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Chapter
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Invitations to Linguistics

1.1 Why Study Language?

LANGUAGE is such an integral part of our life and humanity that too much
about it has been taken for granted. For some people, language may not even be
considered a worthy subject for academic study. They take it as a tool for access to
other fields of knowledge rather than as a subject in and of itself. However, if you
pause and think of the following myths about language, it is indeed necessary to
reconsider how much we really understand about the nature of language and its role in
our life. And you may be surprised to realize that some of our most damaging racial ,
ethnic, and socio-economic prejudices are based on our linguistic ignorance and
wrong ideas about language.

Myth 1. Language is only a means of communication.

Myth 2. Language has a form-meaning correspondence.

Myth 3. The function of language is to exchange information.

Myth 4. English is more difficult to learn than Chinese.

Myth 5. Black English is not standard and should be reformed.

The list of myths may go on and by the end of this course, if you look back on
them, we hope you may find these widespread views not so truthful after all.

The following are some fundamental views about language, which you may
instinctively agree without thinking about the reasons, or you may not agree at the
moment. Follow this course and you will '
find they are discussed in more detail in
the ensuing chapters.

(1) Children learn their native
language swiftly, efficiently and without

instruction.
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(2) Language operates by rules.

(3) All languages have three major components: a sound system, a system of
lexicogrammar and a system of semantics.

(4) Everyone speaks a dialect.

(5) Language slowly changes.

(6) Speakers of all languages employ a range of styles and a set of jargons.

(7) Languages are intimately related to the societies and individuals who use
them.

(8) Writing is derivative of speech.

People find the subject of language intriguing and useful for many different
reasons. Linguistics can be used as a way of finding out more about how the brain
works, or how damage to the brain results in certain kind of language disorders, how
children learn language, how people learn and teach different languages, what the
relationship between meaning and perception is, what the role of language is in
different cultures, why people use different varieties of language, why there are
linguistic differences between different groups, and how scientists make the computer
work in a more human-like manner. This course book will serve as a starting point
from which you may go on exploring in one of the above and other language-related
fields.

Let us mention here the broader educational concerns. We can all note that
language plays a central role in our lives as individuals and social beings. If we are
not fully aware of the nature and mechanism of our language, we will be ignorant of
what constitutes our essential humanity. The understanding of language should not be

confined to linguists, as language is a vital human resource that all of us share.
1.2 What Is Language?

Webster’ s New World Dictionary offers several most frequently used senses of the

'.-,. word “language” , namely, [ 1] (a)human speech;
v (b) the ability to communicate by this means; (c¢) a
system of vocal sounds and combinations of such
sounds to which meaning is attributed, used for the
expression or communication of thoughts and feelings;

(d) the written representation of such a system; [ 2 ]

(a) any means of expressing or communicating, as
gestures, signs, or animal sounds; (b)a special set of symbols, letters, numerals,

rules etc. used for the transmission of information, as in a computer;... (p.759)
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Suffice it to say here that though we use the word in its various senses, we focus here
on its primary sense; namely, [1](a)(b)(c)(d).

The study of other senses also receives attention in contemporary linguistics, for
instance, the study of multimodal discourse which resorts to such symbolic resources
as images and sounds. The term multimodal refers to at least five modes of meaning-
making: linguistic, visual, gestural, spatial and audio, working together to create
texts.

In this sense, all texts are multimodal as different modes of meaning interact
with each other—words and images are organized on a page to create a newspaper
article; images, sounds, and gestures are integrated to create a play or television
program; words are spoken in a soft voice or typed in a small font to convey a
particular meaning; a photograph is tightly framed to create a feeling of confinement.

To give the barest of definition, language is a means of verbal communication. It
is instrumental in that communicating by speaking or 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 understanding of human
interaction including such associated factors as nonverbal cues, motivation, and
socio-cultural roles. Language learning and use are determined by the intervention of
biological, cognitive, psycho-social, and environmental factors. In short, language
distinguishes us from animals because it is far more sophisticated than any animal

communication system.
1.3 Design Features of Language

We would all agree that language is essential to human beings but we may find it
hard to specify what makes our language advantageous over animal “languages”. In
order to mate, propagate and cooperate in their colonies, species like birds and bees
also communicate by singing or dancing, following a very elaborate routine too. Are
they using language too? Not really. The well-known philosopher Bertrand Russell
once observed something to the effect—"No matter how eloquently a dog may bark,
he cannot tell you that his parents were poor but honest. ” So what makes human
language so complicated and flexible, so unrestrained by the immediate context and
so capable of creating new meanings, in a word, so distinctive from languages used
by other species? The features that define our human languages can be called

DESIGN FEATURES. The following are the frequently discussed ones:
1.3.1 Arbitrariness

The widely accepted meaning of this feature which was discussed by Saussure
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first refers to the fact that the forms of linguistic signs bear no natural relationship to
their meaning. For instance, we cannot explain why a book is called a /buk/ and a
pen a /pen/. However there seems to be different levels of ARBITRARINESS.

(1) Arbitrary relationship between the sound of a
morpheme and its meaning

You may object to this when you think of words
with different degrees of onomatopoeia, namely, words
that sound like the sounds they describe. e.g. in
Chinese N] &, 2= [, WM M5 1. These linguistic
forms seem to have a natural basis. But in English,
totally different words are used to describe the sound.
For example, the dog barks bowwow in English but 7£
E7E in Chinese.

But there are some misunderstandings about the onomatopoeic effect. As a

matter of fact, arbitrariness and onomatopoeic effect may work at the same time. For
example, Widdowson cites a line from Keats’ Ode to a Nightingale to illustrate ;

Ex.1-1

The murmurous haunt of flies on summer eves.

If you read it aloud, you may feel the connection between the sounds and the
meaning. But the effect does not really result from the whispering sounds themselves,
for you will have to know the meanings of the words murmurous, summer, eves before
setting up such a connection. To test this, just think of using the similar sounding
word murderous to substitute murmurous, and no connection whatsoever will be
established between the sounds and the little noises of the flying flies. “It is only
when you know the meaning that you infer that the form is appropriate.”
( Widdowson, 1996 :6) This also applies to many cases of the so-called onomatopoeic
words. (2) Arbitrariness at the syntactic level

According to systemic functionalists and American functionalists, language is not
arbitrary at the syntactic level.

By syntax we refer to the ways that sentences are constructed according to the
grammar of arrangement. As we know, the order of elements in a sentence follows
certain rules, and there is a certain degree of correspondence between the sequence of
clauses and the real happenings. In other words, syntax is less arbitrary than words,
especially in so far as this kind of order is concerned. Compare :

Ex.1-2

(a) He came in and sat down.
(b) He sat down and came in.

(c¢) He sat down after he came in.
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Sentence (a) means the man came in first and then he sat down, but (b)
means the opposite—perhaps he got into his wheelchair and propelled himself into the
room. In(c), with the help of the word “after” we can reverse the order of the
clauses. Therefore the functionalists hold that the most strictly arbitrary level of
language exists in the distinctive units of sounds by which we distinguish pairs of
words like pin and bin, or fish and dish.

(3) Arbitrariness and convention

What then is the link between a linguistic sign and its meaning? It is a matter of
CONVENTION. Here we have to look at the other side of the coin of arbitrariness,
namely, conventionality. As learners of English we are often told “this is an
idiom” —meaning it is conventional to say things this way and you cannot change the
expression any other way even if you think it does not look or sound logical.
Arbitrariness of language makes it potentially creative, and conventionality of
language makes learning a language laborious. For learners of a foreign language, it
is the conventionality of a language that is more worth noticing than its arbitrariness.
That may be why when we are burying ourselves in memorizing idioms, we feel
nothing of the arbitrariness of the language but are somewhat tortured by its

conventionality.
1.3.2 Duality

“By DUALITY is meant the property of having two levels of structures, such that
units of the primary level are composed of elements of the secondary level and each of
the two levels has its own principles of organization. ” ( Lyons, 1981:20)

Roughly speaking, the elements of the spoken language are sounds which do not
convey meaning in themselves. The only function of sounds is to combine with one
another to form units that have meaning, such as words. We call sounds here
secondary units as opposed to such primary units as words, since the secondary units
are meaningless and the primary units have distinct and identifiable meaning. The
property of duality then only exists in such a system, namely, with both elements and
units. Many animals communicate with special calls, which have corresponding
meanings. That is, the primary units have meanings but cannot be further divided
into elements. So we say animal communication systems do not have this design
feature of human language—the property of duality. Consequently, the
communicative power of animal language is highly limited, to speak from a human-
centered perspective.

To talk about duality we must notice that language is hierarchical. If we listen to
a foreign language we do not understand, it may seem that fluent speakers seem to be

talking in a continuous stream. However, no language is truly continuous. To convey
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discrete meanings there have to be discrete units, and the first task in decoding a new
language is finding out these discrete units. The lowest level consists of dozens of bits
of meaningless sounds which occur in chumps that we call syllables. A syllable is the
smallest unit that is normally spoken by itself. Scores of syllables become the carriers
of hundreds of meaningful segments of words that are called morphemes, such as the
prefix trans- or the suffix -ism. With thousands of words we associate millions of
meanings, and on top of these millions—astronomical number of possible sentences/
utterances and texts/discourses.

As Bolinger and Sears put it, “ Stratification—this organization of levels on
levels—is the physical manifestation of the ‘infinite use of finite means’, the trait
that most distinguishes human communication and that provides its tremendous
resourcefulness. ” (1981 3 -4)

Now we can perceive the advantage of duality, which lies in the great productive
power our language is endowed with. A large number of different units can be formed
out of a small number of elements—for instance, tens of thousands of words out of a
small set of sounds, around 40 in the case of the English language. © And out of the
huge number of words, there can be endless number of sentences, which in turn can

form unlimited number of texts.

1.3.3 Creativity

By CREATIVITY we mean language is resourceful because of its duality and its
recursiveness. One of the reasons why language is actually a far more complicated
entity than traffic lights is that we can use it to create new meanings. There are
numerous examples to illustrate that words can be used in new ways to mean new
things, and can be instantly understood by people who have never come across that
usage before. This ability is one of the things that sets human language apart from the
kind of communication that goes on, for example, between birds, which can only
convey a limited range of messages( Thomas & Shan, 2004.7).

Language is not unique to humans, if it is defined merely as a system of
communication. As we know, birds, bees, crabs, spiders, and most other creatures
communicate in some way, but the information imparted is severely limited and
confined to a small set of messages. The creativity of language partly originates from
its duality which we just discussed in the above section, because of duality the
speaker is able to combine the basic linguistic units to form an infinite set of

sentences, most of which are never before produced or heard.

@ The precise number depends on the different accents of English.
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Language is creative in another sense, that is, its potential to create endless
sentences. The recursive nature of language provides a theoretical basis for this
possibility. For instance, we can write a sentence like the following and go on
endlessly:

Ex.1-3

He bought a book which was written by a teacher who taught in a school

which was known for its graduates who. . .
1.3.4 Displacement

DISPLACEMENT means that human languages enable their users to symbolize
objects, events and concepts which are not present( in time and space ) at the moment
of communication. Thus, I can refer to Confucius, or the North Pole, even though
the first has been dead for over 2550 years and the second is situated far away from
us.

Most animals respond communicatively as soon as they are stimulated by some
occurrence of communal interest. For instance, a warning cry of a bird instantly
announces danger. Such animals are under “immediate stimulus control”. Human

-

language is, unlike animal communication systems,

5 ! stimulus-free. What we are talking about need not

be triggered by any external stimulus in the world or
any internal state. The honeybee’ s dance exhibits
i‘ displacement a little bit; he can refer to a source of
o “__ food, which is remote in time and space when he

reports on it. A dog cannot tell people that its master will be home in a few days. Our
language enables us to communicate about things that do not exist or do not yet exist.
Displacement benefits human beings by giving them the power to handle
generalizations and abstractions. Indeed words are often used not in such immediate
physical context when they denote concrete objects. They are often used with a
deference for referential application. Once we can talk about physically distant thing,
we acquire the ability to understand concepts which denote “non-things” , such as

truth and beauty. In a word, the intellectual benefits of displacement to us is that it
makes it possible for us to talk and think in abstract terms. (Fowler, 1974 .8)

1.4 Origin of Language

“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word
was God.” (Gospel of John, 1:1)
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“And the Lord said, Behold, the people is one, and they have all one
language; and this they begin to do; and now nothing will be restrained from them,
which they have imagined to do. ” (Genesis, 11:6)

These pieces of scripture seem to suggest some mysterious origin of the language.
What we know is that today the people of the world use more than 6,000 different
languages and innumerable dialects. The unity is gone. We no longer understand
each other. There are some well-known theories about the origin of language though
some of them have now been discredited. The following are some of them

The “bow-wow” theory: In primitive times people imitated the sounds of the
animal calls in the wild environment they lived and speech developed from that.
Onomatopoeic words seem to be a convenient evidence for this theory. But in our
discussion below we can find they are very different in the degree of resemblance they
express with the natural sounds. This theory lacks supportive evidence.

The “pooh-pooh” theory: In the hard life of our primitive ancestors, they utter
instinctive sounds of pain, anger and joy. As for evidence, we can only cite the
universal use of sounds as interjections. What makes the theory problematic is that
there is only a limited number of interjections in almost all languages. Besides,
interjections such as Oh, Ah, Aiyo bear litile relationship with the sound system of a
language and therefore are not good evidence.

The “yo-he-ho” theory; As primitive people worked together, they produced
some rhythmic grunts which gradually developed into chants and then into language.
We do have prosodic use of rhythms in languages, but rhythmic grunts are far
different from language in its present sense. The theory is again at most a
speculation.

We may go on with all sorts of fanciful speculations, but suffice it to say here
that the by-now fruitless search for the origin of languages reflects people’ s concern
with the origin of humanity and may come up with enlightening findings in future.
And one thing we can say for certain is that language evolves within specific

historical , social and cultural contexts.

1.5 Functions of Language

Linguists talk about the FUNCTIONS of language in an abstract sense, that is,
not in terms of using language to chat, to think, to buy and sell, to read and write,
to greet, praise and condemn people, etc. They summarize these practical functions
and attempt some broad classifications of the basic functions of language like the

following ;



