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PREFACE

Introductory Readings in Linguistics has been compiled to meet the needs of students with a serious
interest in linguistics but without much knowledge or previous formal study of the subject, especially
those who do not have convenient access to materials that are informative, up to date, and yet within
their scope of comprehension. All the pieces have been chosen for their academic value, clarity and
brevity of presentation, and their reasonably consistent level of difficulty. It is our hope, therefore, that
they will be found useful, manageable, and even enjoyable, and that, by offering this book to our
students, we will be contributing a little to their better understanding of linguistics and helping them in

paving their way to the comfortable reading of more demanding professional literature of the subject.

The book consists of eight parts with forty-three selections. We believe that it is comprehensive in
its coverage and that the eight parts in their sequence represent one possible syllabus for a course in lin-
guistics, including all the basic concepts and major aspects that are usually treated in a book of similar
nature, as well as certain topics which are not covered in a more traditional syllabus, such as “Language
and the Brain,” “Pragmatics,” “Nonverbal Communication,” and “Animal Communication.” While the
parts and articles have not been arranged at random, yet, teachers with other preferences and students
with different needs will find that the order can be rearranged at their discretion and that some of the
selections, or even parts, can be omitted without affecting the syllabus too much. Thus, the book has

much flexibility and can be used either as supplementary readings or as a course book.

We would like to point out that, in choosing these readings, we have found the book Language:
Introductory Readings (Third Edition edited by Virginia P. Clark, Paul A. Eschholz and Alfred F. Rosa,
published by St. Martin's Press, Inc., New York, 1981) a particularly helpful source of reference, with
many of its selections representing more recent studies and current views on thesubject- and yet kept at
a level accessible to the Chinese beginner in linguistics. It is not without consideration, therefore, that
we have drawn much from this sizable volume which has been well received in the United States but

may not be available to most Chinese readers.

August 1987 The editors
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I. LANGUAGE AND LINGUISTICS

1. What Is Language?

by Archibald A. Hill

The ability to use language is one of the distinctive characteristics of hu-
man beings, and all languages possess a number of properties in common that
distinguish language from all other social phenomena. The following selection
begins with the assumption that language is a set of sounds, that the description
and analysis of language must begin with description of the sounds and their
patterning, and that description of meaning must be put off until the first task is
done. Then it goes on to summarize the five defining characteristics of

language, and briefly discusses the scientific study of the nature of language.

1. Some basic assumptions

The subject of linguistics presents an initial difficulty because the word which desig-
nates it is unfamiliar. The word can easily be defined as the scientific analysis of
language, but it is doubtful if such a definition is meaningful to anyone who lacks famili-
arity with this kind of analytic activity. It is far better to begin by defining language, since
language is closer to the reader’s experience. Yet even the definition of language
presents unsuspected difficulties and needs preliminary discussion before it is attempted
directly.

If a group of educated speakers are asked to define the language they are using, the
reply will probably be “All the words and sentences used to express our thoughts.” The
definition is satisfactory in everyday situations, since long practice has made plain what
is meant, and consequently most hearers know how to respond accurately. But for all
that, the definition is not sufficiently accurate to be the basis for analysis. Terms like
“words and sentences,” which seem transparent to a speaker of a Western language,
would be more misleading than enlightening if applied to some languages. Moreover,
there are phenomena similar to language which this definition does not identify. Most

important, the definition identifies language activity by thought. Language activity can

]



be observed, and is therefore subject to verification. Thought can be observed only by
subjective introspection, and so is not subject to verification. Language activity is there-
fore more knowable, thought less knowable. Obviously a definition must define the less
knowable by the more knowable if it is to cast light. In what follows, such a definition
will be attemapted. There must first be a warning, the need for which will be clearer as
we advance. A definition is not a description. A definition gives only those characteristics
which have diagnostic value for recognition. A description attempts to give all
characteristics, preferably in the order of their importance. A definition necessarily leaves
out much and may make use of relatively trivial characteristics, but it is not to be
condemned for that reason.

Most professional students of language proceed from a few assumptions, one of
which is that the fundamental forms of language activity are the sequences of sounds
made by human lips, tongues, and vocal cords~ the phenomena usually distinguished by
the narrower name of “speech™ Though this first assumption may seem like a truism, it
15 Important, since many who accept it verbally still act as if they did not believe it.
Some few even deny it. There are only two reasons {or questioning the assumption. Writ-
ing has great permanence and great prestige. Further, the basis of our education is train-
ing in the manipulation of written symbols of ever-increasing complexity, Highly liter-
ate people, and those who would like to be literate, are therefore apt to think of writing
as the real center of language and of speech as peripheral and derived — often badly -
from the written {forms.

There are a number of facts which should setde this question of priority. First,
speech reaches back to the origins of human society; writing has a history of only about

1 . . -
seven thousand years." Also, no contemporary community of men is withont language.

' The great antiquity of language, as compared with writing, s a reasonable assumption, but 1t 1s
often presented without evidence., To arrive at the conclusion that fanguage 1s older than writing, lin-
guists and anthropologists start from the observed fact that in modern communities, all organized
cooperative activity rests firmly and necessarily on language ax the means of controlling and directing
mteraction. This bemg so in all observed communities, it ix assumed by archaeological anthropologists
that when remains of past communities show matenial evidence of social organization, these remains are
those of communities which possessed language. Communtties which show such evidences of social
organization also show artifacts or other evidences which are much older than the remains of any com
munities which show evidences of even primitive systems of wroiting, e is possible that early human
communities possessed some other form of highly organzed communication, such asx the gesture
language which has been occasionally proposed since the days of Locke (of. Max Miller, Lectares on the
Science of Language, London, 1862, p.3l) But though possible, such a nonvocal symbol system is
unlikely. Language 1 now a universal activity; 1t s an extra and unnccessary hypothesis to suppose

something else.
")



even though it is probably still true that most of the world’s several thousand language
communities remain in the preliterate stage, without benefit of alphabet or even picture
symbol. Individual members of literate communities, furthermore, learn their language
some vears before they learn to read or write it: and adults, even adults who are
professional writers, carry on a good deal more speech activity in daily living than activ-
ity involving writing. The final fact is that all writing systems are essentially representa-
tions of the forms of speech, rather than representations of ideas or objects in the
nonlinguistic world. There are exceptions to this statement, like the Arabic numbers
which work independently of the words for numbers in the Western languages. The
exceptions, however, are in a minority disproportionate to the majority of symbols which
always indicate the forms of language. The point can be driven home by a pair of simple
examples. The symbol {or onc in Japanese writing is a single stroke, that for fwo two
strokes, and so on. It might be thought that such a symbol has no relation to the
Japanese word for one (wchi) but represents instead the nonlinguistic idea of “oneness”
Actually the occurrence of the single stroke is correlated with the occurrence of the
word. It occurs not only in the number but also in such forms as ichiji, primary. The
Japanese symbol, therefore, has a quite different range from the letter sequence one of
Enghsh, which 1s not used in the dissimilar word primarv. The one-stroke symbol
corresponds with the occurrence of the Japanese word ichi, proving that the one-stroke
symbol is a representation of the word (though an understandably pictorial one), and not
a direct representation of the idea of oneness.

Written symbols can be understood, furthermore, insofar as they fit into a linguistic
structure, even when they refer to nothing in the nonlinguistic world. Thus, if an English
text should have the sentence “He sprashes it,” the second word could immediately be
recognized as a verb in the third person singular and as a sequence of sounds quite in
accord with English structural habits, though it represents nothing in the outside world
at all. For the purposes of ihis book, therefore, the linguist’s assumption that language is
a set of sounds will be adopted. It is no contradiction of this assumption that the sounds
can be secondarily translated into visual marks, grooves on a wax disk, electrical im-
pulses, or finger movements.

Linguists assume that the description and analysis of language must begin with
description of the sounds and their patterning and that description of meaning must be
put off untl the first task is done. Such an attitude is often misunderstood to be a denial
of meaning, but this is not true. The linguist's desire to put off analvsis of meaning is no
more than an application of the principle of working from the more knowable to the less
knowable, and though linguistics has not as yet had very striking results in semantic
analysis, it can be hoped that the next few decades will see results of real value in

semantics.



2. The defining characteristics of language

Working with the assumptions given above, linguists can offer a set of five defining
characteristics which serve to set off language from other forms of symbolic behavior
and to establish language as a purely human activity. Often animal communication will
have one or more of these five characteristics, but never all of them.

First, language, as has been said, is a set of sounds. This is perhaps the least impor-
tant characteristic, since the communication of mammals and birds is also a set of
sounds. On the other hand, the system of communicaton which is in some ways most
strikingly like language, that of bees, is a set of body movements, not sounds. It would be
easy, further, to imagine a language based on something else than sound, but no human
language is so constructed. Even the manual language of the deaf is derived from the
pre-existent spoken language of the community.

Second, the connection between the sounds, or sequences of sounds, and objects of
the outside world is arbitrary and unpredictable. That is to say, a visitor from Mars
would be unable to predict that in London a given animal is connected with the sound
sequence written dog, in Paris with the sequence chien, in Madrid with perro. The
arbitrary quality of language symbols is not infrequently denied, for a number of reasons.
Sometimes the denial is based on nothing more than the notion that the forms of one's
native language are so inevitably right that they must be instinctive for all proper men.
Sometimes the denial is more subtle. It is often maintained that all language, even
though now largely arbitrary, must once have been a systematic imitation of objects by
means of sound. It is true that there are some imitative words in all languages, but they
are at best a limited part of the vocabulary. It is easy to imitate the noise of a barking
dog, for instance, but difficult if not impossible to imitate a noiseless object, such as a
rainbow. Though imitative words show similarity in many languages, absolute identity is
rare. A dog goes “how-wow” in English, but in related languages he often goes “wow-
wow” or “bow-bow”. The imitative words do not, after all, entirely escape from the
general arbitrariness of language. The imitative origin of language appears, therefore, at
worst unlikely and at best unprovable. The same injunction holds for theories of
language origin which speculate that it is an imitation of facial or other gestures.

If it is assumed that language is arbitrary, what is meant by the statement? Just that
the sounds of speech and their connection with entities of experience are passed on to all
members of any community by older members of that community. Therefore, a2 human
being cut off from contact with a speech community can never learn to talk as that com-

munity does, and cut off from all speech communities never learns to talk at all. In es-



sence, to say that language is arbitrary is merely to say that it is social. This is perhaps
the most important statement that can be made about language.

In contrast, much of animal communication is instinctive rather than social. That 1s
to say, all cats mew and purr, and would do so even if they were cut off from all
communication with other cats. On the other hand, some animal communication seems to
share the social nature of human speech and is therefore learned activity. A striking
example is the barking of dogs, which is characteristic only of the domesticated animal,
not of dogs in the wild state. Similarly, the honey dances of bees may not be altogether
without an arbitrary element. It is also likely that when more is known of the cries and
chatterings of the great apes in the wild state, a considerable social element in their
communication may be found. Nor should it be thought that all human communication is
social. A part of our communication consists of instinctive reactions which accompany
language, like the trembling of fear or the suffusion of blood which accompanies anger.
Yet even in the nonlinguistic accompaniments of speech, the tones of voice and the
gestures, it is now clear that there is more of arbitrary and socially learned behavior than
had at one time been supposed.

Third, language is systematic. 1 cannot hope to make this statement completely clear
at this point, since the whole of this book is devoted to an exposition of the system of
language. However, some observations may now be made about the system of language.
As in any system, language entities are arranged in recurrent designs, so that if a part of
the design is seen, predictions can be made about the whole of it, as a triangle can be
drawn if one side and two angles are given. Suppose there is an incomplete sentence hike
“John .__s Maryan-—." A good deal about what must fill the two blanks is obvious. The
first must be a verb, the second a noun. Furthermore, not all verbs will go in the first
blank, since it requires a verb whose third person singular is spelled with-s and which
can take two objects (that is, not such a verb as look or see). Nor will all nouns fit in the
second place, since an initial vowel is required, and the noun must be one which takes an
article. There is no difficulty in deciding that the sentence could be either “John gives
Mary an apple” or “John hands Mary an aspirin,” but not “John *gaves Mary an * ook

Another observation that can be made about language systems is that every occur-
rence of language is a substitution frame. Any sentence is a series of entities, for each of
which a whole group of other entities can be substituted without changing the frame.
Thus the sentence “John gives Mary an apple” is such a substitution frame. For John

there can be replacements like ke, Jack, William, the man, her husband, or many others.

2 In this book, an asterisk placed before a form means that it is believed to be impossible. In
historical treatments of language, on the other hand, an asterisk before a form indicates that it has been
reconstructed by comparison but is not actually recorded. These two uses of the asterisk should not be

confused.
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For the verb, entities like buys, takes, offers, as well as the alternatives hands or gives,
may be used. This characteristic of extensive substitutability for all parts of any language
utterance is of some importance in that it enables us to say that parrots, no matter how
startlingly human their utterances may be, are not carrying on language activity. A
parakeet may produce the sentence “Birds can't talk!” with human pitch, voice tones, and
nearly perfect sounds. But the bird never says “Dogs can't talk!” or “Birds can’t write!”
His utterance is a unit, not a multiple substitution frame.

Still another characteristic of language systems is that the entities of language are
grouped into classes, always simpler, more predictable, and more sharply separated than
the infinite variety of objects in the world. For instance, a whole series of objects is
grouped under the single word chair, and chair is put into the large class of nouns. In
dealing with objects in the outside world it may be difficult to decide whether something
is a chair, a stool, or merely a rock. In language, we think of nouns and verbs as quite
separate and are apt to say that the one class represents things, the other events. But in
the outside world, as the physicists tell us, it is often hard to decide whether an object is
best described as thing or as event.

To return once more to the defining characteristics of language, the fourth
characteristic is that it is a set of symbols. That is to say, language has meaning. In this
form the statement is a platitude and does not distinguish language from other activities
which are also symbolic. The nature of language symbols turns out to be rather different
from the symbols of other types of communication. The simplest nonlinguistic symbol
can be defined as a substitute stimulus. Pavlov's famous dogs, fed at the sound of a bell,
eventually began to drool at the sound of the bell even when no food was present. The
dogs were responding to a substitute stimulus. Nonlinguistic symbols can also be substi-
tute responses, and these can also be taught to animals. A dog who learns to “speak” at
the sight of food has learned such a substitute response. In human speech, however, one
of the most striking facts is that we can talk about things which are not present, and we
can talk about things which ordinarily produce a strong physical reaction without
experiencing that reaction. For instance, I can talk about apples even though there are
none in the room, and I can talk about them without always making my mouth water,
even when I am hungry. This type of language, which occurs without an immediately
present stimulus or response, is called “displaced speech,” and it is obviously of great im-
portance. It is what enables man to know something of the past and of the world beyond
the limited range of his vision and hearing at a given moment.

The crucial fact in producing this almost miraculous and purely human effect seems
to be that a given language entity can be both substitute stimulus and substitute
response, and can also be a stimulus for further language responses or a response to

other language stimuli. I can talk about apples when they are absent because “something



reminds me of them.” That is, I can make language responses to what is before me, and
these language responses can stimulate the further response apple without any direct

physical stimulus to my vision, touch, or smell. Apple can call forth still further language
entities, like pear or banana, in an endless chain; these entities are also both stimuli and
responses. When human speakers do this, they are setting up what philosophers call a
“universe of discourse.” The ability to make connected discourse within the symbol sys-
tem is what enables men to talk at length, and profitably, about things they have never
seen. By means of language men make elaborate models of distant experience and
eventually test their accuracy by acting upon them. All that is known of animal
communication leads to the supposition that precisely what is absent from it is the kind
of symbolic activity here described, symbolic activity connected not merely with experi-
ence but with all parts of the symbol system itself. We believe, in short, that animals are
incapable of displaced speech.

The paragraphs above are rather general, so that a concrete example may be helpful.
Let us suppose that two speakers of English are together in a room. One of them is cold.
A direct response for him would be to close the window.

Instead of this he can use the substitute response, which is also substitute stimulus:
“John, please close the window for me.” John can either close the window or reply with
a further substitute: “Just a minute. Wait until 1 finish this page.” Such a reply may
produce acceptance or may lead to a discussion of John's procrastinating character, of
the fact that his parents did not discipline him properly in youth and that modern ycing
people are generally rebellious and unmannerly. To all of this John may reply that
modern times are marked by progress and the disappearance of old taboos. In the mean.
time the window may have been quietly closed, or completely forgotten in the warmth
of discussion. What is important is that each speaker has begun reacting, not to the imme-
diate situation, but to the other speaker's language and to his own. And in so doing,
each has been building a model of general social conditions, of wide scope and ultimately
of some value, even in a random and unchecked conversation of the sort described.

We are now ready to turn to the last defining characteristic of language, the fact
that it is complete. By this is meant that whenever a human language has been accu-
rately observed, it has been found to be so elaborated that its speakers can make a lin-
guistic response to any experience they may undergo. This complex elaboration is such a
regular characteristic of all languages, even those of the simplest societies, that linguists
have long ago accepted it as a universal characteristic. Nevertheless, in early books about
language, and in the descriptions by linguistically untrained travelers today, there are
statements that tribe X has a language with only two or three hundred words in i,

forcing the tribe to eke out its vocabulary by gesture.” Linguists maintain that all such

* A typical recent statement of this sort was reported by Leonard Bloomfield in “Secondary and
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statements are the product of lack of knowledge, and are false. Skepticism about such
statements is borne out by the fact that in all instances where it was possible to check on
tribe X, its language proved to be complete as usual, whereupon the statement was
transferred to tribe Y, whose language was as yet unknown. The statement that human
language is complete once again serves to distinguish it from animal activity. In the
communication of bees, for instance, the subjects of systematic discourse are severely lim-
ited. Bees cannot, apparently, make an utterance equivalent to “The beekeeper 1s
coming.”

The statement that human language is always complete should not be interpreted to
mean that every language has a word for everything. Obviously the ancient Greeks had
no words for automobiles or atom bombs, and probably the modern Yahgan of Tierra
del Fuego lack them as well. The completeness of language lies rather in the fact that a
speaker of ancient Greek would have been perfectly capable of describing an automobile
had he seen one, and further that had automobiles become impaortant in ancient Greece,
the speakers of Greek would have been perfectly capable of coining a word for them. It
is a characteristic of vocabulary that, except in languages which have gone out of use, it
is always expansible, in spite of the fact that resistance to new forms may frequently
appear. Since language enables the user to make appropriate responses to all things and
since vocabulary is thus characteristically “open.” differences in vocabulary between two
languages are not an accurate measure of the difference in efficiency or excellence of the
two tongues. The fact that Eskimo does not have as highly developed a vocabulary of
philosophy as does German merely indicates that the Eskimos are less interested n
philosophy; on the other hand, Eskimo has a highly developed vocabulary for various
kinds of snow, indicating that snow is important in Eskimo soctety. The completeness of
human language and the openness of vocabulary make a groundless chimera of the
occasionally expressed fear that a language might so degenerate as to become useless,

We can now attempt a definition of language, though the definition will be cumber-
some. Language is the primary and most highly elaborated form of human symbolic activ-
i Tertiary Responses to Language.” Language, XX, 1944, .49 .

“A physican, of good general background and education, who had been hunting in the north
woods, told me that the Chippewa language contains only a few hundred words. Upon question, he said
that he got this irformation from his guide, a Chippewa Indian. When [ tried to state the diagnostic set-
ting, the physician, our host, briefly and with signs of displeasure repeated his statement and then turn-
ed his back to me. A third person, observing this discourtesy, explained that 1 had some experience of
the language in question. This information had no effect.”

For a good general account of the completeness of primitive languages and the use of gesture as a
substitute among mutually unintelligible language groups, consult Ralph L. Beals and Harry Hoijer, An

Introduction to Anthropology, Macmilan, New York, 1956, pp. HOR-11.
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ity. Its symbols are made up of sounds produced by the vocal apparatus, and they are
arranged in classes and patterns which make up a complex and symmetrical structure.
The entities of language are symbols, that is, they have meaning, but the connection
between symbol and thing is arbitrary and socially controlled. The symbols of language
are simultaneously substitute stimuli and substitute responses and can call forth further
stimult and responses, so that discourse becomes independent of an immediate physical
stimulus. The entities and structure of language are always so elaborated as to give the
speaker the possibility of making a linguistic response to any experience. Most of the a-
bove can be paraphrased by saying that every language is a2 model of a culture and its
adjustment to the world.

3. Language and the study of its nature

Since language is something that we habitually take for granted, it may not be clear,
even after this discussion, why language and, even more, the study of language are impor-
tant. Primarily they are important because language is a solely human activity, which
separates man from other living beings. But though this may be readily granted, it is not
always realized how fundamentally language is a defining characteristic of man. Even
among students of man it is probably more common to define him as “the tool-making
anmimal” than as “the talking animal.” But it is quite possible that tool making is less
crucially human than talking is. For one thing, it is natural that an archaeologist’s atten-
tion should turn toward tools, which can be dug up, rather than toward language,
which cannot. For another, it is not always easy to recognize how fundamental language
is, even in our own society. There are individuals who lead nearly normal lives in spite
ot being deprived of speech, so that it may be argued that speech——admittedly the
fundamental form of language—is a dispensable form of activity. Yet such speechless
individuals always develop some form of substitute language, and all such substitutes
presuppose the individual's membership in a society fully provided with speech. There
are many things, such as wearing neckties, making movies, or cooking, which only hu-
man beings do. But many of these are not universal among men, and all of them are
secondary. As for tool making, this activity is universally human, but it is in some sense
shared with the higher primates. When, however, it is argued that tool making involves
more than the use of a convenient stick or stone and is the purposeful molding of an
object for future use, it would seem that the tool maker is an individual capable of
displaced speech and of shaping his activity in accord with a symbolic model. In other
words, as soon as man is defined as a maker of tools whose use lies in the future, we

presuppose the existence of language. Therefore linguists, and many anthropologists, be-



