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Unit One

The Nature of Linguistics'

Linguistics is the branch of learning which studies the lan-
guages of any and all human societies: how each language is con-
structed; how it varies through space and changes through time;
how it is related to other languages; and how it is used by its
speakers. Fundamental to all branches of linguistics is the basic
question: What is language? How does it work? What happens
when a speaker says something and a hearer understands him? If
we look at a typical act of communication by means of language.,
two aspects seem quite clear. First, it is obvious that language
makes use of sound. Second, this sound is used to convey meaning
from speaker to hearer. We might therefore be tempted to say
that a language is a communication system consisting merely of
sound and meaning.

If we look a little further, however, it becomes clear that this
is not even a first approximation of the way language works.
Language does indeed involve sound and meaning; but it clearly
involves much more than this since we can easily think of situa-
tions in which we can hear the sound and know the meaning and
yet really understand nothing of the language. Consider the fol-
lowing example. Suppose that we are in Africa and we see two
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reople talking together. The first ene makes the sounds " Saa
ngapl? "whereupon the second pulls out his watch, looks at it. and
then makes the sounds “Saa nane. "Here two messages have been
transmitted. We have heard all the sounds in each message, and
can gasily guess at the meanings: the first speaker was surely ask-
ing what time it is. and the second speaker almost surely answered
that it is two o’ ¢lock— since our own walch tells us that this is the
time. Yet though we have heard the sound and know the
meaning, we do not yet really understand anything of the Swahili
language. To learn this we must investigate the connection be-
tween sound and meaning. We must find out what parts of the
sound correspond to what parts of meaning. Even we must be
familiar with the culture related to the communication. *

In order to understand a little better how sound and mean-
ing are connected so as to yield language, let us consider a typical
speech event in which a speaker says something and is understood
by a hearer. How does the speaker formulate his message? How
is it transmitted to the hearer? And how does the hearer under-
stand it? There seem to be 11 different stages in the whole pro-
cess, and we can consider them briefly one by one.

1. Semantic encoding. The first thing the speaker must do is
to formulate his message in the semantic units his language uses.
Since this is like putting a message into proper shape to fit the
code in which it is being sent, we can call this stage “ semantic
encoding.” Every language has its own particular set of semantic
units; and any message which is to be sent mast first be encoded
into the particular semantic units of that language such as saa in
“Saa ngapi?” iSwahili) vs time in “"What time is it?” (English) .
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2. Grammatical encoding. Once a speaker has chosen the
proper semantic units for the message he wants to send. his next
task is to find the corresponding grammatical units and to ar-
range them in the way required by the grammar of his language.
For example, if we want to make an English message out of the
semantic units boy, buy, and book, we can encode them
grammatically— among other ways—as The boy buys the hook.
As we do so, our language forces us to add some further elements
of meaning to the message— the kind of meaning that is
customarily called “ grammatical meaning. " In English we are
forced to specify whether boy and book are singular or plural: hoy
vs. boys, book vs. books. We are also forced to classify both units
as either definite or indefinite: the boy vs. a boy, the book vs. a
book. And we are forced to specify whether the buying takes place
in the present or the past: present, The boy buys the book; past,
The boy bought the book. Further, if we make boy singular, we
must add the grammatical element—s to the unit buy. The boy
buy —s the hook— though English does not force us to do this if
we choose past bought rather than present buy.

What name should we select for the grammatical units that
are used at this stage of the encoding process— for example, for
the six units in the sentence The boy buy ~s the book? The cus-
tomary name for each such minimal grammatical unit is, in Eng-
lish, the term “morpheme”.

3. Phonological encoding. Once a speaker has given the prop-
er grammatical encoding to his message, we can assume that it
consists simply of a string of morphemes. What the speaker must
now do is to convert this string of morphemes into sound so that
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the message can be transmitted to his listener. The simplest way
of doing this would be to go diractly from morpheme to sound,
converting each unit of grammar (each morpheme) into a unit of
sound. A sentence such as Cat eats f ish would then require four
different units of sound: one each for the morphemes cat, eat, —s,
and fish. What every language does is to convert each unit of
grammar (each morpheme) not into one unit of sound but rather
into one or more units of sound. Such units of sound are
customarily called phonemes. For example, in English we encode
the morpheme if into two phonemes, /if/; the morpheme
cough into three phonemes, / kof /' ; shif t into four phonemes, /
[ ift/.

4-8. Sending , transmission, receiving. The first three stages in
our typical speech event have now been completed: the message
has been encoded (1) semantically, (2) grammatically, and (3)
phonologically. We are now ready for the next five stages: two for
sending, one for transmission, and two for receiving. As encoded
thus far, the message consists of a sequence of phonemes. At
stage (4) the speaker sends instructions from his brain to his
speech organs, telling them what movements to make for each
phoneme. At stage (5)the speech organs make these movements
and thereby set the air molecules into vibration, producing audi-
ble sound. At stage (6)these vibrations fan out from the speaker’s
mouth and are transmitted to any listener within hearing
distance. At stage (7) the vibrations produce corresponding vi-
brations in the hearer’s middle and inner ear. And at stage (8)the
energy of these vibrations is carried from the hearer’s ear to his
brain.
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9—11. Phonological, grammatical, semantic decoding. At this
point the process of decoding begins. As the hearer receives the
energy of the message in his brain, he must decode it ( 9)
phonologically, (10) grammatically, and (11)semantically. This,
of course, is possible only if he possesses, somewhere inside his
head, the same total code as the speaker—that is, if he knows the
same language. We shall assume this to be true.

How is this decoding accomplished? To answer this ques-
tion in detail we would have to look inside the hearer’s brain, and
this is obviously impossible. Nevertheless, we can make a number
of useful indirect observations. Basically what the hearer seems to
do is to match what he hears against his own knowledge of the
language. In doing this he does not decode the entire message first
phonologically, then grammatically, then semantically; instead,
he seems to race back and forth from one part of the total code to
another, picking up all the clues he can. Let us suppose that he
hears, in American English, the partial sentence “ He was
writing / riding. . . , "with a sound halfway between a /t /and a
/ d/ . From the phonological code he knows that such a halfway
sound is not acceptable; it must be decoded as either a/t/ or
a / d / because the code does not provide for any halfway items.
The grammatical code tells him that the word can be either wrir-
ing with / t / or riding with / d / , since both of these verbs occur
in English. To settie the matter he must refer it on to the semantic
code. If the sentence continues “He was writing / riding a letter, ”
he knows that it must be the word writing with / t / ; but if it con-
tinues “He was writing / riding a Aorse, " he knows that it must be
the word riding with / d /.



In the preceding paragraphs we have described a typical
speech event in order to show the various aspects of language
with which linguistics is concerned. Semantics is the study of the
semantic code. Lexicology studies the total stock of morphemes—
the “lexicon”—of a language, particularly those items which have
clear semantic references(e.g. , boy, buy, book, as against the, a,
—s,t0). (Note the difference between lexicology, the study of the
lexicon of a language, and lexicography , the art of making dic-
tionaries of various sorts. ) Grammar is the study of the grammat-
ical code. Phonology (or, in American usage, phonemics) is the
study of the phonological code. Articulatory phonetics studies the
movements of the vocal organs in producing the sounds of speech
(the way the sounds of speech are “articulated”); acoustic phonet-
ics studies the vibrations of the air molecules; and auditory pho-
netics studies the way the sounds of speech are perceived by the
human ear.

Further branches of linguistics are concerned with variations
within language, changes in language, and relationships among
languages. Linguistic geography deals with the way in which a
language varies through geographical space. Traditionally, lin-
guistic geography also deals with the variations in linguistic usage
of different social classes, though work of this type has recently
come to be called sociolinguistics.

All of these branches of linguistics are commonly referred to
as synchronic linguistics—the study of a given language at a giv-
en period in time. Opposed to this is diachronic linguistics—the
study of language change through time. Here the two chief
branches are historical linguistics, which studies the historical de-

6



