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PREFACE 

Interest in word-meaning is on the increase among mainstream l i n -
guists again a f ter a half-century of neglect, the labors of several no-
table isolated workers notwithstanding. Many North Americains trained 
in the 1930s and 1940s, repelled by the incessant etymologizing of the i r 
professors, sought new challenges in phonology. Their pupils subsequent-
l y , who were to become the transformat ional-generat iv ists, heard l i t t l e 
about l ex i s , word-study. They are more and more coming to sense the 
problem of the place of the word in l i ngu i s t i c s t ructure. 

During th is interval progress in phonology and syntax was great, 
but fur ther progress in these sub-discipl ines w i l l remain blocked unt i l 
i t is recognized that the prime functional uni t of speech is the word, 
that the central problem of language theory is l ex i s . For syntax is no-
thing i f not the syntax of words, and phonology is nothing i f not the 
study of the pronunciation of words, whether alone, in syntax, or - at 
a great remove from speech - in the i r paradigms. 

I t is widely recognized, and cor rec t ly , that word-meaning is typ ic-
a l l y complicated by changes across time: oil-cloth is not o i l y any more, 
steam-rollers run on diesel propulsion now; the wr i t ing implements called 
' feathers ' in so many languages are no longer feathers. I f syntax, mor-
phology, and phonology are seen in the i r proper perspective as aspects 
of words, i t follows that these levels of language st ructure, too, w i l l 
incorporate the effects of change in t ime. 

Speaking is not pure creat ion, but an uneven mix of creation and 
t r a d i t i o n . Those interested in the theory of language c r e a t i v i t y , clear-
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l y , must be able to discern the flotsam and jetsam of the past from 
spontaneous creations of the moment. History is thus a necessary pre-
condit ion for theory construction in language, jus t as in biology, geo-
logy, astronomy, even in physics! - Your ship w i l l be sunk by a mine 
i f you haven't neutralized i t s magnetic f i e l d , which is determined by 
the ship's par t icu lar history (see George C. Homans, The Nature of So-
cial Science, New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1967, pp.92-93). 

But history is not a mere inventory of s ta t i c vestiges of the past, 
not mere antiquarianism. I t is rather that theoret ical framework in 
which we account for the perceptual dynamics that produce the changes 
and the i r complications in the f i r s t place. 

The a r t i c les reprinted in th is volume represent an attempt to i l -
luminate, on the basis of par t icu lar lex ical studies, the dynamics of 
perception and word-meaning, of language and mind. 
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