations than it was in the 1940s 
(Blevins 2008�� and Pay even be Iurther aZay� inVoIar aV the ShiloloJical e[SertiVe reo
quired for detailed linguistic analysis is disappearing nearly as quickly as languages. So 
there is perhaps a further irony in the fact that any rehabilitation of the descriptivists 
must acknowledge that their largely uncredited contributions ultimately undermined the 
traditionV out oI Zhich they had JroZn� Zithout eVtabliVhinJ a Vecure baViV Ior a deduco
tive science of language.

At the same time, some of the aspects of the descriptivists' programme that were most 
vigorously repudiated by their generative successors have received a new lease on life 
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within current statistically and corpus-based paradigms. Although Chomsky's scepticism 
about the usefulness of corpora1 and statistical models2 came to set the tone for theoretic 
studies during the transformational period, his initial objections to statistical models have 
since been addressed in works such as Pereira (2002), while an entire subfield of corpus 
linguistics has grown up to provide a sustained argument for the value of corpora and 
corpus-based methods. The interest in information theory (p. 421) shown by Harris (1951) 
and Hockett (1953� likeZiVe IindV a contePSorary reVonance in the aSSlication oI inIoro
mation theory in models of psychological processing (Moscoso del Prado Martín et al. 
2004, Milin, Kuperman, et al. 2009) and, increasingly, in analyses of complex synchronic 
systems (Ackerman et al. 2009, Malouf and Ackerman 2010b).

18.2 The Bloomfieldian Legacy
,n order to aSSreciate the breadth oI the deVcriStiviVtV
 contributionV and JauJe their ino
Iluence on the contePSorary Iield oI linJuiVticV� it iV uVeIul to Slace their Vchool in the ino
tellectual context in which it arose, and identify the principal developments within this 
tradition. Despite the fact that a number of leading descriptivists were in fact trained by 
Edward Sapir, it is the work of Leonard Bloomfield that provides the point of origin for 
this school. Four broad tributaries lead off from the Bloomfieldian source. The first and 
best known is the theoretical tradition associated with figures such as Charles Hockett, 
Zellig Harris, and Bernard Bloch, among others. Since this group has had the greatest 
contemporary influence, they will be the primary focus of this chapter.

7he develoSPent oI %looPIield
V ކtaJPePicއ theory aVVociated Zith .enneth Pike iV even 
more distinctive, though its influence is now largely confined to the Summer Institute of 
LinJuiVticV� 7he tZo other Pain tributarieV have Vince PerJed Zith Pore Jeneral linJuiVo
tic currents. The first of these was devoted to theoretical and pedagogical treatments of 
English. Prominent members of this community included George Trager, Henry Lee 
6Pith� and &harleV &� )rieV� thouJh theVe linJuiVtV tended to have other linJuiVtic intero
ests as well, while figures such as Kenneth Pike, Eugene Nida, and Bernard Bloch also 
took an interest in English description and pedagogy. A second tradition applied methods 
of descriptive analysis to Algonquian and Austronesian languages, though this tradition is 
noZ larJely rePePbered Ior itV VurvivinJ deVcriStionV and Ior the inVcrutable noPenclao
ture that Bloomfield bequeathed to Algonquian studies.

18.2.1 The Post-Bloomfieldians

,n liJht oI the VhadoZ that the toZerinJ IiJure oI Leonard %looPIield caVtV over the eno
tire deVcriStiviVt Seriod� there iV VoPe MuVtiIication in deViJnatinJ thiV tradition aV ކPoVt�
%looPIieldianއ �0attheZV 1993�� 0any oI the ZorkV that aSSeared in the IirVt IluVh oI deo
scriptivism in the early 1940s had something of the character of Bloomfieldian exegesis. 
Throughout the period, Bloomfield's position on a range of issues continued to provide a 
Vtandard Soint oI deSarture Ior Iurther diVcuVVion� 7o a larJe deJree� thiV iPSact reIlecto
ed the influence of Bloomfield's scholarship, particularly his (p. 422) monumental work 
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Language� Zhich Verved the dual Iunction oI a reIerence Zork and te[tbook IroP itV Subo
lication in 1933. Bloomfield's influence on the teaching of linguistics was also amplified 
by his participation in Linguistic Institutes of the Linguistic Society of America.

Yet Bloomfield exerted far less influence through the students that he trained, initially at 
the 8niverVity oI &hicaJo and later at <ale� &harleV +ockett� Zho ZaV %looPIield
V litero
ary executor and, in many ways, his intellectual heir, studied under Sapir at Yale. Zellig 
Harris, Hockett's opposite number at the University of Pennsylvania, originally trained 
there aV 6ePiticiVt in the 2riental 6tudieV deSartPent� .enneth Pike� the only 'eVcriSo
tivist to take up the task of developing Bloomfield's tagmemic theory, studied with Sapir 
at the 8niverVity oI 0ichiJan �Zhere� hoZever� %looPIield Verved aV a PePber oI hiV diVo
Vertation coPPittee�� EuJene 1ida alVo Vtudied at 0ichiJan� 6tanley 1eZPan aJain uno
der Sapir at Yale, George Trager at Columbia, Rulon S. Wells III at Harvard, and Robert 
A. Hall Jr at the University of Rome. Bernard Bloch, nearly the only leading Descriptivist 
actually to have studied with Bloomfield, summed up Bloomfield's paradoxical influence 
in reParkinJ� ކ+e had alPoVt no VtudentV� yet PoVt $Perican deVcriStiviVtV look uS to 
hiP aV a teacherއ �%loch 1941: 91).

7he diVcreSancy betZeen %looPIield
V direct and indirect inIluence JoeV a lonJ Zay too
wards explaining his paradoxical impact on the descriptivist period. While looking on 
%looPIield aV a Pentor� the deVcriStiviVtV PoVtly Iound thePVelveV in the SoVition oI e[o
trapolating from his writings, which were then as now notoriously difficult to interpret. 
The scale of the challenge is reflected in the striking divergence between Bloomfield's 
oZn Zork and the elaborationV oI the ކ%looPIieldianއ SroJraPPe� ,n VoPe caVeV� it ZaV 
possible to sidestep interpretive difficulties by acknowledging a debt to Bloomfield's 
PethodV rather than to VubVtantive SrinciSleV or reVultV� 7huV one IindV the oSeninJ Iooto
note in Hockett (1942� �� declarinJ� oZeV PoVt to %looPIield� thouJh ratherޔ7hiV SaSerކ 
to the PethodoloJical riJor oI hiV Zork than to hiV ShonePic theorieVއ� )ortunately� the 
deVcriStiviVtVނZith the e[ceStion oI +arriVނdid not aVSire to the VaPe econoPy oI e[o
pression that they professed to admire in Bloomfield.

Studies that explicitly aimed to clarify or develop Bloomfield's principles mostly ended up 
PiVVinJ their Park and redeIininJ the oriJinal SrinciSleV beyond all recoJnition� 7he theo
ory of tagmemics developed by Pike provides a celebrated example, but nearly all of the 
extensions of Bloomfield's programme have a similar character. Pike (1943� VetV out inio
tially to address problems of interpretation that faced students who attempted to use 
Bloomfield's Language aV a Podel Ior deVcriStive analyViV� 1otinJ that thiV ކPaterial 
SroveV Pore eluVive in aSSlication than it did in aSSreciationއ� Pike SroceedV to VuJJeVt 

that Sart oI the diIIiculty oI %looPIieldކV Paterial Ior the beJinninJ Vtudent ZaV the lack 
of clarity in his statements of the relationship between taxemes and tagmemes, and the 
actual oSeration Zith theVe SrinciSleVއ� declarinJ hiV intention ކto Soint out thiV conIuo
Vion� andޔto outline a Srocedure Zhich a Vtudent can aSSly to the eaVier VtaJeV oI Vyno
tactic analyViVއ �S� ���� <et the aSSroach that Pike �1967� develoSed to ކclariIyއ theVe relao
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tionships was an entirely new theory, with little more than a terminological resemblance 
to Bloomfield's original model.

(p. 423) The difficulties that the descriptivists encountered in interpreting Bloomfield are 
candidly acknoZledJed in their claiPV at the tiPe that hiV Podel VeePed to theP to cono
tain ކcontradictionVއ �+arriV 1942� ���� or in later adPiVVionV that it ކdidn
t Pake 
VenVeއ �+ockett 1968� ���� ,t iV eaVy Ior todayއV obVerver to undereVtiPate theVe diIIiculo
tieV� Jiven that %looPIield iV in VoPe ZayV Pore acceVVible noZ than he ZaV to hiV iPPeo
diate successors. This change is due in part to the anthologies that bring together a range 
of Bloomfield's writings (Hockett 1970) and in part to the secondary literature that has 
since grown up around Bloomfield (Matthews 1993, Fought 1999). In addition, 
%looPIield
V uVe oI IeatureV oI arranJePent �or ކta[ePeVއ� to claVViIy the SroSertieV oI 
larJer conVtructionV �ކtaJPePeVއ� reVonateV Zith conVtruction�baVed SerVSectiveV� %ut to 
%looPIield
V VucceVVorV� the Podel aSSeared convoluted and inconViVtent� and they Sroo
ceeded in their own work to isolate and develop the aspects which seemed to them to be 
most comprehensible and promising.

18.2.2 The Representational Turn

The invisibility of the descriptivist model is in part a reflection of its success. Many of the 
innovations that originated in the descriptivist period have come to define what it means 
to do linguistics, at least linguistics of a formal or theoretical nature. In particular, the 
practice of analysing language in terms of a set of REPRESENTATIONS� aVViJned to hiero
archically orJani]ed levelV� iV a Ieature oI the deVcriStiviVt Podel that haV Vince been ino
corporated into most theoretical approaches. Yet this conception of linguistic analysis, 
like other aVSectV oI the deVcriStiviVt Podel� cannot be underVtood in iVolation� ,n eVVeno
tial reVSectV� the deVcriStiviVt Podel iV an attePSt to clariIy the Podel Vet out in %looPo
field (1933) or to solve problems that the Descriptivists perceived, perhaps unjustly 
(Matthews 1993�� to ariVe Zithin that Podel� +ence the deVcriStiviVt Podel PuVt be intero
Sreted in the conte[t in Zhich it evolved� aV a develoSPent oI� and reaction to� the cono
ception of grammatical analysis in Bloomfield's model.

Two of the most influential aspects of Bloomfield's model are the separation of lexical 
form from grammatical arrangement and the recognition of a separate component, 
terPed the ކle[iconއ� Zhich conViVtV oI PiniPal le[ical IorPV�

A linguistic form which bears no partial phonetic-semantic resemblance to any 
other form, is a SIMPLE form or MORPHEME7ޔhe total Vtock oI PorShePeV in a 
language is its LEXICON. (Bloomfield 1933: 161f.)

It is natural for a contemporary reader to anticipate later developments and interpret this 
passage in terms of a hierarchy of linguistic levels, one in which phonemes combine to 
form morphemes, morphemes combine to form words, words combine to form phrases, 
and so on. However, the Bloomfieldian conception is more intricate, closer in character to 
a construction-based approach.
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(p. 424) 7he PoVt challenJinJ aVSect oI thiV Podel iV the relation betZeen ކIorPVއ and 
diPenoކ rranJePentV are the Pore tranVSarent notion� correVSondinJ to$ އ�arranJePentVކ
VionV oI JraPPatically diVtinctive variation2 އ�I the Iour tySeV oI arranJePent that %looPo
field distinguished, three are relatively straightforward.

The meaningful arrangements of forms in a language constitute its grammar. In 
general, there seem to be four ways of arranging linguistic forms. (1) ORDER is 
the VucceVVion in Zhich the conVtituentV oI a coPSle[ IorP are VSokenޔ�02 ��'o
ULATION is the use of phonemes which do not appear in any morpheme, but only 
in JraPPatical arranJePentV oI PorShePeVޔ��� PHONETIC MODIFICATION is a 
chanJe in the SriPary ShonePeV oI a IorPޔ��� SELECTION of forms contributes a 
Iactor oI PeaninJ becauVe diIIerent IorPV in Zhat iV otherZiVe the VaPe JraPPato
ical arrangement, will result in different meanings. (Bloomfield 1933: 163f.)

The order of formatives is one obvious dimension of variation, and the suprasegmental 
properties (such as stress or intonation) that Bloomfield subsumes under modulation are 
another� +iV notion oI Shonetic PodiIication likeZiVe coverV a ranJe oI conte[tually condio
tioned phenomena, including devoicing or sandhi patterns. Although arrangements do not 
form a classificatory system in later accounts, each arrangement type has a counterpart 
in descriptivist models.

7he notion oI ކVelectionއ iV Zhat JiveV %looPIield
V Podel itV diVtinctive character� 7he bao
sic idea is simple, and even familiar to those accustomed to thinking in construction-
based terms. Rather than treating forms solely as the sum of independently assembled 
parts, the Bloomfieldian model integrates a top-down perspective in which constructions 
are described in terms of characteristic choices of components. The reason that this is 
not Perely a diIIerent SerVSective on the bottoP�uS aVVePbly oI IorPV IroP PiniPal eleo
PentV iV that Velection iV aVVociated Zith a PeaninJ �Zhat %looPIield callV an ކeSiVeo
PePeއ� in addition to the PeaninJV contributed by the SartV Velected �Zhich he terPV ކVeo
PePeVއ�� $V elVeZhere� %looPIield
V terPinoloJy PakeV an already diIIicult conceStion 
even Pore obVcure� +oZever� the key Ieature oI thiV conceStion iV that PeaninJIul ކunitV 
oI IorPއ do not MuVt coPSriVe VeJPental Paterial� but include any diVtinctive characteriVo
tics that can be ABSTRACTED IroP a IorP� ,t iV oI courVe SoVVible to think oI PiniPal le[o
ical IorPV� i�e� ކPorShePeVއ� aV beinJ reSreVented indeSendently oI the IorPV IroP Zhich 
they are abstracted. But it is not possible to conceive of minimal units of grammatical 
IorP� i�e� ކtaJPePeVއ� in the VaPe Zay� ,n later SoVt�%looPIieldian accountV� the notion oI 
Velection iV encaSVulated in ruleV or coPSle[ le[ical entrieV� %ut %looPIield deVcribeV Veo
lectional taxemes with reference to forms or construction types that exhibit them. It is 
therefore misleading to think of Bloomfieldian analysis as consisting of the disassembly of 
complex forms into minimal units of lexical and grammatical form, and the assignment of 
these units to separate lexical and grammatical inventories. Analysis is more a process of 
classification in which complex forms perform a dual function, providing the data to 
which procedures of analysis are applied, and at the same time serving as the repository 
of units of grammatical form.
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(p. 425) 18.2.3 From Phone to Utterance

The attempt to combine both perspectives in a single model seems to have confounded 
even Bloomfield's own followers, and the various strands of descriptivist thought largely 
reflect different reinterpretations of Bloomfield's positions. A key simplifying assumption 
acceSted by nearly all the deVcriStiviVtVނaSart IroP PikeނZaV the idea that unitV at one 
level of analysis were directly COMPOSED OF units at the next lower level of analysis. 
+ence� PorShePeV Zere coPSoVed oI ShonePeV� coPSle[ IorPV coPSoVed oI Poro
phemes, etc. The justification for this assumption is set out most explicitly in Hockett 
(1961).

The simplest and earliest assumption about the relation between morphemes and 
phonemes was that a morpheme is COMPOSED OF phonemes: the morpheme cat
is composed of the phonemes /k/, /æ/, and /t/ in that arrangement. This put 
phonemes and morphemes in line with words, phrases, and sentences, since it was 
also assumed that a word consists of one or more morphemes (in a specified 
arrangement), a phrase of one or more words, and so on.

This assumption is either explicit, or implicit but very close to the surface, in much 
oI the early PraJue diVcuVVion and in %looPIield
V SoVtulateV� 7he ZordinJޔclearo
ly implies that morphemes are composed of phonemes. While Bloomfield does not 
Vay Tuite thiV� he doeV Vayޔthat 7ކhe PorShePeV oI a lanJuaJe can thuV be anao
ly]ed into a VPall nuPber oI PeaninJleVV ShonePeVއ� �+ockett 1961: 29)

$V +ockett acknoZledJeV� %looPIield doeV not directly aVVert that PorShePeV are coPo
SoVed oI ShonePeV� thiV claiP iV Perely an inIerence that +ockett and hiV contePSoo
raries drew from Bloomfield's sometimes opaque discussions of morphology. Bloomfield 
characteriVtically VSoke oI larJer unitV beinJ ކdeVcribed byއ VPaller SartV� aV in the claiP 
that ކ>a@ny utterance can be Iully deVcribed in terPV oI le[ical and JraPPatical 
IorPVއ �%looPIield 1933� ����� 'eVcriStion in thiV VenVe involveV� aV noted above� a Jenero
al SroceVV oI claVViIication� 7he VhiIt to a Pore decoPSoVitional SartށZhole SerVSective iV 
clear in Hockett's restatement of a general principle of TOTAL ACCOUNTABILITY:

Every morph, and every bit of phonemic material, must be determined by (i.e., 
Sredictable IroP� the PorShePeV and the taJPePeV �iI any� oI Zhich the uttero
ance is composed. (Hockett 1947: 235, emphasis added)

7hiV VhiIt ZaV the deciVive VteS in the develoSPent oI Zhat caPe to be knoZn aV the ކiteP 
and arranJePentއ �,$� Podel �+ockett 1954). More generally, by reinterpreting 
%looPIield
V ta[onoPy oI IorPV in terPV oI a hierarchy oI SartށZhole relationV� the deo
scriptivists had arrived at a conception that was strikingly simple and transparent. At 
each linguistic level, elements could be organized into sequences that formed the primes 
for the next higher level.3 The lowest, phonemic level assigned classes of phones (p. 426)

to phonemes. The morphemic level organized sequences of phonemes into morphemes. 
The syntactic level organized sequences of morphemes into larger constituents (Wells 
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1947�� ,n thiV Zay� a uniIorP SartށZhole analyViV could be e[tended IroP Shone to uttero
ance.

Uniformity was not regarded solely as an end in itself, but reflected the descriptivists' 
practical and methodological interest in general procedures of analysis. A model in which 
levels differ solely in the nature of the elements they contain is susceptible to analysis by 
PeanV oI Jeneral SrocedureV oI VeJPentation and claVViIication� 7he reVultinJ ކRuVVian 
dollއ Podel iV aSSealinJ in itV Vheer ViPSlicity� Vo Puch Vo that it iV Vtill Zidely aVVuPed in 
inIorPal SreVentationV oI JraPPar and PorSholoJy� Sarticularly in introductory te[to
books.

However, in its most basic form, this model was immediately shown to be inadequate or, 
at the very leaVt� incoPSlete� ,n the PorSholoJical doPain� caVeV oI ކPorSholoJically cono
ditioned alloPorShyއ SreVented an iPPediate SrobleP� $n e[aPSle conVidered by both 
Harris (1942) and Hockett (1961) involves pairs such as knife~knives and calf~calves. 
Given that the singular form of each pair ends in a voiceless fricative, /f/, and the stem of 
the Slural endV in the voiced counterSart� �v�� the VinJular and Slural IorPV have no Poro
phemes in common if morphemes are simply composed of phonemes. Characteristically, 
the deVcriStiviVtV IorPulated a nuPber oI technical VolutionV to thiV IundaPental chalo
lenge. On one alternative, explored by Harris (1942) and Hockett (1961), an analysis 
Zould introduce a PorShoShonePe ކ�)�� Zhich reSreVentV �v� beIore ��]� ފSluralދ and �I� 
elVeZhere� and Vay that there iV but one EnJliVh PorShePe �naM)އ� �+arriV 1942: 170). 
However, descriptivist phonemics suggested a solution which was more compatible with 
their general model. Hockett (1942� had earlier IorPulated SrinciSleV oI ShonePic analyo
sis that treated PHONEMES as abstract units, representing classes of PHONES with a 
non-contrastive distribution. Morphemic analysis could be established on exactly the 
same basis. A MORPHEME could be treated aV an abVtract unit� Zhich reSreVented claVVo
es of MORPHS with a non-contrastive distribution. Defining morphs as sequences of 
phonemes forged a more indirect link between morphemes and phonemes in a way that 
avoided the SroblePV SoVed by PorSholoJically conditioned alloPorShy� ,n the earlier e[o
ample, the morpheme {KNIFE} represents the two ALLOMORPHS /naif/ and /naiv/, and it 
is these morphs that are composed of phonemes.

The introduction of a morphophonemic level between morphological and phonological 
levels removed the main obstacle to the development of a general model of analysis based 
on claVVeV and VeTuenceV� 7he deVcriStiviVtV
 Solicy oI rePovinJ PeaninJ IroP the JraPo
Par SroSer eliPinated ކVePePeVއ and ކeSiVePePeVއ IroP JraPPatical analyVeV� 7hiV led 
in turn to the collapse of Bloomfield's distinction between meaning-bearing tagmemes 
and sub-meaningful taxemes. What remained then were just two fundamental elements: 
morphemes, representing classes of morphs, and phonemes, representing classes of 
phones.

(p. 427) Most linguists agree on the existence, or at least on the inescapable utility, 
of two kinds of basic elements in a language: morphemes and phonemes. (Hockett 
1961: 29)
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Fig. 18.1  Chart-based IC analysis (Hockett 1958: 
§17)

18.2.4 Constituent Structure Analysis

ReducinJ %looPIield
V arranJePentV to Velectional and orderinJ relationV betZeen eleo
ments produced a similar simplification at higher levels of the grammar (Matthews 1993: 
148). Morphs consisted, as noted directly above, of sequences of phonemes. Words and 
larger syntactic constructions were likewise composed of sequences of morphemes. The 
Podel oI JraPPar that ePerJeV IroP theVe reviVionV iV a recoJni]ably Podern� cono
stituency-based model.

We summarize this by asserting that every language has its own GRAMMAR. The 
grammar, or grammatical system, of a language is (1) THE MORPHEMES USED 
IN THE LANGUAGE, and (2) 7+E $RR$1*E0E176 ,1 :+,&+ 7+E6E 02RP+Eo
MES OCCUR RELATIVE TO EACH OTHER IN UTTERANCES. (Hockett 1958: 129)

7he ކarranJePentVއ oI PorShePeV Zere conventionally reSreVented by ,PPediate &ono
stituent (IC) analysis. IC diagrams exhibited the structure of an expression by dividing the 
expression into parts (its immediate constituents), further subdividing these parts, and 
continuing until syntactically indivisible units (morphemes) were obtained. This style of 
analyViV ZaV Potivated in Sart by a belieI in the locality oI Vyntactic relationV� in Sarticuo
lar the view that the most important relations held between immediate constituents.

The process of analyzing syntax is largely one of finding successive layers of ICs 
and oI iPPediate conVtructionV� the deVcriStion oI relationVhiSV Zhich e[iVt beo
tZeen ,&V and the deVcriStion oI thoVe relationVhiSV Zhich are not eIIiciently deo
scribed in terms of ICs. The last is generally of subsidiary importance; most of the 
relationships of any great significance are between ICs. (Gleason 1955: 151)

Although again inspired by the programmatic remarks in Bloomfield (1933), models of IC 
analysis were principally developed by Bloomfield's successors, most actively in the 
decade between the publication of Wells (1947� and the advent oI tranVIorPational analyo
ses in Harris (1957) and Chomsky (1957a). Within this tradition, there was a fair degree 
of consensus regarding the application of procedures of IC analyses as well as about the 
analyVeV aVVociated Zith diIIerent claVVeV oI conVtructionV� 7he develoSPent oI cono
Vtituent Vtructure analyViV ZaV held back by� aPonJ other thinJV� the lack oI a SerVSicuo
ous format for representing syntactic analyses. The formats explored by the descriptivists 
were all somewhat cumbersome, ranging from annotated circuit diagrams through charts 
such as Fig. 18.1 to Chinese box arrangements like Fig. 18.2.



$PHULFDQ�'HVFULSWLYLVP��6ކWUXFWXUDOLVPއ�

Page 10 of 19

Fig. 18.2  Nested box-based IC analysis

)or the PoVt Sart� theVe VtructureV VeJPented an e[SreVVion VucceVVively into Vub�e[o
pressions, each of which was annotated with a word class label and, usually, other 

(p. 428) types of information. For example, Fig. 18.2 expresses functional or dependency 
information that is absent from Fig. 18.1 in that ކthe arroZ SointV toZardV the headއ in a 
PodiIierށhead conVtruction and ކthe P always faces the predicate in a subject-predicate 
conVtructionއ �*leaVon 1965� ����� %ut it ZaV not until the early tranVIorPational aco
counts that procedures of IC analysis were made explicit in any general way, and the fact 
that theVe SrocedureV Zere IirVt IorPali]ed by the %looPIieldianV
 VucceVVorV had the eIo
fect of simplifying the procedures, much as the Descriptivists had themselves simplified 
Bloomfield's more intricate constructional perspective.

In Chomsky (1956�� ShraVe Vtructure JraPParV are SroSoVed aV ކthe IorP oI JraPPar 
>that@ correVSondV to >the@ conceStion oI linJuiVtic Vtructureއ e[SreVVed by ,& analyViV �S� 
����� &hoPVky
V inViJht conViVted in recoJni]inJ hoZ inIorPal SrocedureV Ior VeJPento
ing and classifying expressions could be recast in terms of rules of the form A ࡃ ́ that 
Zould ކreZriteއ a VinJle Zord claVV label A by a string ́ (which could consist of labels 
along with words and formatives).

However, as in the move from the Bloomfieldian to the descriptivist model, the move from 
informal procedures of IC analysis to explicit phrase structure grammars achieved clarity 
at the cost of simplifying the original model. In particular, initial formulations of phrase 
Vtructure JraPParV Zere incaSable oI reSreVentinJ the claVVeV oI diVcontinuouV cono
stituents recognized by the Bloomfieldians, a point that was conceded in initial models of 
transformational analysis.

7hiV >the treatPent oI ކlonJ coPSonentVއ in the VenVe oI +arriV 1951@ iV an iPSoro
tant question, deserving a much fuller treatment, but it will quickly lead into areas 
where the present formal apparatus may be inadequate. The difficult question of 
discontinuity is one such problem. Discontinuities are handled in the present 
treatment by construction of permutational mappings from P [the level of phrase 
structure, JPB] to W [the level of word structure, JPB], but it may turn out that 
they must ultimately be incorporated somehow into P itself. (Chomsky 1975a: 190)

(p. 429) The transformational tradition never did reconsider whether discontinuities could 
be handled better Zithin a ShraVe Vtructure analyViV� and no Jeneral aSSroach to thiV iVo
sue was explored within constituency-based grammars until much later.4 ,nVtead� thiV trao
dition VouJht to reinIorce the caVe Ior ކSerPutational PaSSinJVއ �i�e� tranVIorPationV� by 
diVSutinJ the IeaVibility oI aSSlyinJ SrocedureV oI ,& analyViV to ކderivedއ conVtructionV 
such as polar and information questions.
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7he caVe Ior indirect reSreVentation� not baVed on the relation oI PePberVhiS� beo
coPeV even VtronJer Zhen Ze conVider Vuch VentenceV aV ކdid they Vee -ohnއ or 
 These are sentences that no linguist would ever consider as �އZhoP did they Veeކ
the starting point for application of techniques of IC analysisނi�e� no one Zould 
ask how they can be subdivided into two or three parts, each of which has several 
conVtituentV� JoinJ on to uVe thiV VubdiviVion aV the baViV Ior analyViV oI other Veno
tenceV� and Vo on� <et there iV nothinJ in the IorPulation oI SrinciSleV oI Sroceo
dure for IC analysis that justifies excluding these sentences, or treating them 
somehow in terms of sentences already analyzed. (Chomsky 1962: 131f., emphasis 
added)

7he ePShaVi]ed SaVVaJe in thiV Tuotation teVtiIieV to hoZ thorouJhly the deVcriStiviVt trao
dition was misunderstood and even misrepresented by its immediate successors. Virtually 
all leading American linguists of the time, including Hockett, Gleason, Nida, Pike, and 
Wells, not only considered applying but in fact did apply procedures of IC analysis to 
questions in English. In particular, the analysis of polar questions was regarded as a 
Volved SrobleP and SreVented aV Vuch in the introductory te[tbookV oI the day� ,n the SaVo
sage below, Gleason gives what he takes to be an uncontroversial IC analysis of polar 
questions to exemplify the notion of discontinuous constituents.

In English, discontinuous constituents occur. One common instance occurs in 
many questions: Did the man come? This is clearly to be cut didޔcome | the man. 
(Gleason 1955: 142)

Hockett (1958� ViPilarly uVeV Solar TueVtionV aV Zhat he takeV to be an uncontroverVial ilo
lustration of semantically distinctive word order.

On the other hand, two sentences may involve exactly the same constituents at all 
hierarchical levelV� and yet diIIer in PeaninJ becauVe oI diIIerent SatternV7ޔhe 
difference [between John is here and Is John here] lies not in constituents, but in 
their arrangement: John respectively before or within is here. (Hockett 1958: 158)

The discrepancy between procedures of IC analysis and phrase structure grammars is of 
more than purely historical interest, given that one of the key criticisms levelled at 
ShraVe Vtructure JraPParV turned on their inability to reSreVent diVcontinuouV deSeno
dencies, especially within auxiliary verb phrases.

(p. 430) To put the same thing differently, in the auxiliary verb phrase we really 
have diVcontinuouV elePentVޔ%ut diVcontinuitieV cannot be handled Zithin >̛� )@ 
grammars [i.e. phrase structure grammars, JPB]. (Chomsky 1957a: 41)

Phrase structure grammars can be regarded as an extreme case of planned obsolescence 
in that they Zere deViJned Zith reSreVentational liPitationV that tranVIorPationV �diVo
cussed in §18.3.3� Zere Peant to overcoPe� ,t ZaV Sointed out alPoVt iPPediately �+aro
man 1963) that these limitations could be overcome by a range of non-transformational 
means. However, the basic architecture had been established, and later models retained a 
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ViPSle SartށZhole conVtituent analyViV� auJPented by deviceV Ior relatinJ non�contiJuouV 
elements.

18.3 Development of the Descriptivist Model
$t each VteS in itV SroJreVVion throuJh deVcriStiviVt PodelV to current variantV oI cono
stituency-based analysis, the Bloomfieldian model was simplified. With each simplification 
came the need for compensating elaboration elsewhere. In some cases, particularly in the 
area of morphology, the trade-off between the simplicity of the theoretical model and the 
auxiliary assumptions required to apply the model was apparent to the descriptivists. In 
other caVeV� notably in the doPain oI Vynta[� thiV kind oI coVtށbeneIit analyViV ZaV Vtill at 
a fairly rudimentary stage when the descriptivists' influence declined abruptly in the 
1960s.

18.3.1 Morphemic Analysis

7he develoSPent oI PorShePe�baVed analyVeV oI Zord Vtructure VhoZV hoZ the deVcriSo
tivists attempted to arrive at an honest accounting of the costs of theoretical parsimony. 
7he atoPiVtic SerVSective encaSVulated in Zhat iV VoPetiPeV terPed the ކVtructuraliVtއ 
PorShePe did not oriJinate Zith the deVcriStiviVtV� 7hiV SerVSective iV SreVent in an ino
ciSient IorP in %looPIield
V Zork� Zhere it reIlectV the inIluence oI the 6anVkrit JraPo
marians (Emeneau 1988).5

Nevertheless, Harris (1942� iV the Soint oI oriJin Ior a recoJni]ably Podern IorP oI Poro
phemic analysis. Subsequent models essentially refine his definitions of morphemes as 
JrouSinJV oI PorShV that ކ�a� have the VaPe PeaninJ �b� never occur in (p. 431) identical 
environments, and (c) have combined environments no greater than the environments of 
VoPe VinJle alternant in the lanJuaJeއ �+arriV 1942: 179f.). Within five years, Hockett 
(1947) had begun to express reservations about morphemic analysis, at least as it had 
been IorPulated Zithin Zhat he later called ކiteP and arranJePentއ PodelV� %y the end 
of the decade (when most of Hockett 1954 was written), those reservations had led to a 
reSudiation oI the iteP and arranJePent Podel and an initial IorPulation oI an ކiteP and 
SroceVVއ alternative� Zhich rehabilitated the SroceVV�baVed SerVSective oI 6aSir �1921). 
Within twenty years of voicing his initial reservations Hockett (1967) had come to regard 
PorShePic deVcriStionV aV nothinJ Pore than a ކconvenient Vhorthandއ Ior traditional deo
scriptions in terms of paradigms and principal parts.

A correct principal-parts-and-paradigms statement and a correct morphophoneme-
and-rule statement subsume the same actual facts of an alternation, the former 
more directly, the later more succinctly. We ought therefore to be free to use the 
latter� Srovided Ze VSeciIy that it iV to be underVtood only aV convenient Vhorto
hand for the former. (Hockett 1967: 222)
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7he aVcendance oI tranVIorPational PodelV in the early ����V� and Sarticularly the treato
ment of morphology in Chomsky and Halle (1968), gave morphemic analysis a new lease 
of life, allowing variants of morpheme-based models to survive into the present day. In 
much the same way, the incorporation of phrase structure analyses into transformational 
models (as the format of the structures related by transformations) preserved a simplified 
variant oI ,& analyViV� 7hiV reVtricted IorP oI conVtituent analyViV in turn Srovided the bao
sis for Generalized Phrase Structure Grammar (Gazdar et al. 1985) and Head-driven 
Phrase Structure Grammar (Pollard and Sag 1994) and defined the structural backbone of 
Lexical Functional Grammar (Kaplan and Bresnan 1982).

18.3.2 Distributional Analysis

A common charge levelled against the descriptivists is that they neglected the study of 
PeaninJ� LyonV coverV Pore or leVV the entire tradition Zhen he aVVertV� 0ކany oI the 
PoVt inIluential bookV on linJuiVticV that have aSSeared in the SaVt thirty yearV devote lito
tle or no attention to VePanticVއ �400 :1968). However, this neglect is less a descriptivist 
innovation than a Pore tranVSarent reSreVentation oI %looPIield
V oZn VePantic aJnoVtio
ciVP� $lthouJh %looPIield had introduced ކVePePeVއ and ކeSiVePeVއ to reSreVent le[ical 
and conVtructional aVSectV oI PeaninJ� theVe ކunitVއ are MuVt SlaceholderV in hiV Podel�

The statement of meanings is therefore the weak point in language study, and will 
remain so until human knowledge advances very far beyond its present state. In 
practice, we define the meaning of a linguistic form, wherever we can, in terms of 

(p. 432) VoPe other Vcience� :here thiV iV iPSoVVible� Ze reVort to PakeVhiIt deo
vices. (Bloomfield 1933: 140)

As this passage also makes clear, Bloomfield's attitude towards semantics was agnostic 
rather than hostile. In other discussions of meaning, Bloomfield also emphasizes that the 
SriPacy accorded to IorP iV larJely a Sractical Patter� reIlectinJ the availability oI techo
niques for describing and classifying forms.

7hiV re�enIorceV the SrinciSle that linJuiVtic Vtudy PuVt alZayV Vtart IroP the Shoo
netic IorP and not IroP the PeaninJ� Phonetic IorPVނlet uV Vay� Ior inVtance� the 
entire Vtock oI PorShePeV in a lanJuaJeނcan be deVcribed in terPV oI ShonePeV 
and their VucceVVion� and� on thiV baViV� can be claVViIied or liVted in VoPe conveo
nient order� aV� Ior e[aPSle� alShabetically� the PeaninJVނin our e[aPSle� the Veo
PePeV oI a lanJuaJeނcould be analy]ed or VyVtePatically liVted only by a Zell�
nigh omniscient observer. (Bloomfield 1933: 162)

The idea that structural properties of language can be studied independent of meaning or 
function is of course developed more vigorously by Bloomfield's successors. Trager and 
6Pith aSSroach the deVcriStion oI EnJliVh Zith the vieZ that ކthe Vynta[ oI a lanJuaJe 
like EnJliVh can be conVtructed obMectively� Zithout the intervention oI tranVlation Peano
inJ or any Vort oI Peta�linJuiVtic ShenoPenaއ �1951� ���� ,t iV hoZever in the Zork oI +aro
ris that Bloomfield's practical caveats are elevated to a general methodological principal. 
7he outVet oI the deVcriStiviVt Seriod IindV +arriV SroclaiPinJ that ކthe VtructureV oI lano
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guage can be described only in terms of the formal, not the semantic, differences of its 
unitV and their relationVއ �+arriV 1942� ����� %y the tiPe oI the claVVic VtatePent oI diVtrio
butionalism in Harris (1951�� +arriV had coPe to reJard diVtributional analyViV aV deIino
ing an entire subfield of linguistics.

'eVcriStive linJuiVticV� aV the terP haV coPe to be uVed� iV a Sarticular Iield oI ino
quiry which deals not with the whole of speech activities, but with the regularities 
in certain features of speech. These regularities are in the distributional relations 
aPonJ the IeatureV oI VSeech in TueVtion� i�e� the occurrence oI theVe IeatureV relo
atively to each other Zithin utteranceV7ޔhe Pain reVearch oI deVcriStive linJuiVo
tics, and the only relation which will be accepted as relevant in the present survey, 
iV the diVtribution or arranJePent Zithin the IloZ oI VSeech oI VoPe SartV or Ieao
tures relatively to others. (Harris 1951: 5)

7he reVultinJ Podel ZaV Surely diVtributional� concerned Zith the arranJePent oI obVervo
able units, without regard to any associated meaning or function. Where reference to 
meaning was unavoidable, this tended to be operationalized, as in the use of what came 
to be knoZn aV the ކSaired utterance teVtއ �+arriV 1951: 32) for distinguishing phonemic 
contraVtV� +oZever� oSerational VolutionV reIlected the Sractical orientation oI the deo
VcriStiviVtV� Zho� aV +ockett VtreVVeV� develoSed their theorieV to Verve the JoalV oI lino
guistic description.

[A]t the time we were all (except Chomsky) field-workers at heart; that is, we 
tended to express our theoretical notions operationally. The early followers of 

(p. 433) Chomsky found fault with that, but without justification. To confuse theory 
and day�to�day Iield Srocedure Zould oI courVe be a PiVtake� but to e[SreVV theoo
ry in operational terms is not. (Hockett 1997a: 151)

The role of meaning and function in linguistic analyses remains a matter of contention, as 
doeV the VtatuV oI VePantic SriPitiveV and reSreVentationV� SarticiSant roleV� truth�condio
tional interSretationV� and other coPSonentV SroSoVed to incorSorate PeaninJ into cono
tePSorary PodelV� 0ore iPSortantly� to the e[tent that theVe coPSonentV ކinterSretއ lino
guistic representations, or are segregated into separate representational levels, they fully 
with the Bloomfieldian and descriptivist view that at least some aspects of structure can 
be described independently of their meaning or function.6

18.3.3 Grammars and Transforms

One of the salient features of the descriptivist model is the degree to which it came to 
concern itself with representations, and with the procedures or devices that define those 
representations. The shift in focus from the study of the properties of languages to the 
study of the properties of the devices used to describe and analyse languages is one of 
the most enduring influences of the descriptivists, unleashing forces which gained even 
greater momentum during the transformational period. The change in the orientation and 
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VubMect Patter oI the Iield iV already iPSlicit in +ockett
V notion oI a ކJraPPatical deo
VcriStionއ� Zhich correVSondV cloVely to a IorPal JraPPar in the Podern VenVe�

>a@ JraPPatical deVcriStionޔVetV Iorth SrinciSleV by Zhich one can Jenerate any 
number of utterances in the language; in this sense, it is operationally comparable 
to that portion of a human being which enables him to produce utterances in a 
language; i.e., to speak. (Hockett 1954: 390)

+arriV PakeV the VaPe Soint in an even Pore Podern IorP Zhen he VuJJeVtV that ކ>a@ 
grammar may be viewed as a set of instructions which generates the sentences of a 
lanJuaJeއ �+arriV 1954b: 260). Although the descriptivists did not have a formal frame of 
reIerence in Zhich to deIine aSSlicable notionV oI ކdeVcriStionއ or ކJraPParއ� the VtrinJ 
rewriting systems developed in Post (1943, 1947) provided a good general model, as 
Scholz and Pullum note.

The differences between Post's systems and the TGGs of Chomsky (1957a) lie 
mainly in the additional devices that Chomsky assumed, like rule ordering and 
obliJatory aSSlication� but theVe turn out neither to reVtrict nor to enhance Jenero
ative power. (Scholz and Pullum 2007: 718)

(p. 434) 7he deVcriStiviVtV initially ZelcoPed the IorPali]ationV SroSoVed in tranVIorPao
tional models, seeing them as developments of their own models. Already by the early 
1960s, introductory textbooks such as Gleason (1955) had been revised to incorporate 
discussions of rewrite interpretations of phrase structure rules (p. 180) and add chapters 
devoted to tranVIorPational analyViV� 0oreover� it iV noteZorthy that the notion oI tranVo
formational analysis was already modelled on Chomsky (1957a) rather than on Harris 
(1957).

,n +arriV
 oriJinal conceStion� tranVIorPationV are eTuivalence relationV betZeen cono
structions in a corpus, employed to limit the role of IC analysis.

,I tZo or Pore conVtructionVޔZhich contain the VaPe n claVVeVޔoccur Zith the 
same n�tuSleV oI PePberV oI theVe claVVeV in the VaPe Ventence environPentޔ� 
we say that the constructions are transforms of each other, and that each may be 
derived from any other of them by a particular transformation. For example the 
constructions N v V N (a sentence) and N's Ving N (a noun phrase) are satisfied by 
the same triples of N, V, and N (he, meet, we; foreman, put up, list, etc.); so that 
any choice of members which we find in the sentence we also find in the noun 
phrase and vice versa: He met us, his meeting usޔ� The foreman put the list up, 
the foreman
s putting the list upޔ Where the class members are identical in the 
two or more constructions we have a reversible transformation, and may write e.g. 
N  v V N 1 ࡖ  's Ving N  �and the Vet oI triSleV Ior the IirVt� the Vet Ior the Veco
ond). (Harris 1957: 147)

$SSlyinJ SrocedureV oI ,& analyViV to baVic conVtructionV IirVt deIined the ކkernelއ oI a 
lanJuaJe� 7he coPSle[ conVtructionV oI the lanJuaJe could then be obtained aV tranVo

1 2 1 2
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forms of basic constructions, avoiding the putative redundancy and inelegance entailed 
by e[tendinJ ,& analyViV to cover SaVViveV and other conVtructionV Zith a tranVSarent reo
lation to those in the kernel.

7he kernel iV the Vet oI elePentary VentenceVޔVuch that all VentenceV oI the lano
JuaJe are obtained IroP one or Pore kernel VentenceVޔby PeanV oI one or Pore 
transformations. (Harris 1957: 335 [197])

The use of transformations to describe complex constructions, along with the kernel-
tranVIorP VSlitނand aJnoVticiVP about the conVtituent Vtructure oI tranVIorPV �6tockZell
 .(&hoPVky 1957a, 1975a� VurviveV into early PodelV oI tranVIorPational JraPParނ�1962
+oZever� &hoPVkyan PodelV deIine tranVIorPationV in terPV oI derivational relationV beo
tween inputs and outputs.

$ JraPPatical tranVIorPation 7 oSerateV on a Jiven VtrinJ �or� in the caVe oI >Jeno
eralized transformations], on a set of strings) with a given constituent structure 
and convertV it to a neZ VtrinJ Zith a neZ derived conVtituent Vtructure� �&hoPo
sky 1957a: 44)

7hiV iV the ކdynaPicއ conceStion that *leaVon adoStV Zhen he e[SlainV� tranVIorPation $ކ 
iV a VtatePent oI the Vtructural relation oI a Sair oI conVtructionV Zhich treatV that relao
tion aV thouJh it Zere a SroceVVއ �*leaVon 1955: 172).

(p. 435) 18.3.4 Discovery and Evaluation

+arriV
� Zork VhoZV the JreateVt concern Zith PethodoloJical SreciVion and e[Slicit theoo
ry development (Matthews 1999), so it is unsurprising that the transformational lineage 
JreZ out oI thiV branch oI deVcriStiviVP� +oZever� it iV only in the tranVIorPational Serio
od that the SriPary IocuV oI Jeneral linJuiVticV VhiItV deciVively IroP lanJuaJe deVcriSo
tion to theory construction. Whereas descriptivists tended to develop theories that were 
at leaVt intended to be oI uVe in iPSrovinJ the accuracy and uniIorPity oI lanJuaJe deo
scriptions, transformationalists approached language description almost purely as a 
means of obtaining evidence bearing on theoretic claims. This shift in perspective led the 
transformationalists to misinterpret and even misrepresent the descriptivists, nowhere 
Pore than in criticiVPV oI the Vearch Ior Pechanical ކdiVcovery SrocedureVއ�

$V in the caVe oI the deViJnation ކVtructuraliVtއ� the terP ކdiVcovery Srocedureއ ZaV never 
used by the descriptivists themselves, but was instead coined and applied by Chomsky, 
Zho reJarded it aV ކvery TueVtionable that thiV Joal iV attainable in any intereVtinJ 
Zayއ �1957a: 53) and suggested that

by loZerinJ our ViJhtV to the Pore PodeVt Joal oI develoSinJ an evaluation Sroceo
dure for grammars we can focus attention more clearly on really crucial problems 
of linguistic structure and we can arrive at more satisfying answers to them. 
(Chomsky 1957a: 53)
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The shift in methodological focus proposed by Chomsky reveals the extent of the change 
in SerVSective IroP the deVcriStiviVt to tranVIorPational SaradiJPV� 7he deVcriStiviVtV
 ino
terest in practical procedures for language analysis were not purely theoretical but grew 
naturally out of their descriptive concerns.

,t Vhould be SoVVible to eVtabliVh a Pethod oI IindinJ the beVt SoVVible orJani]ao
tion of any given utterance and of insuring comparable results with comparable 
Paterial� 7hiV iV the baVic SrobleP oI Vynta[8ޔnIortunately� the PethodoloJy haV 
not as yet been completely worked out in a generally applicable form. (Gleason 

1955: 132)

,n contraVt� the tranVIorPational tradition tended to reJard the taVk oI obtaininJ ކobVero
vationally adeTuateއ deVcriStionV aV trivial� Vince they could be Jenerated by 7urinJ�
equivalent devices, which incorporated the weakest assumptions about human languages: 
that they can be ideali]ed aV recurVively enuPerable VetV oI VtrinJV� 2I courVe the aVo
sumption that any human language can be described by an unrestricted rewrite system or 
equivalent formalism is of no practical descriptive use. Moreover, there is an irony in the 
SroSoVal that linJuiVtV Vhould ކloZer their ViJhtVއ IroP diVcovery to evaluation� ,n the 
transformational literature, the search for evaluation metrics never progressed past the 
kinds of primitive symbol-counting metrics set out in Chomsky and Halle (1968�� 0eano
while, Harris's work on what his detractors dismissed as (p. 436)  އdiVcovery SrocedureVކ
inVSired a VubIield oI ކJraPPar inductionއ in Zhich Pachine learninJ techniTueV are uVed 
to induce a grammatical description from a corpus.

7he deVcriStiviVtV
 Pore Jeneral belieI in the Sractical uVeIulneVV and theoretical releo
vance of corpora has also been confirmed by the range and fruitfulness of contemporary 
corpus-based research. Corpus-based grammars such as Biber et al. (1999) provide the 
first accurate synchronic snapshots, freezing languages in the course of their constant 
evolution. Despite the obvious limitations of current corpora as idealizations of a 
speaker's linguistic environment, the frequency information obtainable from corpora such 
as those in CELEX (Baayen et al. 1995� haV Sroved uVeIul Ior SredictinJ reVSonVe lateno
cieV and other behavioural reVSonVeV� 7he deVcriStiviVtV
 early intereVt in inIorPation theo
ory has turned out to be even more prescient. Information-theoretic measures provided 
the IirVt Jeneral PeanV oI reconcilinJ the tySe�VenVitivity oI derivation and the token�Veno
sitivity of inflection (Moscoso del Prado Martín et al. 2004�� 6ubVeTuent VtudieV have cono
IirPed the Sredictive value oI other inIorPation�theoretic PeaVureV in PodelV oI SVychoo
loJical SroceVVinJ �0ilin� �urdMeviÉ� and 0oVcoVo del Prado 0art¯n 2009� 0ilin� .uSero
man, et al. 2009). The fundamental grammatical importance of notions of uncertainty and 
uncertainty reduction haV alVo becoPe increaVinJly clear in Vynchronic analyVeV oI coPo
plex morphological systems (Ackerman et al. 2009, Malouf and Ackerman 2010a, 2010b).
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18.4 The Descriptivist Legacy
,n aVVeVVinJ the contribution oI the deVcriStiviVtV and their role in the hiVtory oI linJuiVo
tics, it is important to bear in mind the fact that ideas tend to outlive the traditions that 
initially hosted them and mutate during their own lifespans.

,t iVޔZorth VtreVVinJ that ideaV oIten SerViVt� evolve and Pay be abandoned on a 
time scale that does not correspond to the transitory intellectual hegemony of one 
group of scholars or another. (Matthews 1993: 5)

Over time, the descriptivists repudiated or abandoned many of the innovations that they 
had IorPulated or coPe to be aVVociated Zith� %ut they had unleaVhed IorceV� inVtitutiono
al as well as intellectual, that they were ultimately unable to control. The Chomskyan era 
saw the retrenchment and expansion of many of the most academically disruptive aspects 
of the descriptivist school. The descriptivists' general neglect of European scholarship 
and their caVual diVreJard Ior traditional aSSroacheV had VoZn the VeedV oI an inVular ino
tellectual culture in which in which they in turn could be ignored by their Chomskyan 
successors. Language� Zhich had Iunctioned alPoVt aV a houVe Mournal Ior the deVcriSo
tivists in the aftermath of the Second World War, came to reflect this shift in institutional 
power. By the mid-1960s, the descriptivists found themselves in the role of occasional 
contributors or, as in the case of Zellig Harris, seemingly ostracized.

(p. 437) [Harris 1965] was also, sadly, his last contribution to Language. I have not 
thought it my business to inquire into the circumstances; but from then on, for 
whatever reason, a journal for which he had written so much for a quarter of a 
century, and so much of such influence and importance, published him no more. 
(Matthews 1999: 114)

$V the &hoPVkyan SaradiJP conVolidated itV hold over the ePerJinJ ކVcienceއ oI linJuiVo
tics, the metalinguistic focus on formal devices triumphed over descriptive concerns, and 
the study of languages was relegated to the role of providing evidence bearing on the 
choice between competing theories or toolkits. More than any other single innovation, 
this shift ushered in the modern era, by cutting off contemporary schools of linguistics 
from the older philological tradition. The distance that the field had moved is reflected in 
the sense of anachronism evoked in the modern reader by Bloch's eulogy for Bloomfield.

Trained as an Indo-Europeanist in the great tradition of the neogrammarians, he 
had also a specialist's knowledge of at least four groups within the general field: 
*erPanic� ,ndic� 6lavic� and *reek1ޔ�or did he conIine hiPVelI Zithin the boundV 
oI ,ndo�EuroSean� he had a Zide acTuaintance Zith lanJuaJeV in other IaPilieV alo
so. His first-hand investigation of several Malayo-Polynesian languages was one of 
the pioneer works in a little-known field. And as everyone knows, his descriptive 
and comparative studies of the Algonquian languages are among the classics of 
American Indian research. (Bloch 1949: 90f.)
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The breadth of Bloomfield's expertise was remarkable even in someone of his generation. 
%ut Zhat iV SerhaSV PoVt VoberinJ iV that thiV breadth oI intereVtV iV not only leVV coPo
mon but far less valued in the traditions that he spawned.

Notes:

 7he corSuV� iI natural Zill be Vo Zildly VkeZedޔny natural corSuV Zill be VkeZed$ކ �1)
that the deVcriStion >that it SrovideV@ Zould be no Pore than a Pere liVtއ �&hoPVky 1962: 
159).

t Zould� incidentally� not be VurSriVinJ iI VtatiVtical PodelV turn out to be oI little relo,ކ �2)
evance to JraPParއ �&hoPVky 1957b: 224).

(3) A similar conception also underlies transformational models (Chomsky 1975a).

(4� 'eVcriStiviVt analyVeV are PoVt VyVtePatically rehabilitated in the ކZraSSinJއ analyVeV 
within the Montague grammar tradition, notably in Bach (1979) and Dowty (1982), in the 
work of McCawley (1982) and his students Huck (1985), Ojeda (1987), and subsequently 
in Head Grammars (Pollard 1984) and in linearization-based models of HPSG (Reape 

1996, Kathol 2000).

(5) It was in general via Bloomfield that the insights of earlier philological traditions came 
to exert an influence on theoretical developments within the descriptivist school. 
Bloomfield's particular regard for the Sanskrit grammarians is reflected in his view that 
PÃאini
V 6anVkrit deVcriStion Srovided ކan indiVSenVable Podel Ior the deVcriStion oI 
lanJuaJeVއ �%looPIield 1929).

(6) Though see Matthews (2001� Ior a diVcuVVion oI the Iairly Zide ranJe oI interSretao
tionV that have been aVVociated Zith ކVtructuraliVPއ and ކVtructural linJuiVticVއ�
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