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Chapter 1

An Overview of Language and Linguistics

1.1 What Is General Linguistics?

Defining Linguistics

Linguistics is usually defined as the scientific study of language
or the science concerned with language. Clear as it sounds literally,
the simple statement may prompt further questions like “What does
science mean?” “Why is ‘language’ rather than ‘the language’ or
‘a language’ studied?” “Is it necessary to treat language that
way?” and so on.

The simple definition really needs some explanations. To
begin with, the term “language” without any modification, either
“3” or “the,” presupposes that all human languages have
something in common; instead of any specific languages, though
specific languages are used for exemplification from time to time,
general linguistics aims to study the common qualities of all
languages. The term “science” is likely to remind people of some
other sciences such as mathematics, physics, chemistry, etc.,
which are studied in certain special ways in order to formulate some
rules. Similarly, in this context, the term “science” or
“scientific,” before being elaborated, suggests at least that the
linguistic view of language is rather special or quite different from
that held by a layman; some systematic methods are to be
employed in linguistics. First, let us have an account about the
term “science” at length.

. Principles of Linguistic Science
What is meant by “science”? To answer this question, you

s 1 o



may simply say it means that language is studied in a scientific
way. Right, but still indefinite or insufficient. If linguistics is
regarded as a science it should be conducted in certain manners as
most scientific activities are. Or they should follow certain
principles which are adopted by scientific activities in general.
Some linguists believe linguistics should be guided by the canons as
follows(Robins 2000.7) :

(1) Exhaustiveness, the adequate treatment of all the relevant
material;

(2) Consistency, the absence of contradiction between different
parts of the total statement; and, within the limits imposed by the
two preceding principles;

(3) Economy, whereby, other things being equal, a shorter
statement or analysis employing fewer terms is to be preferred to
one that is longer or more involved. This is sometimes referred to
as the “capturing of generalizations. ”

In addition, there are another two principles to be emphasized.;
first, “linguistics should be empirical, rather than speculative or
intuitive, ”(Lyons 1981:38) According to this principle, linguistic
research should be based on “verifiable data obtained by means of
observation or experiment” (ibid: 38). Its findings or conclusions
should be repeatable and testable. Second, linguistics should be
objective, which is closely related to the preceding one. Being
empirical and being objective are interdependent in a sense. In
order to keep objective, linguists have to do their researches in an
empirical way, and vise versa. However, it is not easy to follow
the principles in practice. People living in certain environments are
inevitably affected by cultural, social and other factors. People,
especially laymen, sometimes, have a bias toward or against some
languages. They are usually partial to their mother tongues. They
may believe that one language is superior to others, or think that
one language is more beautiful or precise than another, etc. Some
people even say that certain languages are backward or primitive.
Views of this kind definitely violate the principles of linguistic

e 9 o



Chapter 1 Anﬂ

science discussed above, Modern linguistics holds the view that all
languages are equal in terms of function because each one can
perfectly meet the needs of its users, and no language is primitive
today. It is dangerous to guide linguistic studies with personal or
subjective likes or dislikes. Linguistic research cannot be done
scientifically with emotional or subjective attitudes.

Apart from the principles of linguistics, proper methodologies
are also necessary for linguistic studies. Empirical evidence and
sound logic are equally important; inductive reasoning and
deductive reasoning are both indispensable.

A:1s3: A Natural Science or a Social Science?

Since linguistics is defined as a science and guided by certain
principles of science at large, is linguistics similar to physics,
chemistry and the like? The answer should be “yes and no,”
probably. On the one hand, linguistics overlaps with such “hard”
sciences as physics and anatomy, for instance, in the study of
speech sounds. On the other hand, language, the object of
linguistics, is a social phenomenon after all, and therefore
linguistics is somewhat different from the purely scientific
disciplines like physics, chemistry and so on. In brief, linguistics is
partially a natural science and partially a social science.

“Every discipline has its own technical vocabulary. Linguistics
is no exception. ” (Lyons 1981:46) In linguistics, just like in other
disciplines, many special terms (and sometimes notations) are
used. They are coined and used because they are needed. Each
jargon has its own specific reference or meaning. For instance,

“ speech

phone, phoneme, allophone, etc. are all related to
sound,” but each of them has a unique usage in phonetics and
phonology. Without such special terms, linguistic studies could not
be carried out in a precise or academic way. The multiplicity of
special terms in linguistics indicates that linguistics is a specialized
and complicated discipline.

Linguistics does have a feature, which other disciplines do not

1737.



have. That is, linguistics studies language as its object and
meanwhile fulfils its task by means of using language.

As is defined above, linguistics is aimed at probing into the
nature of language in general, but linguists have to observe specific
languages to pursue this aim. So, in this sense, linguistics is often
specific to a language. That is, the study of each language is
different. Most examples or illustrations in this book are taken
from English. In short, linguistics tries to explore the nature of
language at large by means of observing phenomena of specific

languages.

. What Is Meant by “General”?

“General” is used to modify “linguistics” to “emphasize the
universal applicability of linguistic theory and method” (Crystal
1985.134). In this sense, general linguistics is in contrast with the
interdisciplinary fields in which linguistic theories are combined
with or applied to other disciplines related to language, that is,
applied linguistics in a broad sense, which includes sociolinguistics,
the study of the relationship between language and society (see
Chapter 8) ; anthropological linguistics, the study of languages in
relation to social or cultural patterns and beliefs; clinical
linguistics, the application of linguistics to the analysis of disorders
of spoken, written, or sign language; neurolinguistics, the study
of brain structure and function in relation to language use,
acquisition, and disorder; psycholinguistics, the study of language
in relation to psychological processes; educational linguistics, the
application of linguistics to language teaching and learning in
schools and other education settings; computational linguistics, the
application of the concepts and techniques of computer science to
the analysis of language; and so on and so forth. These language-
related fields are alternatively called macrolinguistics sometimes. In
order to be distinguished from the applied linguistics, general
linguistics is also named “theoretical linguistics” or even “linguistic
linguistics” (Corder 1973: 9). In brief, general linguistics

.4.



