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Abstract

This study describes the emergence and the development of
modern European psycholinguistics with special reference to the
situation in Germany. First, a brief introduction is given to the
emergence of modern American psycholinguistics and a discussion
is made about some of the problems and issues in American
psycholinguistics.

Mainstream American psycholinguistics is found to be
linguistics-based and computation-oriented experimental psychology
of language. In its current form, it is most concerned with the
representations and the processes of the linguistic knowledge in the
human mind. It leaves much to be desired in the matter of language
use in social context.

In contrast, European psycholinguistics has, from the very
beginning, put language use in the center of its investigation.
Therefore, it can be properly called as socio-psycholinguistics, that
is, it emphasizes individual psychology on the one hand and social
psychology on the other. This is especially true in terms of German
psycholinguistics.

German psycholinguistics, as represented by the research
groups at Bochum, Géttingen, Heidelberg-Mannheim, Berlin,
Saarbriicken, Kassel, and Bielefeld, is unique in its concern over
the psychology of meaning, its attention to the close relationship
between production and comprehension, its analysis of dynamic
psychological processes, and its investigation of the interplay
between linguistic, cognitive/conceptual, and social/contextual
factors. Therefore, the processes of language comprehension and
production are seldom explored in vacuo. This is why EPL is often
considered more functional than APL.

4. Summary and Conclusion

This study sets out to investigate the emergence and the development of modern
European psycholinguistics with special reference to the situation in Germany. In
order to attain this aim, first it describes

psycholinguistics as it developed in the United States in the 1950’s.

Modern American psycholinguitics first appeared in the framework of behavioral
psychology, information theory in mathematics, and Bloomfield’s structural linguistics.
At this stage, psycholinguistics was loosely defined. But when Chomsky’s linguistic
theory appeared, American psycholinguistics was soon directed to the experimental
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verification of linguistic constructs. This was the time the Harvard-MIT school of
psycholinguistics came into being, and it became the mainstream of American
psycholinguistics since. Mainstream APL should be merited for its vigorous linguistic
theories and strict experimental paradigm, both of which have exerted much impact
on EPL.

Mainstream American psycholinguistics later incorporated cognitive psychology
in the form of informational processing into its theorizing, but there was continuing
neglect of the social apsects of language in actual use. Although there have been
many people voicing for a change in American psycholinguistics, the linguistic-
computational orientation has remained firm and thus spread far and wide all over
the world.

In contrast to this orientation, modern European psycholinguistics, developed
about a decade later than its American counterpart, is in both theory and methodology
more functional — functional in the sense that language is considered as a tool
for interpersonal purposes in the context of a society. So European psycholinguistics
is both individual psychology and social psychology and it is a psychology of
language use.

This is especially clear in German psycholinguistics, e.g., the works by
Hormann at Bochum, Ertel at Gottingen, Herrmann at Mannheim, and Graumann
at Heidelberg, Engelkamp at Saarbriicken, and Dechert at Kassel. Their theoretical
roots can be traced as far back as to Biihler and Wundt, or even von Humboldt,
a philosophical and psychological tradition that is very much different from the
Lockean tradition of the American culture.

The German idealistic and mentalistic tradition of the psychology of language
has resulted in the development of psycholinguistic semantics (Hérmann), the theory
of perspectivity (Graumann), a unique model of language production (Herrmann),
contrastive psycholinguistics (Dechert), and multi-modal processing (Engelkamp). In
all these theories, there is a preoccupation with content/concept rather than with
form and with psychol-gical processes rather than with linguistic products.

Besides, while American psycholinguistics is more concerned with how the
human mind processes and represents various linguistic units (words, sentences,
discourses), German psycholinguistics is more interested in observing the many
personal and interpersonal factors that come into play to decide what someone means
by a certain utterance. Therefore, context and interactional-communicative factors
such as speaker characteristics and speaker-hearer relationships have always been
studied along with the linguistic processes within the psyche of the individual. Even
in the most recent research, e.g., in the work of the Bielefeld group where cognitive
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science permeates, contextual concern is still explicit.

While APL approaches their topics often via strict experimentation, EPL
frequently makes use of the methodology of social psychology, using a variety of
techniques, from experimentation to observation and introspection.

However, such differences between APL and EPL/GPL began to blur in the
1980°s when mutual influence spread. This can be seen in the works of some recently
developed research projects, e.g., Biclefeld, Kassel, and Berlin, as well as in the
works of other research groups in which the information processing theorizing is
often adopted. Psycholinguistics today can best be described as an international event,
with both sides mutually influencing and benefiting each other.
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