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Chapter One

Introduction

1.0 Preliminary Remarks

Linguistically speaking, the twentieth century has witnessed three
major revolutions. The first one, acclaimed as the Copernican
Revolution (Holdcroft, 1991), was attributable to Swiss linguist,
Ferdinand de Saussure, whose Course in Generale Linguistics
(Saussure, 1916) marked the birth of structuralism. It was before long
that there emerged a booming of structuralism and it assumed a
dominant position in the linguistic community in the following
decades.

Suffice it to say that structuralism went on well in analyzing
various kinds of linguistic data. Yet, the loopholes of the doctrine of
structuralism are also conspicuous. Firstly, it emphasizes the
synchronic study and ignores the motivation for the historical change
of language. Secondly, it declares that there is no direct link between
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the signifier and the signified within any sound image, that is, the
relationship between the referent and the reference is arbitrary.
Thirdly, it proposes that the subject of linguistic study is langue but
not parole. With these assumptions as its cornerstones, structural
linguistics can only resort to the descriptive methodology, indulging
in the static description of various structural paradigms of language
rather than a dynamic study of language. To make matters worse, it
excludes any attempt to interpret the motivation between a symbol
and its referent. In consequence, the structuralism, to some extent,
misleads the direction of concrete linguistic study, not to mention to
reveal the nature of language. The traditional structuralism could not
help giving way to new theories.

The second revolution was started by Noam Chomsky(1957;
1965; 1981a; 1993; 1995), and by virtue of his leading role, it was
identified with his name: the Chomskyan Revolution (Yergin, 1999).
Unlike Saussure, who proposes to “study linguistic signs not in a
historical or comparative way but in a single language at a single
moment in time” (Sklar, 1999: 28), Chomsky aims to establish a
universal grammar for the overall human languages. Stimulated by
Russell’s question: “How comes it that human beings, whose contacts
with the world are brief and personal and limited, are nevertheless
able to know as much as they do know?” (Yergin, 1999: 38) He
embarked upon answering the following questions: what is language,
how do we acquire it, and how do we use it? By adopting a
rationalist’s perspective, he holds that the study of language must
necessarily be mentalistic. Based on his innateness or language
capacity hypothesis, he suggests that a linguist is always involved in
the study of both universal and particular grammar. On the whole,
“linguistics, so characterized, is simply the subfield of psychology



