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Functional but Formal

In the early stage of generative phonology, writing rules and finding formal principles were
regarded as the chief aim of the study of language, and were thought to be an “explanation” of the
native speaker’s knowledge of his/her language. In the course of phonological research, however,
some linguists began to claim that this is not a “real” explanation. They stressed the need for a
theory which could show the reasons for the changes and processes which the rules express. An
explanation of this sort is often functional in nature. Since then much of the research in this field has
been directed toward incorporating functional explanations into a formal system of grammar.
However, functional explanations are multi-dimensional in the sense that the present state of
grammar reflects the results of changes caused by various motivations, including totally accidental
ones, through the evolution and development of language. In this regard, the search for a single
evaluation measure based on functional reason as a part of universal grammar does not seem to
follow correct lines of inquiry.
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