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Toward a Symbiotic Relationship between Theoretical
Linguistics and Psycholinguistics

Masataka Yano

I am honored to contribute a short essay to the booklet celebrating the 80-year anniversary of
the Linguistic Society of Japan (LSJ). Having come this far proves the continuous efforts of a
dedicated committee and members always striving to improve the LSJ. After expressing my
gratitude with respect to awards, I address my opinion regarding the current state of our
linguistics community in Japan instead of reflecting upon its history (as only five years have

passed since my enrollment).

The Best Presentation and Paper Awards

I received the Best Presentation Award (LSJ154) in 2017 and the Best Paper Award (Gengo
Kenkyu volume 149) in 2016. In the presentation at LSJ154, we discussed the relationship
between sentence comprehension, syntactic knowledge, and conceptual accessibility based on
the results of an event-related brain potential experiment in Truku Seediq, an Austronesian
language spoken in Taiwan. This study was a collaborative work with Keiyu Niikuni (Tohoku
University), Hajime Ono (Tsuda University), Sachiko Kiyama (Tohoku University), Manami
Sato (Okinawa International University), Apay Ai-yu Tang (National Dong Hwa University),
Daichi Yasunaga (Kanazawa University), and Masatoshi Koizumi (Tohoku University).

The paper, co-authored with the late professor Tsutomu Sakamoto (Kyushu University), is
part of my PhD work, which addressed the issue of whether (morpho)syntactic and heuristic
processes interact in sentence comprehension, with an aim to uncover the architecture of the
language processing system. We are sincerely grateful to reviewers of Gengo Kenkyu and the
audiences at the LSJ meetings for their valuable comments and suggestions to improve our
work. We also appreciate the kind support from collaborators and participants in Hualien and

Kyushu University.

Toward a Symbiotic Relationship between Theoretical Linguistics and
Psycholinguistics
According to Marr (1982), a full understanding of a complex information-processing system

involves three levels of explanation, namely, computational, algorithmic, and implementational



levels, which correspond to theories of theoretical linguistics, psycholinguistics, and
neurobiology of language, respectively, (e.g. Sprouse and Lau, 2013; see also Phillips and
Lewis, 2010). If the language faculty is one such system implemented in the human brain, one
of the major tasks for linguistics is to elucidate grammatical knowledge of languages, the
algorithm of language comprehension/production, and the neural basis of language, and relate
them to one another. Importantly, it is not desirable (or even possible) to examine only one level
without any consideration of the others because the three levels are not independent of each
other. Psycholinguists can deepen our understanding of the mechanisms of sentence processing
and their neural bases if they have explicit theories at the computational level. Indeed,
generative theories of syntax, for example, have played a significant role in providing a useful
source of investigation to explore syntactic processing (Marantz, 2005), although other
approaches have also been employed (see e.g. Embick & Poeppel, 2014; Poeppel & Embick,
2005). Insights from psycho/neurolinguistic studies, in turn, benefit theoretical linguists in that
they can separate performance-related factors from the competence-related factors with which
they are concerned. Furthermore, to the extent that a linking hypothesis reliably predicts
real-time processing, psycho/neurolinguistic methods can be employed to test theoretical claims
(rather than to only supplement them).

As discussed briefly, theoretical and psycho/neurolinguistics are closely related and should
have a mutually beneficial relationship because the distinction between what is referred to as
competence and performance is a conceptual distinction for the divide-and-conquer approach,
not necessarily an empirical one. It is possible that we have been examining the same cognitive
system at different levels of abstraction. I think it is great that every LSJ meeting has covered a
wide range of topics in different fields. However, I am concerned that there is little interest and
effort in having an interdisciplinary debate. This can lead to an undesirable state, especially for
young researchers who have few opportunities for interdisciplinary training in Japan. Since LSJ
has played a pivotal role in the field of linguistics for years, I hope that LSJ meetings will serve
as an interdisciplinary place where members, as well as non-members such as undergraduate
students, share and discuss their ideas to bridge theoretical linguistics, psycho/neurolinguistics
and other related fields. I look forward to our linguistics community being not just diverse but

more interactive across different areas.
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