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i : English abstract

Once It's Said, It's Gone: language is shaped not by poverty of the stimulus, social interaction,
or memory capacity, but by whether the channel lets you go back

Abstract. Four mature accounts of what shapes language — innate structure, usage-based social
cognition, the now-or-never processing bottleneck, and production-side distributional effects —
issue mutually cancelling attributions on the same phenomena. This paper argues that all four
treat as background what should be the variable: the reversibility of the channel, i.e. at what
cost a receiver can request a replay. Crucially, reversibility is orthogonal to memory capacity, to
presentation rate, and to sensory modality. The claim is selective rather than global: irreversible
channels do not suppress complexity as such, but specifically those structures that require going
back — which is why right-branching chains thrive in speech while multiple centre-embedding is
virtually absent from it and appears historically only with writing. Crossing reversibility with who
bears the cost of going back yields a 2x2 (self-served replay, requested repetition, suffering alone,
prepaid redundancy) and two opposed orderings — suspension depth decreasing, redundancy
increasing — that must both hold. Ten cross-domain redemptions are given; two domains force
the claim to concede ground. A four-group experiment using an off-the-shelf paradigm separates
this account from both the bottleneck and the medium account in a single run. A dated bet closes
the paper.

Keywords reversibility of the channel; replay cost; suspended structure; centre-embedding;
channel and register; irretrievability
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