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Preface

I must confess that this book took quite some courage for me to write. When I was just finishing my PhD, I spoke with a linguist who was working on language processing. I talked to him about the difficulties in explaining the findings of processing in verb-final languages like Japanese and Korean in current minimalist or other versions of generative grammar. Essentially, I was sharing one of my deepest concerns. He then responded by telling me that I was conflating two things that I shouldn’t, namely competence and performance. At the end of our long discussion, he asked me why I was bothering with such an issue. This encounter took place many years ago, so I may not have remembered his exact words, but his message – which wasn’t different from that of many with whom I had spoken before – was this: ‘Why do you bother? Nobody cares. Why not do some good experiments, pick up the mainstream theory, and maybe make some tweaks? Then, people will appreciate your work.’

In the years to follow, many people I met and my peers at linguistic conferences said the same thing: ‘You’re strange. Why do you bother yourself with what nobody else is thinking about?’ For a long time, I, too, wanted to avoid the question. I mean, who cares? Why bother? I had convinced myself that I could explore my interests as a simple user or observer of the theory. It’s not my problem, after all. What’s more, I was interested in how theory and application were relevant to one another but I often questioned whether I belonged. This was truly a difficult time for me.

So, I continued with work, but more so as a Korean linguist. My research then came to focus on applied linguistics, although theoretical linguistics and applied linguistics hardly communicated or collaborated in meaningful ways. This is another big problem, yet I was a bit too put off by theoretical linguistics to try to make any serious attempt at reconciling the two. Then came a time when I was teaching linguistics to my students, who were mostly majoring in Asian languages. This was a turning point for me, as I thought I shouldn’t just avoid the problems any longer but face them head on. If the grammar has no learnability implications, then it would be too disheartening for anyone to try to study it. During this time, I recalled studying consumerism as an undergrad, together with linguistics. It was at that moment I realized the important role of pragmatics – the two are linked!

However, deep down, I knew that we needed something beyond what we have now, a more fundamental change to broaden our understanding of human language. It is not a matter of simply repairing things on the surface, but rethinking the very skeleton which underpins our studies.

My journey in linguistics began when I read Chomsky’s Aspects of the Theory of Syntax (1965) as a third-year student at Seoul National University. I was fascinated by the notion of Universal Grammar and how it could explain the essence of human language, although what interested me the most was its depiction of the creative and ever-innovative nature of language. Thus, I fell in love with this school of ‘generative’ grammar. Keen to learn more about the mathematical and logical foundation of human languages, I then studied formal semantics for my MA. During this time, however, I started to realize the limits of the generative rules which governed my research. Such rules were (and still are) highly theoretical and complex. Furthermore, they are not well suited to non-English examples. Nevertheless, I pursued a PhD in London which focused on issues around word order variation in Korean – such variation is a linguistic phenomenon which has been labelled as ‘scrambling’ in generative grammars.

The word ‘scrambling’ is figurative. It means the following: ‘To collect or gather up hastily or in disorder […] To jumble or muddle (something) […] To make […] unintelligible by means of a scrambler’ (OED Online, 2022a). Note the negative connotations associated with this term. The assumption is that there is a base order from which words are then ‘scrambled’, thereby resulting in structural variation. This term does a great injustice to the reality of syntax. Cross-linguistically, flexible word order is the norm, yet why is it that the majority of us are made to seem like we are doing something wrong, that we are ‘scramblers’ deviating from the standard? One might say to just ignore it, that ‘it’s only a word’, but for me, and many others who come from a non-anglophone background, I cannot just ignore it, I cannot dismiss it as ‘only a word’. In fact, so much of the terminology used in generative grammars does a disservice to non-English languages around the world (an idea which I explore further in Chapter 2). When analysing non-English languages, why are we made to do so from an English perspective? This was one of my biggest qualms.

When completing my further studies, I could not reconcile my ‘native speaker’1 intuition with theoretical predictions. I was faced with unintuitive explanations for the data which covered the language I have known for all my life. I also found that – during my pursuit of studying word order – many Asian languages (such as Japanese, Turkish, Kazakh and Tamil, to name a few) encountered the same problems. There was a real need to reconcile theory and language in practice. During my research, I discovered operational flaws which cannot be solved by quick fixes, and stumbled upon the chasms that lie between competence and performance. When I then began teaching Korean, my generative syntactic knowledge proved hardly useful; there was no natural link between my linguistic studies and language teaching.

A big part of my job involves teaching linguistics to students who are interested in languages. Throughout my career as a teacher, I have met wonderful linguists in my faculty who are also engaged in the mystery of human language and are eager to share their passion and knowledge; oftentimes, I am deeply impressed at their talent and determination – particularly with my colleagues who study Asian languages (such as Chinese and Japanese) in which they must overcome the hurdles of scripts that they may not have grown up with. To note, two of the definitions of the noun ‘linguist’ in the Oxford English Dictionary state the following: ‘A person who is skilled in the learning or use of foreign languages. Also in figurative contexts, an expert in or student of language or (later) linguistics; a person who specialises in the structure or historical development of one or more languages; a philologist’ (OED Online, 2022b). Yet even the word linguist itself tends to be used to refer to those who are trained in so-called ‘contemporary’ linguistics, which is very easily conflated with Chomskyan linguistics.

As for my students, one thing that I have noticed is that when I bring in theory, their eyes glaze over and their brows furrow in confusion. Like me, they have to follow theoretical predictions over their intuitions, leaving them unconvinced, dissatisfied and even disinterested in linguistics. The majority of my students have an Asian language background, and along with those studying an Asian language, they are often disappointed by the seemingly incongruous, and arguably archaic, Anglocentric theory. ‘We’re discussing an Asian language, so why are we doing syntax from an English perspective and not an Asian one?’ It is almost ironic that a field which, for the most part, celebrates different languages and linguistic diversity uses terminology, operations and more, from a primarily English angle. Of course, from a hypothetical deductive perspective – that is to say, a Chomskyan perspective – one should be concerned with foreign languages. However, I think it’s important to observe diverse data in use, drawing from languages from around the world. Only then can we really form valuable hypotheses which can be investigated further. Nobody can nor will be able to look at every single language and every piece of data but valid hypotheses need to be drawn from reliable data and sources.

I did not write this book to offer specific suggestions or to argue that other frameworks are wrong. Instead, I ask the community involved in languages and linguistics to re-evaluate our current thinking, with the goal of constructing a better system for our study of language in mind. This system should build bridges between the chasms, prioritize connections over ruptures, and do more justice to the study of language than the system we have now – one that we have had for many decades. Therefore, I propose engaging in a new discourse on the study of language that takes into better account syntax in context and incorporates other perspectives, such as an Asian one.

Times have changed and we are no longer living in Chomsky’s 1965. We now inhabit a world rich in multilingual and multicultural diversity, where prescriptive grammars have no real authority in digital and online spheres, and social media plays a vibrant role in our communication. Even emojis, which did not exist sixty years ago, now play big roles in our everyday communication, showing how much our language has changed. Artificial intelligence (AI) is quickly catching up to human languages and in the last five years, since the development of the transformer model and open-AI developed GPT 3, this is even more so the reality. Yet, interestingly, it turns out that AI processing isn’t as cost efficient as an ordinary human.

Throughout this book, I explore this aspect, which warrants particular attention. What’s more, theoretical linguistics should be able to provide some insight into the reality of human communication, allowing us to see how innate knowledge of language is formed, with works in the emerging field to explore this. It should be noted that while this book intends to introduce and discuss developments in AI related to language and linguistics, as well as syntactic theory over the decades, in an engaging and accessible manner, the very nature of the technology and data means there will be some more technical sections. That said, in each chapter, I will also bring forward some of my own experiences over the past twenty-five years as a researcher and teacher in linguistics, giving snippets of my own personal journey and story.

As much as I have learnt over the years, I have also time and again felt the need to raise the same persistent questions. Why is it then, that we continue to look at a single, complete sentence by an ‘ideal, native speaker’? Why do we rely on their grammaticality judgement as the most powerful criterion in explaining human languages? What does an ‘ideal speaker’ even mean? Should we not instead look at the everyday messy language of people like you and me, wherein great beauty and generative power exist? Contemporary theoretical linguistics has become almost resistant to reality. The fuzzy, unpredictable and unsystematic nature of human language is not duly accounted for by our current framework; when we choose to look at a singular ‘grammatical’ sentence made by an ‘ideal speaker’, we encounter the pitfall of oversimplification. In 2022, we can no longer study languages in the same way as in the past. Living in an age of big data, we should be able to predict relatively accurately how humans use language, thereby reconciling theory and ‘native speaker’ intuitions. It is a grassroots movement in which technology is a useful tool to allow us to more efficiently and accurately spot patterns in data, resulting in conclusions that better reflect reality. The question is now the following: ‘How can linguistic theory be more convincing in the study of human languages?’ We require more sensible approaches that explain the real generative power of human language. As in the words of Ludwig Wittgenstein, ‘Don’t think, but look!’ (1953, §66), which, in line with Jung, implies: ‘Don’t judge, but perceive!’

It is time to pause, observe, describe and then finally explain. More attention needs to be drawn to observation and description before jumping into explanation. It is time to break the barriers of the norm, to be more diverse and inclusive in our studies. Linguistics is not only for those high up in their ivory towers; even ‘lay people’ with a passing interest should be able to access it. We need to bridge the gaps between theory and practice, as well as reconcile our black-and-white understanding of inductive/deductive approaches, of competence and performance, and more. This cannot be solved by a simple toolbox update – true modernization is needed.
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Note on the Text

Why this book?

In this book, I invite linguists from all fields – theoretical, applied/empirical, contemporary and traditional – to reconsider the future of syntax. Chomsky’s Syntactic Structures, published in 1957, brought about a significant shift in contemporary linguistics. Sixty-six years have passed since then, and while the basic architectural assumptions remain the same, the technical complexity has increased significantly over time. This complexity has reached a point where no one outside of generative linguistics can understand what’s going on. It would be acceptable to have a complex tool if it were effective. However, in my experience, this tool doesn’t seem to work well for most languages besides English and some Western European languages.

As an Asian linguist who works in syntax and pragmatics, hence, I often feel disconnected from current trends in linguistics. Many Asian linguists would agree that there is an almost unbridgeable gap between ‘Chomskyan’ theories and the data gathered from Asian languages. This gap seems only to be widening. This book aims to facilitate another paradigm shift in two key areas.

First, we must overcome Anglo or Eurocentric approaches and welcome linguistic diversity. Modern linguistic theories have predominantly focused on English languages, leaving other languages on the side-lines. Asian languages, despite their diversity and large number of speakers, are significantly underrepresented in English scholarship. Moreover, frameworks designed for English often do not apply to Asian languages and are therefore inadequate and problematic for explanation. We must observe, describe and analyse Asian languages from an Asian perspective. For example, many Asian languages are particle-rich and allow for structural freedom, unlike English and most Western European languages. Particles require greater attention than just their structural properties to understand Asian languages.

Second, times have changed significantly. We are currently living in the AI age, and Gen Z and Gen Alpha are ‘AI natives’. The term ‘digital native’ was coined by Marc Prensky in 2001 to describe young people who grew up using computers, mobile phones and other tools of the digital age. However, the devices and technologies referred to in 2001 are vastly different from those we use today: thus, I coin the term ‘AI native’. AI bots are now Gen Z and Gen Alpha’s playmates, and virtual reality (VR) is their playground. AI is an integral part of their day-to-day experience, including learning. Social media, big data, AI and VR did not exist in 1957, but now they are ubiquitous. Despite these changes, it seems that many linguists have not been fully engaged with them. With the arrival of AI language models like ChatGPT, contemporary linguistics needs to respond to the methodological, philosophical and pedagogical challenges they present. Linguists have a responsibility to engage proactively with AI and critically explore new ways, questions and goals. Otherwise, there is no future in linguistics. Frederik Jelinek once said, ‘Every time I fire a linguist, the performance of the speech recognizer goes up.’ This underscores how linguistics has had a limited impact on real-world applications. This book is written with the aim of initiating a paradigm shift that our studies of languages may have a real impact on the future.
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