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Communicative Efficiency

All living beings try to save effort, and humans are no exception. This

groundbreaking book shows how we save time and energy during communi-

cation by unconsciously making efficient choices in grammar, lexicon and

phonology. It presents a new theory of ‘communicative efficiency’, the idea

that language is designed to be as efficient as possible, as a system of

communication. The new framework accounts for the diverse manifestations

of communicative efficiency across a typologically broad range of languages,

using various corpus-based and statistical approaches to explain speakers’

bias towards efficiency. The author’s unique interdisciplinary expertise

allows her to provide rich evidence from a broad range of language sciences.

She integrates diverse insights from over a hundred years of research into this

comprehensible new theory, which she presents step-by-step in clear and

accessible language. It is essential reading for language scientists, cognitive

scientists and anyone interested in language use and communication.
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Preface

This book is a result of two anachronisms. The first one is the old German

tradition of writing a postdoctoral thesis. It is part of the habilitation process,

which enables a researcher to become a professor. This intention has not

materialized yet, but I really enjoyed the process itself when I was writing

my habilitation thesis back in 2018. I found that the large format allowed me to

put together many different things that I have been thinking about, so I decided

to develop the thesis into something better and more comprehensive. And then

suddenly came the second anachronism, the pandemic of the dangerous virus,

which has been plaguing us since 2020. Never had I thought that such a thing

would be possible in the twenty-first century. The shutdown, however, did

have the proverbial silver lining, giving me the time and mental space neces-

sary for thinking about the big picture.

Of course, a book may also be an anachronism these days, when important

debates happen on Twitter or Facebook. I really hope we are not there yet, but

for those who do not have time to read the whole text, the individual chapters

should be sufficiently accessible. Some of them provide overviews of specific

types of efficiency, while others are centred around a well-known linguistic

phenomenon, such as causative constructions or differential case marking.

Thanks to my unconventional career path, or rather, stochastic Markov

chain, I have had an opportunity to pursue different research directions and

learn about different theories and methods from typology, functional and

cognitive linguistics, psycholinguistics, neuroscience and corpus linguistics.

I hope that this collection of findings from diverse disciplines will be useful to

researchers from different frameworks and backgrounds, and will inspire more

(and better) interdisciplinary research in language sciences.
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