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I would never presume to tell anybody that what they are doing is or is not ‘linguistics’. A classic 

definition of linguistics is that it is ‘the scientific study of language’. That definition seems fine to me, 

since well over 90% of the self-described linguists in the world would agree with it. Where linguists 

disagree is not over the definition of linguistics, but rather over what is the essence of language and 

therefore what might be the most promising research program for linguistics. One body of linguists 

focuses on what it sees as the primary function of language — communication — and therefore 

accommodates its research program to investigate the extent to which the properties of grammar can 

be derived from this function. I’ll call this approach ‘usage-based linguistics’ (UBL). The other body of 

linguists is skeptical that language has a ‘primary function’ and, even if it does, it is skeptical that its 

properties would be expected to follow from this function. The basic strategy of this approach is to 

follow Saussure’s dictum that language should be studied for itself, that is, to construct a theory based 

on internal linguistic evidence, and go on to investigate the implementation of this system in its use in 

communication, thought, or whatever. I’ll call this approach ‘autonomous linguistics’ (AL). The essence 

of AL is that grammar as a whole and the syntactic aspects of grammar form a structural system. It is 

crucial to stress that AL does not reject the idea that properties of this system might well be derived 

from its use, or that use can change the properties of the system over time. 

 

The bulk of the presentation is devoted to arguing that AL is a reasonable approach to the study of 

grammar. To motivate such an idea, one must demonstrate two things: first, that there exists an 

extensive set of purely formal generalizations orthogonal to generalizations governing meaning or 

discourse; second — and crucially — that these generalizations ‘interlock’ in a system. I demonstrate 

this first with a look at two constructions from English: those involving a fronted wh-element and those 

in which an adjective is followed by an infinitival complement. I then turn to cross-linguistic support 

for AL by examining the typology of sentential negation. I demonstrate that in the great majority of 

languages, negatives pattern with grammatical elements with which they have little or nothing in 

common semantically or functionally. I then turn to diachronic support for AL, demonstrating that 

much of language change is driven by purely structural factors, rather than functional or semantic 

ones. 

 

I conclude with speculative remarks on why syntax is autonomous and provide (perhaps surprisingly) 
a functional explanation. I suggest that an autonomous syntax as an intermediate system between 
form and function is a clever design solution to the problem of making language both learnable and 
usable. 


