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Module 1. General observations

1.1 What is the definition of language

Generally speaking, language is a means of verbal com-
munication; it is rule-governed in that speakers of the same
language follow the same grammar and communicative con-
ventions; it is instrumental in that communicating by speaking
and writing is a purposeful act; it is social and conventional in
that language is a social semiotic and communication can only
take place effectively if all the users share a broad understand-
ing of human interaction including such associated factors as

non-verbal cues, motivation and social-cultural roles.

1. 2 What are the design features of language

As to the design features of language the following aspects

are included:
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(1) arbitrariness: by arbitrariness we mean that the
sound and image of language bears no natural relationship to
its concept. Proposed by Saussure this idea has met a lot of
challenges from other fields.

To put it simple to what degree is language arbitrary? On
the levels of morpheme, lexis, syntax or discourse? Conven-
tionality, a concept contrary to arbitrary, has picked up much
attention in that it poses great difficulty on the language learn-
ers. Another concept “iconicity” also captures our attention in
that it runs counter to arbitrary. Language, as a whole, is
composed of more arbitrary units than iconic ones.

(2) linearity ( generativity, creativity ) : the feature has
its senses in two dimensions: the feature of duality is responsi-
ble for the generation of unlimited number of language units; on
the other hand, Chomsky’s view on language (LAD) justifies
the production of the astronomical number of language units.

(3) duality versus discreteness

(4) displacement; by this it is meant that human can use
language to refer to the objects, events, ideas far away from
the present state of time and place. To put it simple human’s
language, unlike animal’s, is stimulus-free.

(5) learnability: Chomsky’s universal grammar makes



B % oH

language learning possible for the human beings, but this does

not mean to ignore the social factors involved.

1.3 What are the definition of linguistics, its task
and source of data

Linguistics, generally speaking, is the scientific study of
language and our knowledge about language : what this kind of
knowledge is and how we acquire and use it.

Ontologically, it touches on what is the nature of this cog-
nitive system which we identify with knowing a language (lin-
guistic proper).

Cognitively, it is concerned with how we acquire such a
system ( developmental system).

Psychologically, it deals with how this system is used in
speech production and comprehension ( psycholinguistics ).

Neurologically, it refers to how this system is represented
in the brain (neurolinguistics).

Sociologically, it explores the nature of language through
social interaction ( sociolinguistics ).

The task of linguistics is in part to discover the appropriate
units of analysis at each level and to state generalizations in
terms of these units that capture the regularities inherent in the
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language itself.

Data of linguistics may fall into 3 categories :

Introspection ; it appeals to our own intuitive competence
as the data source.

Elicitation: one uses other members of the community as
informants, drawing on their intuition.

Observation; programs have been devised within corpus
linguistics to collect and analyze large corpora of actually occur-
ring language, both written and spoken, and this analysis re-
veals facts about the frequency and co-occurrence of lexical and
grammatical terms which are not intuitively accessible by intro-

spection or elicitation.

1.4 Why study linguistics

Before the Saussurean revolution, linguistics received less
attention in study for it was seen as a tool of the pursuit of oth-
er disciplines. It was the Switzerland linguist Saussure who
made linguistics an independent discipline in its real sense. On
the other hand, the advent of computer industry also gave a
further boost to the prosperity of linguistics, for such comput-
er-related disciplines as cognitive science, psychology and arti-
ficial intelligence attach great importance to linguistics.
B
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1. 5 The object of language study

Before giving a clear object of language study, we’d better
attempt to discuss a great diversity of language definitions.
Though most of them don’t provide a full account to the lan-
guage, yet by doing this we can have a better understanding of
language nature and its function. Generally speaking, language
is involved in 3 aspects: muscular, neural and social. Different
outlooks would lead to different definitions of language: by a
naturalistic view language is treated as some kind of biological
organism with its life span; by a mentalistic view language is an
inner state of mind, thus leaving a lot of issues to reveal.

The barest definition of language may go as follows: first
language is rule-governed in that speakers of the same language
follow the same grammar and communicative conventions ; it is
instrumental in that communicating by speaking and writing is
a purposeful act; it is social and conventional in that language
1s a social semiotic and communication can only take place ef-
fectively if all the users share a broad understanding of human
interaction including such associated factors as non-verbal

cues, motivation and social-cultural roles.
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1. 6 What are the perspectives of language study

The fact that linguistic theories differ justifies different per-
spectives ;

(1) Language as an innate human knowledge: this view
derives much of its heritage from the theories of Chomsky and
Slobine with the former assuming that there is an inborn model
of the structure of human languages—Language Acquisition
Device (LAD) that allows any child who has acquired a suffi-
cient vocabulary to combine words into new sentences; while
the latter ( Slobine) maintains that there is a set of cognitive
and perceptual abilities—Language Making Capacity (LMC)
that are highly specialized for language learning; besides, there
is an interactional position that acknowledges the biological role
in the child’s acquisition of language, but at the same time it
would lose much of its appeal if environment has not been
taken into account.

(2) Language as a fixed code: language is a code, name-
ly, it is the sets of phonological, morphological, syntactic and
semantic rules that, together with the lexicon, can be used to
construct any or all sentences of a language. Treating language

as a fixed code assumes that a language, in virtue of its internal
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structure, establishes correlation between a set of fixed verbal
forms and a set of fixed meanings.

However, to look at language as a code can be a fallacy.
We can raise at least two objections :

First: when a child learns a language, he eventually ac-
quires the code. But he acquires it by observing and hearing
utterances in situational and cultural contexts, not just observ-
ing the bare code.

Second: language is a fixed code, and it must be fixed
before the language can be used. But the fixing of the code,
namely, establishing the agreement among language users as
the relations between form and meaning must be done in lan-
guage too.

(3) Language as a system: treating language as a system
entails 2 implications ; the first is to treat it as a system of differ-
ences, and Saussearn discussion provides the best illustration in
this regard; the second is the major theoretical thrust of system-
atic linguistics ( stratification ). Systemic linguistics holds the
view that language has strata. In language meanings are realized
as wordings, which are in turn realized by sounds or letters.

(4) Language as interaction ( Bakhtin): in this vein,
meaning is not a product of a self-contained and impersonal
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