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Chapter

Language and Li'r'lg_u'istics'

~ Chapter Focus

In this chapfer,’ we are going to focus on:

* The nature and functions of language
Linguistics by definition
Some important distinctions in linguistic analysis
The interdisciplinary studies of linguistics

(
[ ntroduction il

Language, as quite a few people would define it, is the “tool” for communication. And
linguistics is the study of it.

Since linguistics became one of the core courses for English majors in China on the
National Curriculum, a lot of students have been having a “hard time” when they step into
the linguistics classroom. You, the reader in our mind, perhaps is frowning now at the page.
You might think “I am quite happy with what | can do with my mother tongue, the Chinese _
language, and to some degree the English language now” and wonder why we bother to
study, “scientifically and systematically”, a tool?! “We learn to use a tool, but not to study a

tooll” .

As students who learn the English language, you have already struggled hard for years to _
grasp this language. But do you feel learning to use this “tool” is as easy as learning to use
some other kind of tools? Do you really think that language is like an object, such as a saw,
or a more complicated “tool” in function, a car, which you can use or dnve it w:thout”"ff
necessarily knowing the workings and the makings of it? -

Language is a vehicle, but “the vehicle for the expre:ssioh or exchange of thou
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concepts, knowledge, and information as well as the ftxmg and transmission of experience
and knowledge. It is based on cogmtwe processes, sub;ect to societal factors and subject
to hlstoncal change and deveiopment . Bussmann (‘i 996} g:ves thls defmltmn in Routiedge .

K - : j derstand the term Imgu:stu:s,

. whlch at thls present ar quite certam about You check it in aﬁd;c:nonary and get

~the definition. But y'ou‘sti don't quite understand it until you finish the‘ whole book. The

""" ~ moral is that behind this word is the whoie body of knowledge, the study of language. The

~ word is a gate through which you get mto the realm of linguistics. Your perfect knowledge
of the term builds upon yaur perfm:t knawiedge of the subject. So it is wiser not to

undermine the szgmfmance of your majcor, the leammg of a languagel - '

. you think the above argument is vahd we e will naw turn to the cunous "ob)ect” of our
study, Language and bneﬂy Em)k at the natum mf it -

] .1 Language and the Nature of Language

Lead-in

Decide whether each of the following words will go into the definition of language. Make

a tick («/) in the bracket next to the word if you think it will, a cross () if you think it
won’t and a question mark (?) if you are not sure.

representation () animal () system ()
communication ( ) spoken ) symbol )
structure () tool 9 knowledge ( )
change () human ) learn L)
thought &) written () arbitrary ()

The definition for human language varies from time to time and from school to school as
our views of language change throughout history. However, some agreed-upon essential
elements remain unchanged. You are encouraged to look it up in different dictionaries and
encyclopaedias of linguistics so that you can see the similarities and differences. At present
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and for convenience sake, we quote one here from Longman Dictionary of Language Teaching
& Applied Linguistics: “(Language is) any system of human communication which consists
of the structured arrangement of sounds (or their written representation) into larger units,
e.g. MORPHEMEs, WORDs, SENTENCEs, UTTERANCEs” (Richards et al., 1992:
245).

This definition captures the following major features of language:

Language is systematic and human specific. Anything that can be defined as a system
consists of parts or components which are combined by rules to work together. Human
language is composed of two systems: the sound and the meaning. In English single sound
such as [i], [n], [p], [u] and [t] usually does not make sense to speakers of English, but
when put together, in a sequence like [input] and its written representation input will mean
something to us. However, a sequence of sounds such as [tnipu] and a stretch of letters
such as tzipu will not mean anything to us because rules of combination don’t allow us to
do so. The combination rules make it possible that certain sounds, syllables, letters, words
and phrases can go together to make meaningful sentences. Language is structured.

This nature of language is called duality. By duality we mean that each language is
organized at two levels or layers. One is sound and the other is meaning. The advantage
of this division is that we can use a limited number of sounds to produce an unlimited
number of sound combinations with distinctive meanings. For example, in the language
of English we use around 48 (44 according to some linguists) sounds to produce almost
indefinite number of sound combinations. This feature is very economical for the system

of language.

Duality is said to be human specific, for animals are said to communicate at only one level.
But when we say language is human specific we mean more than that. There are some
special characteristics which distinguish human language from animal “language.” For
instance, we can talk about something in the past or future, or make reference to someone
or something absent at the time of speaking. Also, we can create and comprehend an
indefinite number of sentences that we have never heard before. Human language is said

to have more advantages than animal “language” in many aspects.

Another nature of language we can deduce from the definition is that language is primarily
vocal. Think of how much time ordinary people speak and how much time they write to
communicate everyday! Sound is the primary medium of language and written forms are

representations of sounds and meanings.

Language is also symbolic and arbitrary as the word representation in the definition
shows. Why is the sign [p] used by us to represent the sound we utter that way? Why is
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the sequence of the sounds [input] represented by input but not other ways? Why does
imput, but not any other stretch of letters, stand for the meaning of putting in? They just
happened to be so when language came into being and people have just followed the
convention afterwards. In most of the cases, there is no explanation to these questions
although there seems to have some reasons for the existence of onomatopoeic words.

Language, in general, is a set of arbitrary and symbolic representations.

The word communication in the definition indicates what language is for. As the world
is undergoing a process of globalization, people communicate with each other more
frequently than ever before. We talk to each other at home, at school and at work, when
we meet friends and strangers, shop for groceries, travel and do businesses. We write
letters and emails, and read magazines and newspapers. We talk over phones, send faxes,
listen to the radio, and watch TV programs and films. We talk and are talked to everyday.
Communication makes up a large part of our lives. It is hard to imagine what our lives

would be like if language never existed.

Practice

What fea, ;re(s) of langu*age does each of the follomng show?
Q“; ’sub +mit = cubmiy work +vman + Ship - workmanshlp

é «?&ﬁiﬁ' 7. (Chinese) -

7 @ é&gﬂ H 7= I have a culd / 1 caught a cold (English) ;
: = Hargab baa ku haya ‘--(Semah)
= T4 slaghddn ort. (Irish)
=Lt= .Z;f?lfll 7*%‘:} (Korean) :
‘ w rJ)% &%?To i L
-k%‘% ﬁ‘l:ﬁ? 'Hbﬁfft J;—?%'

SRR D

Feedback

@ —This is an example of language components (morphemes) being combined by rules to
form larger units of language (words).

@——This is a case of written representation of sounds in Chinese. Also, the relationship
between forms of written representation and sounds, and that between concept and

sound/written representation is arbitrary and maybe symbolic (in the example of the

Chinese character “§”).
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@—— Different languages have different forms of sound and written representations. This is
cultural specific and cultural transmissible.

@ ——Language is used in communication. Here “#,8% § T ” is not interpreted by the mother
as a report of someone’s health condition in a real communicative situation. Of course
there are many cases in which “3% 2 § T ” can be interpreted in its literal meaning in

communication, but more often than not something more than the literal meaning is

communicated through language.

1 .2 Functions of Language

Lead-in

Try to imagine situations in which the following may occur. Discuss with your classmates
the possible functions (such as to report an event, to express emotion, etc.) that these

sentences perform.

(D) You fit into me, like a hook in an eye — a fish hook, and an open eye.
(2) Have we met before?
(3) Marilyn Monroe is said to have been killed by Kennedy’s political associates.
(4) Can’t you see that the definition is below line 3?
(5) Q: How do you get four elephants into a Volkswagen?
A: Two in the front and two in the back!

Discussion

There have been a lot of discussions on the functions of language by scholars such as
Searle (1969), Halliday (1970), Leech (1983) and Finch (1998). Although they view those
functions from different disciplines of study and thus have categorized in different ways,
most certainly there are many functions that language can fulfill. However, depending
on the approach to this issue the number of functions and their names might vary. For
simplicity’s sake (hopefully not oversimplified), we classify them into categories from three
perspectives: the conceptual, the interpersonal and the metalingual.

© The conceptual category covers the following functions of language labeled as
they were originally mentioned in various kinds of linguistic literatures. They are
referential (Jakobson, 1960), ideational (further divided into experiential and logical)
(Halliday, 1970, 1994), recording, identifying, and reasoning (Finch, 1998) and they
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are sometimes called informative and cognitive by others as well. This category refers
to the function that language speakers use to convey information, record and describe
life experiences, identify objects and events in the world, think and reason, and in a
word, to conceptualize processes involved in our mental activities and to represent the
world. This function, as it is often said, accounts for the majority part of the everyday

communication activities.

The second category coincides with Halliday’s interpersonal function by name, but
it umbrellas, on a larger scale, the following funtion labels having appeared in other
sources mentioned above: they are phatic, emotive, expressive, directive, conative,
physiological, ceremonial, performative, and social. The reason for us to put them
together is that they indicate the social function of language. Language does not just
communicate “pure” information, and in fact information about people and events is
inevitably described and presented with speaker’s emotions, attitudes, and personal
judgments of the truthfulness of the event reported. Even swear words contain
elements of emotional information about the speaker, though sometimes he/she may

not intentionally say that to anybody else at the time of speaking.

Interpersonal function also means that language enables speakers to do things, such
as to exchange greetings, to make small talk, requests, apologies and promises, to give
commands and orders, and even to perform ceremonies. What’s more, while people
do things with language, they simultaneously use language to create certain feelings,
exercise influence on each other, establish and maintain relationships among people
in society. This can be seen, for example, from the choices available to people when

making a request of borrowing money:

(1) I wonder if I could borrow some money from you.
(2) Would you mind if I borrow some money from you?
(3) Could you lend me some money, please?

(4) Lend me some money, please.

(5) Lend me a few bucks, will you?

Just think what you would say to your friend and what you would say to your parents
if you want to do the same thing! Do you think you simply can use the same way?
This simple example shows that in real life situations, people make appropriate choice
of linguistic expressions on the basis of their estimated roles in the relationship.

Language, in a sense, defines a society and divides people into different social groups.

The metalingual function directs us to view the function within the language itself.
Halliday’s textual and Jakobson’s poetic and metalingual functions fall into this
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category because all of the three refer to the ability of talking about language with a
metalanguage, and of manipulating language to fulfill other functions of language.
We find there are certain devices which enable us to, for instance, refer to what has
been discussed previously, such as in English language we have this, that, the previous
chapter; last paragraph, etc. and therefore we are able to hang the text together. Poetic
and metalingual functions labeled by Jakobson, on the other hand, enable us to define
language and play with language for joy. Riddles like “¥ ¥, ¥HLEEN, %
NEZ & A Z” and example (5) in the Lead-in part would be good enough to illustrate
this point.

Definition

FUNCTION OF LANGUAGE is the purpose for which a language expression is used.
Language functions are often described as categories of behaviors, e.g. giving information,
making requests or complaints, referring back and forth in a discourse, etc. (Richards et
al., 1998: 185).

Practice

g

o Go back to the Lead—m part and demde the mam functlon that each of the
: sentences plays -

@ Are there any other posmble mtenuons that the speakers may have when actually
L . saying them? If there are; what could these mtcnnons ek, , j

Feedback

@ ——In general, language is multi-functional at the same time. We cannot say that one
piece of language only plays one function at one time. There is always a problem of
correspondence between language form and language function. A simple road sign such
as “Pedestrians cross here” can be interpreted both as a direction to pedestrians
and a warning to drivers. So are all the examples listed in the Lead-in part. Sentence
(1) is experiential (describing the relationship between “you and I”) and expressive
(expressing emotion). Sentence (2) is more on the identifying side and (3) has more of
the informative nature. Sentence (4) is metalingual and identifying, and sentence (5) is

more metalingual by nature.

@——There are several possibilities. For instance, sentence (2) is always used by people
to start a talk with a stranger rather than identify someone or describe some past 7
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experience, even though sometimes the speaker clearly knows he/she has never met
the person talked to. The discussion about the functions of language in this section
is not concerned with any particular context of language use. We have discussed
them in general terms and in an abstract sense. When a piece of language is used in
communication, its function is determined totally by the context. We actually cannot

pin down the functions played by one piece of language out of a context.

What do you think of the statements about /inguistics below? Do you share with these

ideas?

(1) Linguistics studies the history of languages.

(2) Linguistics teaches people how to pronounce words and how to speak and write
grammatically in a language.

(3) Linguistics is all about rules and principles of languages.

(@) The knowledge of linguistics enables people to approach the study of a foreign
language more confidently and methodically.

(5) Linguistics is theoretical by nature and only useful for those who want to get into

postgraduate programs.

- Discussion

Linguistics is not merely concerned with the study of the history of a language or
languages but it is primarily the study of the present day language phenomena. Linguistics
does not teach people the pronunciation, grammar or vocabulary of a certain language,
but it describes the sound, the grammatical and the meaning systems of a language so
that linguists can explain how language functions as a system of human communication.
Linguistics is not a set of rules or theories of language prescribed and imposed on language
speakers, but it is a scientific and systematic account of empirical investigations of the

norms to which the members of a language community actually conform.

Linguistics is the scientific and systematic study of language. Its major areas of

investigation covers:

* The sound systems of language, Phonetics and Phonology




