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English downtoner, far from (as in far from perfect), to its Dutch equivalent, verre van, it is found that, even 
though they started out quite similar, the two downtoners went on to develop differently due to differences in 
the overall structure of English and Dutch. Importantly, this is one way in which even small changes may 
reinforce and gradually increase existing differences between languages.  
 
Finally, this research can say something about how language works in general. Similarity is so important to 
how changes unfold precisely because it is important to how speakers subconsciously use language all the 
time. Presumably, whenever a speaker thinks up a new sentence and decides it is acceptable, they do so by 
evaluating its resemblance to previous sentences. In this respect, actualization processes are giving us a unique 
window on how similarity works in organizing and reorganizing speakers' internal grammars, showing just 
how sensitive speakers are to all sorts of similarities. Strikingly, then, the same similarity judgments that 
speakers make to form acceptable and intelligible sentences allow their grammars to gradually change over 
time.  
 

#### 
 
The Linguistic Society of America (LSA) publishes the peer-reviewed journal, Language, four times per year. The LSA is 
the largest national professional society representing the field of linguistics. Its mission is to advance the scientific study 
of language. 
 
 
 


