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ABSTRACT

Language research has never been richer—spanning formal theory, documentation, neuroscience, psychology,
education and Al—yet it remains partitioned by disciplinary silos, methodological habits and WEIRD sampling
biases. We argue that progress on core problems—how language is learned, processed, varies, breaks down and
can be engineered—requires “retiring linguistics” as an isolated discipline and consolidating expertise within an
integrated Language Science. This does not dilute rigor; it redeploys it, coupling formal models with quantitative
evidence, community-engaged methods and clinical and technological applications. We highlight cross-silo advan-
ces (e.g., neurosemantic mapping, speech neuroprosthetics, computational sociolinguistics) as proof of concept,
and identify structural obstacles—departmental incentives, fragmented training, terminological gaps—that impe-
de coordination. We propose actionable reforms: transdisciplinary institutes and appointments, evaluation criteria
that reward collaboration, curricula that braid theory, computation and field methods, funding and venues for
cross-field work, and ethical frameworks centred on partnership and benefit-sharing with language communities.
Unifying around problems rather than departments can deliver more generalizable science and greater societal
benefit—from equitable language technologies and education to improved clinical outcomes—by aligning expla-
nations across levels from neurons to social networks.
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1. Introduction

Linguistic research has yielded transformative insights into the structure and diversity of human
language, from formal grammars and phonological models to typological surveys and documentation
of thousands of languages. Classical linguistics famously identified universal patterns (e.g. syntactic
hierarchies, semantic roles) and underscored innate cognitive capacities for language (the “language
instinct” proposed by Chomsky). At the same time, evidence of enormous linguistic diversity (Evans
& Levinson 2009) and usage-driven phenomena has prompted a paradigm shift toward usage-based,
statistical, and ecological models of language. These achievements - rigorous formal models, detailed
descriptions of understudied languages, and tools for teaching and revitalization - form a rich foundation.
Yet, the traditional discipline of “linguistics” is struggling to capture the full complexity of language as it
is studied today across numerous fields. We use “retiring linguistics” to mean dissolving linguistics as an

isolated academic silo (while preserving its knowledge). The proposal is not to abandon linguistic expertise,
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but to fold it into a broader, pluralistic Language Science that integrates formal, cognitive, computational,
social, clinical, and technological approaches.

Language Science is conceived as an interdisciplinary meta-discipline. For example, the University of
Maryland Language Science Center explicitly “advances an interdisciplinary science of language” that spans
departments and connects fundamental science to learning, technology, and clinical applications. At Penn,
the ILST initiative similarly aims “to integrate the computational, structural, cognitive and neuroscientific
study of speech, language and communication” across the university[4]. Such programs embody the idea
that language science subsumes linguistics, neuroscience, psychology, Al, anthropology, education and
more, united by common goals. The high-level vision is that language research should be organized not
by discipline (comp-sci vs psych vs anthropology) but by problems and phenomena (speech perception,

semantics, discourse, language learning, language disorders, communication technologies).

2. Fragmented Language Research Today

Despite this vision, language inquiry remains fragmented across many fields. As one commentator
observes, “the study of language has fragmented into many highly-specialized areas of study that tend not to
talk to each other”. In practice, experts in education, engineering, neuroscience, fieldwork, and policy receive
different training, are housed in different departments, publish in different venues, and often have little
contact. This means that even basic questions about language become siloed. For example, researchers on
language evolution often disregard developmental and processing data; those on child language acquisition
may ignore evolutionary context; psycholinguists focus on adult processing without full awareness of
developmental or social variation. Meanwhile, computational linguists developing Al systems often treat
linguistic structure as secondary, while sociolinguists and anthropological linguists study language in
society with minimal reference to formal models or brain mechanisms. Education specialists grapple
with literacy and classroom issues largely separately from cognitive models of reading and language, and
clinical fields like speech-language pathology may draw selectively on phonetic or cognitive models without
engaging the full breadth of linguistic theory. Even within linguistic subdisciplines, different frameworks
may be popular, which share little of their central assumptions for linguistic analysis, an example of this
being the contrast between phrase structure and dependency grammars or constraint based- or optimality
theory (OT) based approaches and ones that do not use OT. In sum, language research spans Al and NLP,
neuroscience, psychology, clinical sciences, education, sociolinguistics/anthropology, and more - yet these
communities often operate in parallel, not in concert.

Empirical evidence of this siloing is striking. A large-scale review of psycholinguistics found a heavy
bias: studies overwhelmingly focus on English and North American university students, with global south
languages and contexts seriously under-represented. Similarly, joint conferences or journals rarely attract
participation from multiple language-related disciplines. In the realm of language documentation, scholars
note that comprehensive language records must by nature draw on ecology, anthropology, cognition, and
pedagogy - but many documentation projects remain narrowly focused and thus “only marginally useful”
to other fields. In short, language is important across society, yet researchers studying it often do not share

methods or results, leading to redundant or incompatible efforts.

3. Structural Barriers and Incentives

These disconnections are perpetuated by structural and institutional factors. Universities are organized
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into departments that act as intellectual “silos”; each discipline develops its own publication outlets, funding
channels, and evaluation criteria. In general, the field has been characterised by a distinction between
two perspectives — CL1 (holistic) and CL2 (modular) — each with its own foundational assumptions
and methodological preferences. This division can limit cross-paradigm dialogue, as researchers tend
to work within established frameworks rather than integrating insights from alternative approaches or
external evidence. (https://doi.org/10.1016/j.langsci.2012.04.007) In such an environment, collaboration
across fields faces headwinds. Reviewers often apply a disciplinary lens to interdisciplinary proposals.
Departments primarily hire and reward specialists in traditional areas, so researchers who cross boundaries
risk being seen as unfocused or “not real scientists” in any one field. Undergraduate and K-12 curricula
contribute too: language is often taught as a humanities subject, obscuring its connections to science and
technology.

There is a considerable lack of convention on what the object and nature of linguistics as a science
entails, particularly with regards to formal syntax. While some linguists, like Noam Chomsky, understand
linguistics as a subdiscipline of cognitive psychology and insist that the principles of syntax subject to
inquiry are psychologically real, linguistic research relating to these principles in practice often remains
the study of abstract linguistic entities, as opposed to an empirical study of speaker cognitive faculties and
competence (Eddington 2008). On the other hand, psycholinguistic inquiry often disregards the abstract
properties of syntactic and linguistic structures in general.

Methodologically, fragmentation persists. Some scholars emphasize quantitative, corpus-based
methods (as in AI/NLP and corpus linguistics), while others favor qualitative or ethnographic approaches
(common in sociolinguistics and education). Many linguistic subfields have evolved their own techniques.
For example, in formal syntax, introspection remains a dominant method of inquiry about grammaticality,
despite considerable disadvantages, as noted by Gibbs (2006) https://doi.org/10.1075/arcl.4.06gib and
a possibility for linguists to disagree with regards to their idiolects on the grammaticality of a syntactic
structure, limiting the generalizability of results produced. Language acquisition relies on experiments with
children; neurolinguistics uses imaging; NLP relies on statistical learning. These varied cultures set different
standards of rigor and evidence, making cross-field collaboration difficult. Even terminology differs across
fields, introducing “terminological gaps” and confusion. For instance, the concept of “competence” in formal
linguistics differs from “communicative proficiency” in education, and “paradigm” in psychology is distinct
from “dialect” in sociolinguistics. Without deliberate coordination, these differences create blind spots and
duplicated debates. The difference in terminology between fields is not only confusing for linguists, but
also comes with considerable concerns with regards to the nature of linguistics as a science. Eddington
(2008) https://www.researchgate.net/publication/228848641_Linguistics_and_the_scientific_method/
citation/download) discusses the presence of pseudoscientific theories in linguistics and is able to identify
several unfalsifiable hypotheses in different linguistic disciplines, which he argues, arise in part from the
nature of current linguistic inquiry, which relates to speaker performance, yet purports to produce insights
regarding speaker competence. Since research on real-world language use primarily concerns performance,
hypotheses about underlying speaker competence are difficult to test empirically, as the abstract nature of
linguistic competence makes direct falsification challenging.

A key flaw is epistemic bias. As the large psycholinguistic survey found, linguistic diversity is often
glossed over; most research assumes Western, educated, industrialized languages and speakers. According
to Berghoff and Bylund (2025), https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2024.106043 76% of all studies

concentrate on just ten languages, nearly half of which (45%) focus on English, risking theories that reflect
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language-specific rather than universal processing principles. This skew not only limits our scientific
conclusions, it also raises equity issues (discussed below). Likewise, sign languages, creoles, and emergent
digital communication are under-studied in many subfields. Research on multilingualism and heritage
languages often proceeds with little interaction between psycholinguistics, sociolinguistics, and education.
In documentation, the common assumption of monolingual fields obscures the fact that most communities
are multilingual, as Holton notes. These implicit biases arise from siloed training: scholars tend to study
what is familiar (their native tongue, their own society), which weaves systemic gaps into the fabric of
language science.

Community engagement is another structural weakness. Many language subfields, particularly
anthropological linguistics and documentation, champion community-based research. They emphasize
informed consent, local leadership, and benefit sharing. By contrast, much research in linguistics and NLP
happens with secondary data or in labs, with minimal direct involvement of language communities. This
raises ethical concerns: who controls the data, who benefits from new technologies, and whose knowledge
is prioritized? Without coordination, projects can violate community norms (e.g. recording sacred language
without permission) or fail to return results. The Linguistic Society of America’s ethics guidelines stress that
language knowledge is collective and must be handled with respect. The current fragmented state means

these best practices are not uniformly applied across all language research.

4. Addressing Objections

Even as we highlight these problems, we must address common concerns. One worry is that an
integrated language science might dilute the formal rigor of theoretical linguistics. In fact, a pluralistic
language science can preserve and even strengthen rigor by applying formal methods across domains.
Programs like ILST explicitly include “structural” linguistics alongside computational and cognitive
approaches[4]. The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy notes that computational linguistics has long
drawn on formal grammar, logic, and cognitive models. In a unified framework, formal theory can guide
Al models (e.g. providing constraints for learning algorithms), and quantitative methods can be applied to
test linguistic theories with real-world data. Thus, retiring linguistics as a silo does not mean abandoning
grammar or semantics; it means embedding them in a richer empirical context.

Another objection is fear of duplication or loss of identity: if “everyone studies language,” won't we see
redundant research? Paradoxically, the solution lies in collaboration: a community of language scientists
can coordinate projects so that efforts are complementary rather than overlapping. For example, when Penn
created an interdisciplinary unit spanning cognitive science and linguistics, it reduced duplicate courses
and unified resources. Grant agencies could similarly encourage integrated proposals that pool expertise.
The desired outcome is not identical replication, but synergy - leveraging diverse strengths. For instance,
an Al research team and a field linguist might jointly collect a speech corpus annotated with syntactic
structure, benefiting both language model training and typological analysis. Likewise, the implementation
of computational methodologies and corpora can in turn assist formal syntax by informing grammaticality
judgements and reducing the need for introspection.

Critiques of modern NLP also illustrate the need for integration. It has been argued that current
neural models are essentially “curve-fitting” on form, lacking true semantic understanding, as they
capture statistical regularities rather than meaning, often misinterpreting nuance, figurative language, or

pragmatic intent. Many models also rely on simplified assumptions, such as conditional independence or
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shallow contextualization, which fail to reflect the structural and relational complexity of natural language.
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.928883. In an integrated language science, NLP would not operate
in isolation; it would routinely incorporate insights from psycholinguistics, semantics, and social context.
Bender & Koller (2020) argue that form-only systems cannot learn meaning without grounding. A unified
field would address this by connecting large-scale data methods with rigorous semantic theory and human
behavioral evidence. Likewise, concerns that Al-based language tools are insensitive to user context can be
met by incorporating sociolinguistic and cognitive factors into design. In short, objections about rigor or
redundancy do not vanish in an integrated framework - instead, they spur careful structuring of research
programs to ensure that formal insights are preserved, overlap is managed, and meaning is not lost in

abstraction.

5. Toward an Integrated Language Science

What would a fully integrated Language Science look like? Conceptually, it would treat language
research as a continuum across levels - from neurons to societies - rather than as separate disciplines.
Practically, universities might establish transdisciplinary Language Science centers or institutes (as some
already have), with faculty appointments that span departments. Graduate programs would train students
in computational modeling, experimental methods, field documentation, and societal aspects together, so
that a PhD might be co-advised by a neuroscientist and a sociolinguist, for example. Course curricula would
blend theory and application: an introductory “language science” course could cover generative grammar
and neural networks, acquisition experiments and corpus analysis, all as facets of the same phenomenon.
The mission statement of the Language Science Center at UMD captures this vision: its interdisciplinary
approach “addresses broad questions and combines expertise in multiple departments, methodologies, and
research areas”.

In terms of outputs, new journals and conferences should welcome cross-field work. For example,
the Frontiers journal launched a “Computational Sociolinguistics” topic precisely to unite social linguistics
and NLP. We envision more such venues. Similarly, the success of Language Science Press (an open-access
publisher) - 277 books in multiple languages as of 2025 - shows that the linguistics community values
broad, cross-cutting scholarship. Funding bodies should offer “language science” grants that require multi-
domain teams, and professional societies (LSA, ACL, SN, AAA, etc.) could form a coalition for language
research. Governance of language science might involve cross-divisional committees (e.g. joint sessions
at major science funding agencies) to reflect that language belongs in humanities, social science, natural
science, and engineering alike.

Figure suggestions: (1) Conceptual map of Language Science: a Venn/overlap diagram showing
linguistics, Al, neuroscience, psychology, anthropology, education all converging on a central “Language
Science” node. (2) Integration timeline: a flowchart or timeline illustrating the historical emergence of
interdisciplinary initiatives (e.g. cognitive science in the 1970s, neurolinguistics, NLP, and recent Language
Science programs). (3) Language diversity vs. research coverage: a world map or bar chart comparing the
number of language studies per language family or region to actual language distribution. (4) Model of
research structure: a schematic of a proposed Language Science center, with spokes connecting faculty (from
different departments) to shared research themes (e.g. multilingualism, brain studies, Al linguistics).

Examples of Cross-Silo Success

There are encouraging examples where integration has yielded new insights. In language
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documentation and revitalization, collaborations between communities, linguists, and technologists have
led to practical tools. For instance, several companies (e.g. Google, Microsoft) now partner with linguists to
develop NLP for endangered languages. A recent overview notes that machine-learning speech recognition
and translation pipelines for low-resource languages (in partnership with academic centers) can accelerate
documentation and learning resources.

The integration of linguistics and neuroscience has led to remarkable breakthroughs in understanding
and applying knowledge about language in the brain. For instance, Huth et al. (2016) https://doi.
org/10.1038/nature17637 successfully used fMRI and voxel-wise modeling to map how meaning is
represented across the cerebral cortex while participants listened to natural stories. Their results revealed
complex, consistent semantic maps that demonstrate how different brain regions encode specific conceptual
domains. Anumanchipalli, Chartier, and Chang (2019) https://doi.org/10.1038/s41586-019-1119-1
achieved a major step forward in neuroengineering by decoding speech directly from cortical activity,
synthesizing intelligible spoken output through a brain-computer interface that integrated articulatory
phonetics, neurosurgery, and machine learning. This work shows how integrating linguistic knowledge
of speech production with neural decoding can restore communication in people with severe speech
impairments.

In aphasia therapy, methods like Intensive Language Action Therapy have combined linguistic theory,
neurorehabilitation, and psycholinguistic assessment to improve outcomes for stroke patients (even
years post-stroke), an approach impossible within a single silo. Work on bilingual education has benefited
from joint studies by cognitive scientists and applied linguists, leading to more effective curriculum
designs. Similarly, computational models of language evolution now draw on genetic, archaeological,
and typological data, reflecting a synthesis of fields. For example, Salagnon et al. (2022) https://doi.
org/10.1371/journal.pone.0271732 used fMRI to show that attributing intentional human agency to
prehistoric engravings engaged the occipito-temporal and medial frontal cortices—regions also implicated
in symbolic interpretation and communicative intent. This finding suggests that the neural mechanisms
underlying language may have evolved from broader cognitive systems supporting visual and social forms of
communication. Thus, integrating insights from neuroscience and archaeology provides essential empirical
grounding for theories of language evolution.

More systematically, computational sociolinguistics has emerged as a hybrid field. Researchers in
this area are using large-scale social data (Twitter, online corpora) and network analysis to study language
change, while also applying sociolinguistic theory to improve NLP models. The very launch of this field (with
dozens of papers in recent years) highlights what integration can do: questions about language variation
and change are being asked and answered at unprecedented scale by teams combining skills in social
science and data science. This demonstrates that crossing traditional boundaries has led to novel research

agendas and findings that would not have emerged from any single discipline alone.

6. Ethical and Equity Considerations

A reinvigorated language science must also foreground ethics and equity. Researchers should adopt a
community-based participatory approach: linguists and data scientists must engage language communities
from project inception. This means co-designing research goals, ensuring informed consent (which may be
an ongoing dialogue, not a one-time form), and agreeing on who will access and steward the resulting data.

Linguists have long warned that language knowledge is “cultural and collective” and must be handled with
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respect. In practice, this entails negotiating with local leaders for consent (especially where community
norms give chiefs a role), documenting permissions in whatever form is appropriate (written, recorded, or
verbal), and allowing participants to withdraw at any time.

Benefit-sharing is crucial. Ethical documentation practice urges compensating speakers for their
time and expertise. This compensation should be culturally appropriate - monetary or otherwise - and
should not create coercion or jealousy. For instance, researchers might fund community-driven educational
materials or infrastructure instead of paying per hour of recording. Crucially, language communities should
gain access to research outputs and tools (e.g. dictionaries, learning apps) on equitable terms. Technology
developers can partner with communities to tailor NLP tools (speech-to-text, translation) to local needs,
thus sharing profits or services. Transparency about data use is also ethical: communities must know if
their recordings will be used to train a for-profit model or published openly.

Equity demands that integrated language science actively expand its focus beyond the English-centric
and Global North bias. Funding and publication policies should prioritize research on under-studied
languages and involve scholars from the Global South. As the sampling-bias study warns, over-reliance
on WEIRD subjects skews conclusions and citations. By broadening language science to include diverse
languages and cultures, we not only correct an injustice but also enrich theory: human language is a mosaic,

and understanding its full complexity requires data from many traditions.

7. Conclusion

Retiring linguistics as a silo is a bold proposal, but one grounded in the realities of how language is
studied today. We must honor the historical contributions of linguistics - its formal theories, descriptive
rigor, and ethical commitments - even as we repurpose that legacy into a more integrated framework.
Researchers have already begun calling for just such integration. The alternative is stagnation: our
institutions remain fragmented while language and technology outpace them.

To realize this vision, concerted reforms are needed. Universities and funding agencies should create
and support language-science institutes that straddle traditional boundaries. Tenure and evaluation
criteria must value collaborative, interdisciplinary work. Curricula should teach language in the plural -
formal theory and field methods side by side, statistics alongside cultural context. Journals and conferences
should be open to cross-cutting submissions, even creating new outlets for interdisciplinary work. Above
all, the language-research community must cultivate a culture that values “boundary spanners” as much as
specialists, so that scholars fluent in multiple approaches can thrive.

If we succeed, Language Science will harness the full spectrum of inquiry - from neural circuits to
social networks - to answer questions impossible for any discipline alone. Such integration promises not
only deeper scientific insight (as others have argued) but also greater societal benefit: better language
education and translation tools, more effective therapies for disorders, stronger policies for multilingual
communities, and technologies that genuinely respect human communication. The time has come to retire

linguistics - not its content, but its silo - and to reimagine language research in a truly unified way.
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