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Introduction

1.1 The Tower of Babel

4

A

When people are asked how many languages there are in the world, the answers vary quite
a bit. However, some researchers, who have tried to count, report that there are 5,000 to 6,000
languages currently in use across the world. Why do languages differ so much? Anyway, a possible
answer could be the myth of the Tower of Babel. According to the Bible, the whole earth once
had one language and few words, but the ambitious humans attempted to build themselves a
tower, later known as Babel, in order to extend its top through to the heaven. When the Lord got
to know this, He said angrily, “Come, let us go down, and confuse their language, that they may
not understand one another’s speech.” (Genesis, Chapter 11) That is why it is called Babel. The
Lord there made a babble of languages of the entire world and from that place the Lord scattered
men all over the face of the earth.

Of course, it seems ridiculous to account for the diversity of language in terms of a myth,
though no convincing consensus has been reached till now to explain why languages differ so
much. The arbitrariness of vocabulary sets a good example for the diversity of language. The
word for the animal dog in English is called “dog”, in Chinese as “gou”, but “yinu” in Japanese;
it barks bow wow in English but wang wang in Chinese. Moreover, the inersity of vocabulary is
not merely found in different languages, but also a common phenomenon in a given language.
For instance, in English, the same objéct can be named in different ways such as elevator, can

(container), sidewalk, telephone booth, mouse pat in American English, as opposed to /ift,
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tin, pavement, call box, mouse mat in British English. Another example, the act of being or
becoming visually or mentally aware of something can be represented by the following words
or combinations: see, note, notice, peer at, glance at, espy, descry, observe, contemplate, view,
perceive, discern, etc. Though these words are synonymous, they vary more or less in actual uses.
However, the diversity or variety of vocabulary in a language does not imply that vocabulary
is an inventory of unconnected, isolated items. Instead, it is appropriately organized, which
makes a systematic study possible. Then, what exactly lexicology does is to systematically study
the vocabulary or the stock of words of a language. This book is about English lexicology.
Therefore, in the first place, we should know what lexicology is, and the following part will deal

with this matter in more detail.

& 1.2 Lexicology

1.2.1) What is lexicology?

There is a distinction between the vocabulary or lexicon of a language and its grammar. The
lexicon is a stock of individual words, organized in a certain manner, while grammar is a set of
rules or regularities applied to form complex expressions via simpler ones. Therefore, lexicon
and grammar are complementary in a language. This contrast corresponds to the pairing between
content words and function words. Content words and function words specify different portions
of a sentence. Content words of a sentence contribute to the main ideas of this sentence, such as
nouns, verbs, adjectives and adverbs. Content words are called open-class words since new words
are consistently added to the stock. Function words determine the major structure of a sentence,
which thus serve as scaffoldings for meanings that are lexically specified. Function words include
determiners, conjunctions, prepositions, auxiliaries, conventionally as a part of grammar. They
are closed-class words, the number of which is relatively small and fixed. The classification
between content and function words gives rise to a definition of lexicology. That is to say,
lexicology is the study of content words, or lexical items. However, this definition is problematic.
In some cases, it is difficult to draw a line between content words and function words since they

form a continuum (without clear boundary), see Figure 1.1.

<«—— Open-class elements Closed-class elements ——>

Figure 1.1 The continuum between lexicon and grammar

For example, the word over is a preposition in “over my head”, an adverb in “turn over”,

a noun in “over and short”, or a verb in “over a snakebite”. Now, is over a content word or a




