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what is linguistics?


This chapter explains what linguistics involves, and why it is important. It outlines the main subdivisions of the subject, and explains how linguistics differs from traditional grammar studies.





The use of language is an integral part of being human. Children all over the world start putting words together at approximately the same age, and follow remarkably similar paths in their speech development. All languages are surprisingly similar in their basic structure, whether they are found in South America, Australia or near the North Pole.


Linguistics tries to answer the basic questions ‘What is language?’ and ‘How does language work?’ It probes into various aspects of these problems, such as ‘What do all languages have in common?’, ‘What range of variation is found among languages?’, ‘How does human language differ from animal communication?’, ‘How does a child learn to speak?’, and so on.


What is a linguist?


A person who studies linguistics is usually referred to as a linguist. The word ‘linguist’ is unsatisfactory: it causes confusion, since it also refers to someone who speaks a large number of languages. Linguists in the sense of linguistics experts need not be fluent in languages, though they must have a wide experience of different types of language. It is more important for them to analyse and explain linguistic phenomena such as the Turkish vowel system, or German verbs, than to make themselves understood in Istanbul or Berlin.


How does linguistics differ from traditional grammar?


One frequently meets people who think that linguistics is old school grammar jazzed up with a few new names. But it differs in several basic ways.


First, and most important, linguistics is descriptive, not prescriptive. Linguists are interested in what is said, not what they think ought to be said. They describe language in all its aspects, but do not prescribe rules of ‘correctness’.


The notion of absolute and unchanging ‘correctness’ is quite foreign to linguists. They might recognize that one type of speech appears, through the whim of fashion, to be more socially acceptable than others. But this does not make the socially acceptable variety any more interesting for them than the other varieties, or the old words any better than new ones. To linguists the language of a pop singer is not intrinsically worse (or better) than that of a duke.


A second important way in which linguistics differs from traditional school grammar is that linguists regard the spoken language as primary, rather than the written. It preceded the written everywhere in the world, as far as we know. Moreover, most writing systems are derived from the vocal sounds. Although spoken utterances and written sentences share many common features, they also exhibit considerable differences. Linguists therefore regard spoken and written forms as belonging to different, though overlapping, systems, which must be analysed separately: the spoken first, then the written.


A third way in which linguistics differs from traditional grammar studies is that it does not force languages into a Latin-based framework. Many people have wrongly come to regard certain Latin categories as being ‘natural’ ones. For example, it is commonly assumed that the Latin tense divisions of past, present and future are inevitable. Yet one frequently meets languages which do not make this neat threefold distinction. In some languages, it is more important to express the duration of an action – whether it is a single act or a continuing process – than to locate the action in time.


In brief, linguists are opposed to the notion that any one language can provide an adequate framework for all the others. They are trying to set up a universal framework. And there is no reason why this should resemble the grammar of Latin, or the grammar of any other language arbitrarily selected from the thousands spoken by humans.


The scope of linguistics


Linguistics covers a wide range of topics and its boundaries are difficult to define.


A diagram in the shape of a wheel gives a rough impression of the range covered.


In the centre is phonetics, the study of human speech sounds. A good knowledge of phonetics is useful for a linguist. Yet it is a basic background knowledge, rather than part of linguistics itself. Phoneticians are concerned with the actual physical sounds, the raw material out of which language is made. Linguists, on the other hand, are more interested in the way in which language is patterned. They analyse the shape or form of these patterns rather than the physical substance out of which the units of language are made.


In Figure 1.1, phonetics is surrounded by phonology (sound patterning), then phonology is surrounded by syntax. The term ‘syntax’, used in its broadest sense, refers to both the arrangement and the form of words. It is that part of language which links together the sound patterns and the meaning. Semantics (meaning) is placed outside syntax. Phonology, syntax and semantics are the ‘bread and butter’ of linguistics, and are a central concern of this book. Together they constitute the grammar of a language.
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Figure 1.1.
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Figure 1.2.


Around the central grammatical hub comes pragmatics, which deals with how speakers use language in ways which cannot be predicted from linguistic knowledge alone. This fast-expanding topic has connections both with semantics, and with the various branches of linguistics which link language with the external world.


These various branches overlap to some extent, so are hard to define clearly. Psycholinguistics, sociolinguistics and stylistics are perhaps the ones which have expanded fastest in recent years.


Finally, there are two important aspects of linguistics which have been omitted from the diagram. The first is historical linguistics, the study of language change. This omission was inevitable in a two-dimensional diagram. But if the wheel diagram is regarded as three-dimensional, as if it were the cross-section of a tree, then this topic can be included. A grammar can be described at one particular point in time (a single cut across the tree), or its development can be studied over a number of years, by comparing a number of different cuts made across the tree-trunk at different places.


The second omission is linguistic typology, the study of different language types. This could not be fitted in because it spreads over several layers of the diagram, covering phonology, syntax and semantics.
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what is language?


This chapter outlines some important ‘design features’ of human language, and explores the extent to which they are found in animal communication. It also looks at the role of language in human life.





Linguistics can be defined as ‘the systematic study of language’ – a discipline which describes language in all its aspects and formulates theories as to how it works.


But what exactly is language? People often use the word in a very wide sense: ‘the language of flowers’, ‘the language of music’, ‘body language’ and so on. This book, in common with most linguistics books, uses the word to mean the specialized sound-signalling system which seems to be genetically programmed to develop in humans.


But can language be defined? And how can it be distinguished from other systems of animal communication? A useful approach is to make a list of design features, and to consider whether they are shared by other animals.


Use of sound signals


When animals communicate with one another, they may do so by a variety of means. Crabs, for example, communicate by waving their claws at one another, and bees have a complicated series of ‘dances’ which signify the whereabouts of a source of nectar.


But such methods are not as widespread as the use of sounds, which are employed by humans, grasshoppers, birds, dolphins, cows, monkeys, and many other species. So our use of sound is in no way unique.


Arbitrariness


There is often a recognizable link between the actual signal and the message an animal wishes to convey. An animal who wishes to warn off an opponent may simulate an attacking attitude. A cat, for example, will arch its back, spit and appear ready to pounce.


In human language, the reverse is true. In the great majority of cases, there is no link whatsoever between the signal and the message. The symbols used are arbitrary. There is no intrinsic connection, for example, between the word elephant and the animal it symbolizes. Nor is the phrase ‘These bananas are bad’ intrinsically connected with food. Onomatopoeic words such as quack-quack and bang are exceptions – but there are relatively few of these compared with the total number of words.
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