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For the most part, scholarly publication in linguistics (and indeed in any science) consists of intensive investigations of narrowly specified topics. There is nothing wrong with this. It is just a fact that the horizons of our knowledge are gradually pushed forward in tiny increments. This does mean, however, that we as scholars are less prone to take a comprehensive look at a phenomenon and connect all the dots of a given system. I will present three examples of how a broader perspective yields new insights. In all three examples, the need for teaching materials forced me to undertake a comprehensive investigation of a phenomenon. In each case, I implemented the theoretical framework of Cognitive Linguistics to create an application for students, yet in doing so I also uncovered new territory for theoretical exploration. My first two examples involve the expression of case and aspect in Slavic languages, and the third one examines cognitive categories relevant to language and nationalism.


The bulk of my teaching load is comprised of language courses and courses in language and political identity. This gives me lots of opportunities to take a macroscopic look at languages and how people interact with them. Students don’t want part of an answer. They want an explanation that will apply as broadly and exhaustively as possible. This means that the classroom experience can lead us to take a wider view of phenomena. Students also don’t care what framework the explanation grew out of, as long as it gives them the most coherent, comprehensive view of a phenomenon. Cognitive linguistics affords us some real advantages in producing applications for learners because it is based on embodied human experience and can be made utterly transparent to the user, who does not have to master any theoretical artifice. 

Being accountable to the classroom audience is very different from being accountable to anonymous peer reviewers for scholarly journals. However, I believe that both experiences can contribute to one’s scholarship and indeed each kind of accountability can strengthen the other. I will briefly outline the interaction of narrow- and broad-scope scholarship, theory and application in my three examples. 

Case. Except for Bulgarian and Macedonian, Slavic languages have complex systems of 6-7 grammatical cases, and these are a major stumbling block for learners from morphologically impoverished languages like English. I started with a very scholarly look at just the Dative and Instrumental in Czech and Russian to find out how radial categories and metaphorical extension work in case semantics. Later on, I realized that this theoretical approach could be applied to the four remaining Russian cases. Over the course of a decade, I worked out all the details, and then with the help of my co-author, Steven Clancy, wrote a textbook on the entire case system of Russian, complete with sound, interactive exercises, and several hundred authentic examples. The use of linguistic terminology in this book is limited to “verb”, “noun”, “preposition”, “adjective”, and “adverb”. All meanings are described as coherent wholes grounded in physical human experience which makes them accessible to all users. The Case Book for Czech came out in 2006, and The Case Book for Polish is on its way. 

Producing the Case Book series gave me a chance to prove that the theoretical heuristics of Cognitive Linguistics such as prototype, radial category, and metaphorical extension are indeed sufficient to account for entire grammatical systems. I also turned up significant patterns in terms of the use of end-point metonymy and the role of metaphorical domains in case semantics. This project has made it possible to compare case usage across languages, yielding some valuable observations, especially concerning expressions of time, motion, and domination (where the various Slavic languages can use the “same” case morphology in surprisingly different ways). Steven Clancy has applied a more ambitious and sophisticated method of comparison to the output of this project, using the Multi-Dimensional Scaling method employed by Croft & Poole (forthcoming) to model the conceptual space of case in Slavic.
Aspect. The use and derivation of Perfective and Imperfective verbs in Slavic languages is the subject of a vast literature and the source of equally vast frustrations for learners of those languages. Inspired in part by the variations in time expressions I had observed in case usage, as well as by the struggles of my students grappling with Slavic aspect, I undertook two major theoretical studies. One study explored the metaphorical motives for aspect in Slavic and the other study proposed a new model for aspectual derivation patterns, identifying “clusters” instead of “pairs” as the basic unit for grouping aspectually related verbs. Thanks to a grant from the National Science Foundation, I had the opportunity to create interactive materials that connect learners to physical experiences of matter and the corresponding uses of Russian aspect (see http://www.unc.edu/depts/slavdept/lajanda/russian/ainr/), using animation, sound, and authentic examples. Work on these broader studies and materials led me to new discoveries concerning the role of motion verbs and biaspectual verbs in the aspectual system of Russian. Further investigations include conceptual overlap between verbal roots and prefixes, as well as the existence of hypocoristic Perfectives.
Language and Nationalism. I have recently developed courses devoted to the interactions between speakers of majority and minority languages and dialects. To my amazement, this issue is largely absent in the undergraduate curriculum (at least in US universities). Both language and nationalism are constructs that by necessity lack operational definitions. The identification of a language as distinct from or united to the variety spoken by another speech community is entirely a matter of collective imagination. The cognitive categorizations involved and their manipulations are worthy of study in themselves, with a fascinating variety of possibilities, ranging from the imagined unity of mutually incomprehensible varieties (cf. German, Chinese), through the distinction of mutually comprehensible varieties (cf. Norwegian, Danish, Swedish), to the artificial magnification of “differences” that hardly qualify as linguistic in order to assert distinctiveness (cf. the successor languages to the former Serbo-Croatian: Serbian, Croatian, Bosnian, Montenegrin, based largely on differences in orthography and lexical borrowing). The concept of nationalism is relatively recent (18th century) and is in most cases intimately linked to linguistic identity. Both constructs demonstrate the profound effects of prototype and category structure in human imagination and their power to drive human action. I never would have looked at either of these issues if I hadn’t been forced by my classroom experience to take a broad perspective on the political forces and personal choices that shape linguistic identity. Overall, societies tend to undervalue their linguistic diversity, and as a consequence the world is experiencing language extinction at an unprecedented rate. Perhaps by facing these broader issues, we as linguists can do something to reverse this trend. 

Among the many attractions of Cognitive Linguistics is its relevance for application. Application can, in turn, broaden our theoretical horizons as well.

