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PREFACE

This book is intended for those college students who take an intro-
ductory course in linguistics. If others find interest or entertainment in
the work, the author will be delighted; but it is not a “popularization,”
and the general reader must in all fairness be warned of this. Simplicity
of presentation has been sought, but not a false simplification of subject
matter.

The duty of the writer of a textbook is not to explore frontiers or
indulge in flights of fancy, but to present, in as orderly a way as he can,
the generally accepted facts and principles of the field. This has been
my aim; the tenor of the book is conservative. Nonetheless—and for this
I must apologize—on some topics my enthusiasm and involvement have
certainly led me to speak more emphatically than our current knowledge
warrants.

Terminological innovations have been avoided as much as possible.
Complete avoidance has been unattainable, because it is essential to
discuss all aspects of the field in a consistent terminology, and no com-
plete and consistent terminology has existed.

Although I have intended no adherence to any single “school”
of linguistics, the influence of American linguistics, and especially that
of Leonard Bloomfield, will be apparent on every page.

Linguistics is too rich a field for adequate coverage of all topics
in an elementary course. The decision concerning what to include and
what to omit, however, rests properly with the instructor. I have, there-
fore, tried to include adequate elementary treatment of all topics but
two: the history of linguistics, and the detailed survey of the languages
of the world. The omission reflects my own opinion that neither is a
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viii PREFACE

desirable topic in an elementary course; the colleague who disagrees
has access elsewhere to several first-class discussions of each.

I owe a great debt to a number of my colleagues who offered me
advice on one or another portion of the book, or who read an earlier
version in its entirety. This earlier version was used for two successive
years in our introductory course at Cornell University, and the reac-
tions of the students have been invaluable to me. Of my colleagues,
I must especially mention Frederick B. Agard, Harold B. Allen, J
Milton Cowan (who taught the Cornell course during the trial runs),
Gordon H. Fairbanks, Murray Fowler, Robert A. Hall, Jr., Eric P.
Hamp, Sumner Ives, Norman A. McQuown, William G. Moulton,
W. Freeman Twaddell. Oscar Cargill and Norman E. Eliason were
especially helpful during later stages of the work. Any deficiencies
remaining in the book are due to my own obstinacy, not to any inad-
equacy in the scholars just named. I wish also to offer my sincere
thanks to the Rockefeller Foundation, for grants with which the
writing was begun; to the Center for Advanced Study in the Behav-
ioral Sciences, where the writing was completed; and, above all, to
Cornell University, which, with a magic seemingly unique, makes
itself a congenial home for the scholar in linguistics.

CuARLES F. HockerT
Ithaca, New York
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INTRODUCTION

1.1. This book is about language, the most valuable single possession
of the human race.

Everyone, in every walk of life, is concerned with language in a prac-
tical way, for we make use of it in virtually everything we do. For the
most part our use of language is so automatic and natural that we pay
no more attention to it than we do to our breathing or to the beating of
our hearts. But sometimes our attention is drawn: we are struck by the
fact that others do not speak quite as we do, or we observe a child
learning to talk, or we wonder whether one or another way of saying
or writing something is correct.

Beyond this, many people have professional need to know something
about language—as opposed to simply being able to use it. Here are
some examples:

(1) The speech correctionist, since his job is to help people overcome
difficulties or impediments in their use of language.

(2) The teacher of English composition, for a somewhat similar
reason.

(3) The foreign language teacher.

(4) The literary artist, who must know his medium and its capacities
just as a painter must know pigments, brushes, and colors; the literary
critic for a similar reason.

(5) The psychologist, who knows that language is one of the vital
factors differentiating human behavior from that of rats or apes.

(6) The anthropologist, both because language is part of what he
calls “culture,” and because in his anthropological field work he is
often confronted by practical problems of a linguistic sort.

1



2 INTRODUCTION

(7) The missionary, who may have to learn some exceedingly alien
language, for which there are no ready-made primers or dictionaries—
learning it not just for the management of everyday affairs, but well
enough to deliver sermons and make Bible translations.

(8) The historian, because his sources of information are documents;
that is, written records of past speech.

(9) The philosopher, particularly in dealing with such topics as
logic, semantics, and so-called “logical syntax.”

(10) The communications engineer, part of whose business is to
transmit messages in spoken form (telephone, radio) or in written form
(telegraph, teletype) from one place to another.

For all these people, and for others who could be added to the list,
knowledge of the workings of language is a means to some end. For a
small group of specialists, knowing about language is an end in itself.
These specialists call themselves /inguists, and the organized body of
information about language which their investigations produce is
called linguistics.

The relationship between linguistics and the various other fields in
which some knowledge of language is useful is much like that between,
say, pure chemistry and chemical engineering. Suppose that an indus-
trial plant has been using a natural dye to color certain products.
Something happens to threaten the source of the dye or to increase its
cost prohibitively. It then becomes the task of the chemical engineer to
find an effective substitute which requires only easily available and
relatively inexpensive raw materials. In his efforts to solve this problem,
he calls on all sorts of known facts of pure chemistry, many of which
were discovered with no such application in view.

Similarly, suppose that an American oil company wishes to develop
an oil-field in a region where the prevalent language is one not ordi-
narily taught in American schools. At least some of the company’s per-
sonnel must learn the language. There will be no ready-made stock of
experienced teachers for the purpose, as there are for such languages as
French and German. Nor can one simply hire an inhabitant of the
region to serve as a teacher, since native control of a language does not
in itself imply conscious understanding of how the language works, or
ability to teach it—any more than having cancer automatically makes
one a specialist in cancer diagnosis and therapy. But there are linguists
who are skilled at finding out how a language works, at preparing
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teaching-materials in it, and at supervising the tutorial work of native
speakers. In all of this, such linguists draw on the results of pure lin-
guistic research.

Of course, this proper relationship between “pure” and ‘“applied”
does not always work out smoothly. Sometimes those faced with a prac-
tical language problem do not bother to consult the “pure’ linguists.
Sumetimes they ask for help, but get none. This is occasionally because
the particular linguist is not interested, but more often because the
organized body of information which linguists have so far gathered has
nothing to contribuie to the problem at hand. When this happens, the
“applied” people sometimes forge ahead on their own and find a
workable solution. Many a key contribution to linguistics has come
about in just this way, from fields as diverse as classical philology and
electrical engineering. Anything which anyone discovers about lan-
guage is grist for the linguist’s mill. It is his job to work every new
discovery into his systematic account of language, so that those who
come later will not waste their time exploring territory that has already
been clearly mapped.

The above considerations reveal one reason why, in this book, we
shall deal with language in the frame of reference and the terminology
of linguistics, rather than in those of anthropology, philosophy, psy-
chology, foreign language teaching, or the like. Only in this way can we
be sure of serving the interests of all those readers who are, or may later
become, specialists in one or another of these fields. If we were to
present, say, a “psychologized” linguistics, we might serve the psycho-
logically trained reader somewhat better (though this is not certain),
but we would be doing a comparable disservice to the anthropologist,
the communications engineer, the foreign language teacher, and so on.

Another and more fundamental reason is that language deserves
autonomous treatment. The objective study of human language does
not achieve its validity merely through actual or petential “practical”
applications. Anything which plays as omnipresent and essential a
role in human life as does language merits as careful study as possible.
The more we can understand its workings, the better we shall under-
stand ourselves and our place in the universe.

1.2. Sources of Difficulty. Linguistics is not an inherently difficult
subject, but there are several points which often make trouble for the
beginner. In part, these are merely matters of terminology; in part,
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however, they have to do with the difference between the lay attitude
towards language and the orientation of the specialist.

(1) The linguist distinguishes between language and writing, whereas
the layman tends to confuse the two. The layman’s terms “spoken
language” and ‘“‘written language” suggest that speech and writing
are merely two different manifestations of something fundamentally
the same. Often enough, the layman thinks that writing is somehow
more basic than speech. Almost the reverse is true.

Human beings have been speaking for a very long time, perhaps
millions of years. Compared to this, writing is a recent invention. As
late as a century or so ago, millions of people in civilized countries
could not read or write—literacy was a prerogative of the privileged
classes. Even today, there are large numbers of illiterates in some parts
of the world. Yet there is no human community anywhere which does
not have a fully developed language: Stories of peasants whose vocabu-
lary is limited to a few hundred words, or of savages who speak only in
grunts, are pure myth.

Similarly, the child learns to speak his language at an earlier age
than he learns to read and write, and acquires the latter skills in the
framework supplied by the former. This in itself is oné of the reasons
why we tend to misunderstand the relationship between language and
writing. When we begin to learn to speak, the problems involved can
hardly be discussed with us, since the discussion would require the very
skill we have set out to achieve. But when we begin to learn to read and
write, our teachers can talk with us about the task. Thus we grow up
with a vocabulary for saying things about reading and writing, but
with none for dealing with language itself. Of course the relationship
between writing and language is close; it is only natural that we
should transfer the vocabulary fitted to the discussion of writing to our
remarks about language. For example, we constantly talk about spoken
words (which can be heard but not seen) as though they were composed
of letters (marks on paper which can be seen but not heard).

The change of orientation which is required in this connection is not
an easy one to make. Old habits die hard. Long after one has learned
the suitable technical vocabulary for discussing language directly,
rather than via writing, one is still apt to slip. It should afford some
consolation to know that it took linguistic scholarship a good many
hundreds of years to make just this same transition.
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(2) Much of the time devoted by the layman to language is taken
up by the problem of “correctness.” Is it more “correct” to say it is I
than it’s me? To whom than who t0? What renders ain’t incorrect? Are
“incorrect” forms to be avoided under all circumstances?

It may come as a shock to learn that the linguist is not particularly
interested in such questions. This statement must not be misunderstood.
It does not mean that the linguist is an advocate of incorrect forms, or
that he denies the reality of the distinction between correct and incor-
rect. As a user of language, the linguist is bound by the conventions of
his society just as everyone else is—and is allowed the same degrees and
kinds of freedoms within those conventions. In using language, he may
be a purist or not. But this has little if any relationship to his special
concern, which is analyzing language.

As an analyst of language, the linguist is bound to observe and record
“incorrect” forms as well as ‘““correct” ones—if the language with
which he is working makes such a distinction. A particular linguist may
become interested in the whole phenomenon of correctness, and may
study this in the same objective way in which he might examine Greek
verbs, or French phonetics, or the child’s acquisition of speech. If he
does, he may soon discover that he needs help. The sociologist or
anthropologist, for example, is better prepared than he to explain the
special secondary values attached to certain patterns of behavior, be
they ways of speaking or points of table etiquette.

(3) The organization of affairs in our schools is such as to suggest a
very close tie between language and literature. A high school English
course is apt to devote some time to grammar and some time to Tenny-
son. The typical college French department offers instruction in that
language, and in Freach literature, as well as—more rarely—a few
courses in phonetics, philology, or the like.

The tie between language and literature is naturally close—the
literary artist works in the medium of language just as the painter
works in the medium of colors and the composer in that of sounds.
Nevertheless, the study of the two must not be confused. A painter and
a chemist are both interested in pigments. The painter’s interest
focusses on effective selection and placement of different colors and
textures on his canvas. The chemist’s interest is in the chemical com-
position of the pigments, whether used in one way or another by the
painter. Some physicists are specialists in sound; even when they deal
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with the kinds of sounds produced by musical instruments, their interest
is very different from that of the composer, the performer, or the musi-
cal audience. Similarly, the raw-materials of the literary artist are of
concern to the linguist, but he is concerned with them whether they
are used for literary purposes or otherwise.

Unlike the phenomenon of correctness, literature is apparently uni-
versal. Some sort of literature is found in almost every known human
society, and its study is proportionately important for an improved
understanding of human nature.

(4) A number of factors conspire to give us a false notion of the rela-
tionship between language, or grammar, and logic. If we carry this
notion with us into our study of linguistics, we are apt to expect some
results which are not attainable, and to miss the point of some of the
results actually attained.

One of these factors is the common assumption that any usage which
is not ““logical” is therefore wrong. To say he don’t is ““illogical,” for
example, since don’t is a contraction of do not, and we do not say #e do.

Such a comment reflects the fact that, in historical origin, the disci-
plines of grammar and of logic were close. More sophisticated reflec-
tions of this are sometimes to be found in the opinions of contemporary
philosophers. One of these recently criticized linguists for their in-
sistence that, in a sentence like John saw Bill, only John is the subject.
The critic wanted to assert that both JoAn and Bill are subjects, since
the sentence says something about both.

Again, we often feel, as we study some language other than our own,
that its ways are most peculiar. What sense is there in the French habit
of saying Je veux de eau ‘1 want some water’ with the definite article
before eau ‘water,” but Je ne veux pas d’eau ‘I don’t want any water’ with-
out the article?

There are really two different points at issue here. One is the extent
to which we can expect a language to be “logical” in the sense of “con-
sistent and sensible,” and the extent to which languages differ in this
regard. The other is whether the linguist, in analyzing and describing
some particular language, should work in terms of some preconceived
notion of abstract logic or should accept what he finds.

The answer to the first point is that every known language shows
certain consistencies and many arbitrary inconsistencies. We do not
see the arbitrary features of our native language, because we are used
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to them. Those of some other language, studied when we are adults,
stand out like sore thumbs. We are quite right in doubting the sense of
the French habit mentioned above: though regular, it is entirely arbi-
trary. But we should not be right were we to conclude that French is
“less logical” than English. Is it not, in the last analysis, perfectly
arbitrary that we should say I want some water with some, but should
switch to any in making the statement negative, I don’t want any water?

The answer to the second point is that linguistic research can accom-
plish nothing unless it is strictly inductive. Philosophical speculation
about what language ought to be is sterile. In describing a language
we must report actual usage, as determined by observation. In describ-
ing speech behavior in general, we must be most concerned with those
features which have been empirically discovered in all the languages on
which we have any information.

Thus if we observe that certain speakers of English say I do, I don’t,
he does, and he don’t, we can only conclude that in their particular
variety of English dor’t functions as the contraction of does not as well
as of do not. (This does not render he don’t “correct’”: its standing as
“correct” or “incorrect” is here beside the point.) When we assert that
John, and only that, is the subject of the sentence John saw Bill, we are
not contradicting (nor confirming) what a logician may want to say
about this sentence. The linguistic use of the term “subject” has rela-
tively little to do with the logician’s use of the same term; the linguist
uses this term, and others, to describe how sentences are put together,
rather than to describe what sentences are about and whether or not
they are true.

From the linguist’s point of view, the “logical”’ approach to language
is too narrow. Languagc is not used just to make assertions of fact. It
is used for lies as well as truth, for nonsense as well as for sense, for
persuasion as well as for instruction, for entertainment as well as for
business, for making war as well as for making love. Language is as
broad and deep as the whole fabric of human existence; our approach to
it must be comparably catholic.

1.3. Languages and Speech Communities. The linguist’s range of
study is not just English or just the politically important languages of
the world, but every language about which we have, or can obtain,
information.

The number of languages spoken in the world today is some three or
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four thousand. Precisely how many we cannot say. One reason is lack
of accurate information on the languages of certain regions, particularly
South America and parts of the Western Pacific. Another more funda-
mental reason is that, even when our information is adequate, we can-
not always judge whether the speech of two groups should be counted
as separate languages or only as divergent dialects of a single language.

Each language defines a speech community: the whole set of people who
communicate with each other, directly and indirectly, via the common
language. The boundaries between speech communities are not sharp.
There are people, bilinguals or polyglots, who have a practical command
of two or more languages and through whom members of different
speech communities can establish contact. Most polyglots belong pri-
marily to one speech community, and have only partial control of any
other language, but there are occasional exceptions.

In many cases the boundaries of a speech community coincide with
political boundaries. Thus in aboriginal times the Menomini language
was spoken by all the members of the Menomini tribe, in what is now
northern Wisconsin and Michigan, and by no other community. This
state of affairs held for many an American Indian tribe in earlier days,
and is still to be encountered in many parts of the world. But to this
generalization, also, there are exceptions. Switzerland, a single political
unit, includes speakers of four different languages: French, German,
Italian, and Ladin or Rhaeto-Romance. Contrariwise, English, a single
language, is spoken not only in Britain and in many parts of the British
Commonwealth, but also in the United States.

Some speech communities of today are extremely large. English has
several hundred million native speakers, and millions with some other
native language have learned English for business, professional, or
political purposes. Russian, French, Spanish, German, Chinese, and a
few others also have vast numbers of speakers. Some specialists say that
““Chinese” is a group of related languages rather than a single language,
but if we break these up then at least one of them, Mandarin Chinese,
still belongs in the above list. In general, speech communities of such
large proportions have come into existence only recently, as a result of
historical developments in the past five hundred years or so.

At the opposite extreme stands a language like Chitimacha, an
American Indian language which in the late 1930’s had only two
speakers left. When a language reaches such straits as this, it is doomed



