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INTRODUCTION

S

hat IS linguistics?

1.1.1 Definition

Linguistics is generally defined as the scientific study of language.
“How
does language work?”, and “ What rules there are that govern the

structure of language?” It probes into various problems related to

It tries to answer the basic questions “ What is language?”,

language such as “What do all languages have in common?” |, “What
range of variation is found among languages?”, “ What makes
language change?”, “ To what extent are social class differences
reflected in language?”, “How does a child acquire his mother
tongue?” , and many others.

Linguistics studies not any particular language, e.g. English,
Chinese, Arabic, and Latin, but it studies languages in general. It is a
scientific study because it is based on the systematic investigation of
linguistic data, conducted with reference to some general theory of
language structure. In order to discover the nature and rules of the
underlying language system, what the linguist has to do first is to
observe and collect language facts, which are found to display some
similarities, and generalizations are made about them; then he
formulates some hypotheses about the language structure. But the
hypotheses thus formed have to be checked repeatedly against the
observed facts to fully prove their validity. In linguistics, as in any
other discipline, data and theory stand in a dialectical
complementation; that is, a theory without the support of data can
hardly claim wvalidity, and data without being explained by
sometheory remain a muddled mass of things.

Chapter 1  Introduction
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2

1.1.2 The scope of linguistics

The study of language as a whole is often called general linguistics.
This deals with the basic concepts, theories, descriptions, models and
methods applicable in any linguistic study, in contrast to those branches
of study which relate linguistics to the research of other areas.

Language is a complicated entity with multiple layers and facets, so
it is hardly possible for the linguists to deal with it all at once. They
have to concentrate on one aspect of it at a time. This has given rise to
a number of relatively independent branches within the area of
linguistics.

What first drew the attention of the linguists were the sounds used
in languages. The study of sounds used in linguistic communication led
to the establishment of phonetics.

Then, as linguists became interested in how sounds are put
together and used to convey meaning in communication, they
developed another branch of study related to sounds called phonology.

The sounds used in linguistic communication are represented by
symbols, i.e. morphemes. The study of the way in which these
symbols are arranged and combined to form words has constituted the
branch of study called morphology.

Then the combination of words to form grammatically permissible
sentences in languages is governed by rules. The study of these rules
constitutes a major branch of linguistic studies called syntax.

But the ultimate objective of language is not just to create
grammatically well-formed sentences. In most general terms language is
used to convey meaning. The study of meaning is known as
semantics.

Language communication does not occur in a vacuum; it always
occurs in a context. When the study of meaning is conducted, not in
isolation, but in the context of language use, it becomes another branch
of linguistic study called pragmatics.

The study of all these aspects of language forms the core of
linguistics.

Then, language is not an isolated phenomenon; it is a social
activity carried out in a certain social environment by human beings.
Naturally, in the course of time the study of language has established

close links with other branches of social studies, resulting in some

A New Concise Course in Linguistics for Students of English
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interdisciplinary branches of linguistic study.

Language and society are closely connected. The language a person
uses often reveals his social background, and there exist social norms that
determine the type of language to be used on a certain occasion; and
language changes are often caused by social changes. The studies of all
these social aspects of language and its relation with society form the
core of the branch called sociolinguistics.

Psycholinguistics relates the study of language to psychology. It
aims to answer such questions as how the human mind works when we
use language, how we as infants acquire our mother tongue, how we
memorize, and how we process the information we receive in the
course of communication.

Findings in linguistic studies can often be applied to the solution of
such practical problems as the recovery of speech ability. The study of
such applications is generally known as applied linguistics. But in a
narrow sense applied linguistics refers to the application of linguistic
theories and principles to language teaching, especially the teaching of

foreign and second languages.

Some important distinctions in linguistics

1) Prescriptive vs. descriptive

Prescriptive and descriptive represent two different types of
linguistic study. If a linguistic study aims to describe and analyze the
language people actually use, it is said to be descriptive; if the
linguistic study aims to lay down rules for “correct and standard”
behaviour in using language, i.e. to tell people what they should say
and what they should not say, it is said to be prescriptive.

Modern linguistics is mostly descriptive. It differs from earlier
studies of language normally known as “grammar” in that the latter is
based on “high” (religious, literary) written language. It aims to set
models for language users to follow. On the other hand, modern
linguistics is supposed to be scientific and objective and its task is to
describe the language people actually use, be it “ correct” or not.
Modern linguists believe that whatever occurs in the language people use

should be described and analyzed in their investigations.

Chapter 1 Introduction
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