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SINS OF GENERATIVISM 

Cornelia E. Keijsper - University of Amsterdam 

1 Shaumyan (1987: 30) summarizes what may be called the Sins of Generati-

vism as follows: 

Generativism distorts linguistic reality in the following ways: 
1) It confounds the phonological level with the morphological level. 
2) As a result of 1), it rejects the phonological level. 
3) It uses fictitious entities called deep structures and fictitious phonological 
representations. 
4) It confounds the constituency relations with linear word order, which 
involves an inferior formalism that is inadequate for a smdy of linguistic 
relations and formulating linguistic universals. 

Up to the present day, "The only right alternative to generativism is the semio

tic method with its concept of semiotic reality" (Shaumyan 1987: 29), and 

"semiotic reality is determined by the Principle of Semiotic Relevance [...]: Only 

those distinctions between meanings are relevant that correlate with distinctions between their 

signs [i.e. forms C.K.], and, pice- versa, only those distinctions between signs [i.e. forms C.K.J 

are relevant that correlate with distinctions between their meaningr (Shaumyan 1987: 

322). 

2 Recently, the first two sins of generativism have seen a curious revival in 

Russia, possibly as a consequence of contacts with the Netherlands (lastly 

resulting in XoHceAaap 2001). 

KacaxKiiH (1998), who develops the Moscow school of Russian phonemics (for 

a recent survey see KacaxKHH 1995 — also available in KacaxKHii 1999) criticizes 

opinions of members of the "CaHKT-HeTepGyprcKaH 4)OHOAornHecKafl mKOAa" 

(CnC)!!!), i.e. the former Leningrad phonological school, and represents their 
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"phoneme" by means o f " / / " . He considers the series [n]oA ropoii, [n°]6A 

ropy, I I [6]A ropy, n|aT3]A ropKy, n[i:.]A ropofi, IIO[AH] noAb, no[A] OAHH, no[A>] 

ABa, i io[r>| Tpn, n o | t ' > | MCTbipe, no | i ] iiHTb, no[M] mecib, no[u'] cewb, no[A'>] 

ACBHTb, no[uj copoK (Kasatkin 1998: 131, notation adapted to the technical 

possibilities). 

Then he says: 

C TOHKii 3peHiia C n o n i n opeAAore nod sByKii [n] ii [ri°] opeAcraBAHioT 
4joHCMy / i i / , 3BVKH [A|, ({)ayKaAbHbiri [AH] n, OHCBIIAHO, iiMnAoaiiBiibui 
| A > ] - (fxiHCMy / A / . [.-] Apyrue VKaaanHbie Bbime 3ByKH B npeAAore nod 
HB/VflioTca npeAciaBiiTeAHMH iiecKOAbKirx (JJOHCM: rAaciibifi SBVK [O] — 
aAAo4)OH 4)OHeMbi / o / , a [a-b] n [-b] — (jjoHeMa / a / , corAacHwe 3ByKn [r], 
[AT, [U] — aAy\o(J)OHbi (^OHeM / x / , / A ' / , / U / . MMnA03HBHbiri nepcAHe-
neSHbin [T >], oHeeiiAHO, cACAyex pacueiiiiBaxb KaK aAj\oc|'OH [M']. O O -
HCMiiaH >Ke nAeHTiicJjUKamifl iiMjn;\03iiBHoro [T>] , Koxopbifi B paBiiofi cxe-
neiiH Mô KCT 6biTb OTneceH H K c|)OHeMe / T / , H K 4>oHeMe / u / , a xaioKc 
3ByKoB |H] , \\X\ npeAcxaBAJiexAAH C n O l U Becb.via CAO/Knyio iipo5AeMy. 
O.B. CaxapoBa noKasaAa, HTO noAoonfaie 3ByKn c TO^KH 3peHriH CnOLLl 
HBAiiiOTCfl "4>oHeMaTrrHecKH HeonpeAeAeHHbiMii cerMeHxaMw" [CaxapoBa 
1987]. (KacaxKiiH 1998: 131-1.32) 

All this has nothing to do, of course, with "Prague" phonology writable in 

" / / " , as developed, for example, in the Netherlands. That phonology analyses 

oppositions and recognizes neutralizations of oppositions (represented by 

archiphonemes — not to be confused with hyperphonemes in Moscow phone

mics). In Kasatkin's example the stem opposition / t / ~ / d / is neutralized, ex

cept before a vowel (noA OKHOM), SO rhar the correct analysis of the last seg

ment for the other cases is / T / , / T / symbolizing an archiphoneme. The vowel 

in the examples is / 6 / opposed to / a , e, li, i'/ in OOA ropy, and is an archipho

neme in the other cases, viz. / a / opposed to / u , i / . ' 

Kasatkin's criticism of the Petersburg school is an old issue: 

[...] linguists who include physical similarity of sounds in the definition of 
the phoneme as a class of sounds do not accept the notion of neutraliza
tion [...]. This view is, of course, consistent with the notion of the pho
neme as a class of physically similar sounds, but then one may wonder 
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SINS OF GENERATIVISM 

whether the linguists who accept this notion of the phoneme understand 
why they need the term phoneme. [...] the concept of the phoneme as a class 
of physically related sounds dominated American descriptive linguistics 
and was very popular elsewhere, too. (Shaumyan 1987: 63) 

The "elsewhere" here is, of course, the Leningrad (Petersburg) school, where 

the incidental use of a phoneme notation has unfortunately survived 

/VopoBiiM's (1975: 45) verdict that "xaK HasbisaeMafl AeroiHrpaACKaji 

<|iOHOAornHecKaH mnoAa npeAcxaBAaeT coGofi CKopee Amub ncxopHHecKHH 

HHxepec". The more visible Leningrad (Petersburg) school of phonetics is 

another issue, but could be criticized as well.^ 

3 Next, KacaxKHH (1999: e.g. 56-57) opposes the Moscow school conception 

of the phoneme to that of the "Prague" school. The two are kept apart by the 

usual " < > " notation for the Moscow school and the usual " / / " notation for 

"Prague" phonology (not to be confused with the Leningrad school). This op

position is historically correct, of course, but it is a somewhat false comparison, 

because "Prague" phonolog)' does not exclude morphonology / morphopho-

nology writable in " < > " (cf e.g. Kortiandt 1974); only the latter is comparable 

with the Moscow phonology developed by Kasatkin. In the list of nod examples, 

the morphonological notation (representing what would be pronounced if all 

segments were in strong position, i.e. in the position where the maximal oppo

sition class is found) is, of course, <pod>. Nor does "Prague" phonology ex

clude alternations like that in KaAyra ~ KaAy>KCKHH; it only denies that the alter

nation is synchronous phonology (cf. KacaxKHH 1999: 109 ff). 

The spelling principle exemplified in the noA examples is "MOpcfjOHeMaxuKa" 

according to the Leningrad school and "4)OHeMaTiiKa" according to the 

Moscow school (KacaxKHH 1998: 132). From the "Prague" point of view it is 

"morphonology" ("<>"). (Note th.at it does not foOow that the Petersburg 

concept of the phoneme equals Prague " / / " phonology.) What would exemp

lify a Prague ("//") phonological spelling principle is the graphical differen-
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tiation between cases where the opposition hard ~ soft exists, and cases where 

this opposition is neutralized (irrespective of pronunciation): if there is opposi

tion softness is expressed in spelHng (by means of vowel graphemes and ab

sence ~ presence of b); but in MOCTHK, ysAC, fleHae, for example (KacaxKHH 

1998: 133), no b appears after the firsr consonant in the cluster despite its (po

tential) soft pronunciation: there is no opposition. (But in cases like CBaAt5e 

spelling is analogous with the hard forms cBaAtGa etc., where the soft conson

ant is in a strong position. As is well known, the redundancy of b in examples 

like CBaAfa5e is about to disappear.^ Another redundant spelling of b occurs in 

foreign names such as KBacbHeBCKriii; the first part of a compound like 

HeTBepTbBeKOBOH (OroHeK 1997, 35: 51) is, as far as b is concerned, treated as a 

separate word in spelling , just like it is a separate vowel reduction unit in 

speech.) 

4 For the time being, the anecdote ends with KacaxKiiH (2001): the author now 
uses a " / / " notation for his own Moscow phonology! By doing so he has un
fortunately opened the door for Shaumyan's (1987: 87) criticism of generati
vism: 

The complete lack of understanding of the sign nature of language has led 
to disastrous consequences - to a confusion of synchrony and diachrony 
and a confusion of the phonemic level with the morphophonemic and 
phonetic levels. 

Let us hope that the history of generativism will not repeat itself in Russia. 

5 Shaumyan's admirable treatment of the Third Sin of Generativism is a 
succinct explanation of the argumentation called "soep argument" in Dutch 
(Keijsper 1990): 

Generativism as a methodological posmlate is an attempt to justify 
fictitious entities in linguistics by devising mechanical rules that convert 
fictitious linguistic entities into observable linguistic objects. 
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SINS OF GENERATIVISM 

If a linguist claims that his mathematical design is a model of the grammar 
of a real language, it is not enough for him to show that grammatically 
correct sentences can be derived by applying formal rules to certain initial 
objects. He also bears the burden of proving that the initial objects are not 
fictitious. [...] The semiotic method [...] rejects generativism as a metho
dological postulate. (Shaumyan 1987: 29) 

Even if one fully agrees with Shaumyan's treatment of the essence of the para

digm split between generativism and the semiotic method, one need not sub

scribe to his particular semiotic alternative to generativism. It has, in my view, 

an undesirable restriction, related to the Fourth Sin of Generativism, viz. 

"[generativism] confounds the constituency relations with linear word order, 

which involves an inferior formalism that is inadequate for a study of linguistic 

relations and formulating linguistic universals." As an alternative, Shaumyan 

advocates his Applicative grammar, which treats constituency relations as in

dependent of word order and as complementary to dependency relations (1987: 

106, 109). This grammar can be regarded as adequate only if it is accompanied 

by a very weak interpretation of the Principle of Semiotic Relevance (Shaumyan 

1987: 1-13), viz. of the idea that "only those distinctions between meanings are 

relevant that correlate with distinctions between their signs [i.e. forms, in an

other sign-based terminology, C.K.], and, vice versa, only those distinctions 

between signs [forms] are relevant that correlate with the distinctions between 

their meanings" (Shaumyan 1987: 322). 

This principle (which, by the way, does not exclude polyvalent signs — Shau

myan 1987: 13-16) should, in my view, be accompanied by the methodological 

starting point that languages are economical codes: difference of form [sign] 

should lead to the suspicion that some difference of meaning exists, i.e. no 

senseless wasteful form distinctions should be presupposed. 

Advocating his Applicative grammar, Shaumyan cannot share this methodo

logical starting point: he holds the view that the change of, for example, 

(la) Peter gave money to Nancy 
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into 

(1 b) Peter gave Nancy money 

"must be regarded as a syntagmatic process that does not affect the meaning of 

the sentence or the relations between terms" (1987: 326). In my view, the fact 

that "they differ only with respect to the presence or absence of the preposition 

to and the different sequencing of terms" (Shaumyan 1987: 325-326) should 

lead to an investigation, i.e. to the suspicion that some semantic difference 

exists. Applicative grammar can only ignore differences between converse 

stmctures (cf Keijsper, to appear, piece five). 

Likewise, Applicative grammar cannot deal with the fact that Russian, for ex

ample, phenotypically has both "syntactic relations" (i.e. hierarchy encoded in 

verb form and cases) and linear-intonational hierarchy. It is true (Shaumyan 

1987: 267) that English uses word order (and the corresponding NP + VP (VP 

= V+NP) linear-intonational hierarchy) to express Subject - Object relations: 

(2a) Anna teaches Peter 

(2b) Peter teaches Anna 

whereas Russian uses case forms to that aim: 

(3a) Anna ucit Petra 
(3b) Annu ucit Petr 

But apart from 3a and 3b, Russian also has, among others, 

(4a) Petra ucit Anna 
(4b) Petr ucit Annu 

Applicative grammar cannot deal with semantic differences such as those be

tween 3 and 4 (with an intonation implied). The comparison between 2 and 3 

shows that Chomsky's (1965: 71) definition of Subject and Object was wrong 

(i.e. the idea that the definition was universally applicable is incorrect) (Keijsper 

1994: 297 ff.). But it does not show that linear-intonational hierarchy, if it were 
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SINS OF GENERATIVISM 

analysed correctly, is semantically irrelevant. In my view. Sin Number Four is 

rather that generativism has failed to analyse linear-intonational hierarchy ad

equately: that would have been a study of "performance", in the terminology 

used at the time. 

Universal models dealing with language in abstraction from its realization in 

time are unable to analyse large areas of language specific semiotic relevance. 

These models include both Generative models and Applicative grammar, des

pite the semiotic orientation of the latter. 

Notes 
1 According to BoiiAapKO H Ap. (1997: 63) "6UAO ycraHOBAeno, HTO pasAWHeHne AByx crenenen 
peAyKUHH B npeAyAapHbix CAorax peaAbHO TOABKO A/VM aAAOcJiOHOB (JioHCMbi / a / [i.e. Leningrad 
school C.K.] TorAa KaK ocraAbiiwe rAacHbie B npeAyAapHofi nosiinHii pea.\n3yK)Tcn noHxn 
OAHHaKOBO H B OepBOM H BO BTOpOM npCAyAapHOM CAOFC (BondapKO, 1981). C ApyrOH CTOpOHM, 
GbiAO iioKaaaiio, MTO AAM Bcex rAacHwx xapaKiepno npoTHBocTaBAeniie opeAyAapHofl H 
3ayAapiioH peAVKUHH, CBdaaiinoe co 3HaHiiTe;vbribiM ocAaOAeiraeM apTiiKy/vamra K Konuy cAOBa 
{EoiidapKo, KjKOjibUfuKoea, FlaeAoea, CeemoMpooa, llhmpH, 1971)". These findings are relevant to 
"Prague" phonology only if the number of elements in every opposition class of vowels (the five-
member set, the three-member set, and the n.vo-member set, not to mention special cases, cf. 
Kordandt 1973: 74-75) is affected; members of different opposition classes need not be discretely 
different from one another phonetically. 
The 3300 member set of vowel allophones mentioned on page 68 of BoHAapKo ii Ap. (1997) is, 
of course, not a set of allophones in "Prague" phonology, but, say, a set of (potential) phonetic 
realizations of Leningrad school "phonemes". 
2 For example, BoHAapKo H Ap. (1997: 76 ff.) contains the baffling idea that diphones must be 
created on the basis of an already available (?) set of allophones placed in pseudo words which 
are recorded and then segmented. The whole sense of creating diphones, however, was in 
avoiding allophones in speech synthesis: given the former, the latter are redundant, and vice 
versa. Opinions differed on which method was best. The wish to realize both models (1997: 64-
65) is incomprehensible and expensively useless (not to mention the number of diphones needed 
to overcome the segmentation problems discussed on page 78 ff). As FlaHOB (1995: 34-37) 
explains, the Leningrad conception of the syllable (BoHAapxo, HaBAOBa 1967) was not a good 
idea either. 
3 In one case the phonological system described in Kortiandt (1973) is about to change (or has 
already changed m the younger norm) under the influence of the hardening of nonftnal 
consonants in clusters ending in a soft consonant (KacaTKmi 1993, see also in 1999): a new hard 
~ soft opposition of the type Ka3a[p]Me ~ Tio[p']Me, K.\a[Al6iime ~ CBa[Al6e (dentals before soft 
labials) arises if soft pronunciation in the former cases becomes (or is already) impossible. The 
other cases discussed in KacaxKiiH (1993) remain cases of neutralization from the point of view 
of "Prague" phonology, but have in the younger norm another pronunciation than that given in 
Kortiandt (1973: 78-79). The position before the clitics -ca, -re (boundary type), and, of course, 
before boundaries between words (vowel reduction units) - also if the boundary is not rendered 
in spelling, were already strong, of course; for sonorous dentals, the position before -CKHH is 
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strong (aMepHKafujcKiiH ~ T,iifBa[H'JcKirH, KaFmevmfpJcKHii ~ AeKaefplcKHH ); in this position, the 
phoneme opposition corresponds to the alternation of the type ne rep6yprcKiiri ~ KaAy>KCKHH). 
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