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Preface by Professor Kirkpatrick

English is the world’s international language. In addition to native speakers
in countries such as Britain, American and Australia, English has speakers from
all over the world. These are people, like the readers of this book, who have
learned English as a second or later language as they realise its importance as the
language of international communication. We do not know the exact numbers,
but we can assume that some 400 million people are learning English in China
alone. This means that there are more learners and users of English in China than
there are native speakers of English.

Given its position as the international language, it is important that people
learn about English, especially those who are training to be English teachers.
This is just one reason why this book is so valuable, as it explains in elegant and
clear terms how the systems of English work. There are useful chapters on the
sound system of English, on how English words are formed and on the syntax of
English. The book also describes how signs, words and languages convey mean-
ing. There are also chapters on ‘ Applied Linguistics” which explain how English
is used in society, how English is learned and the relationship between language
and culture.

The book is specifically written. for university students specializing in the
English language and those who are studying to become language teachers. Each
chapter therefore includes a range of practical exercises and discussion questions
designed to help the readers review and reflect on the main points of each chapter.

In any study of English in today’s world, it is crucial to consider the implica-
tions of the development referred to above, namely that there are now more mul-
tilingual users of English than there are native speakers of English. This means
that the majority of today’s English speakers use it to communicate with people
for whom English is a learned language. Some specific examples may help make
the significance of this clearer. The world’s four fastest growing economies are
Brazil, China, India and Russia. The combined population of these four countries
is not far short of 3 billion people. The language these people most commonly use
to communicate with each other is English.

A second development worthy of consideration is the development of new varieties
of English. In addition to the traditional ‘older’ varieties such as British and American
English, a large number of newer varieties of English have developed, and many of

these can be found in Asia. The Indian sub-continent is home to several varieties of
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English, from the English of Pakistan in the north to Sri Lankan English in the south.
Southeast Asia is also home to several varieties;: Malaysian, Filipino and Singaporean
are three well-known examples. It seems inevitable that another new variety of English
will soon emerge, namely Chinese English.

These two points—the role of English as the international language and the
development of new varieties of English—serve to illustrate two inter-related fun-
damental characteristics of language: language is constantly changing; and lan-
guage is characterized by variation. The presence of this constant change and vari-
ation makes life difficult for language teachers, as teachers like to have something
concrete and specific to teach. Reading this book will help its readers understand
the dynamic nature of the systems of language and the causes of change and varia-
tion. This understanding will be of great value to students of language and to
those studying to be language teachers.

The great majority of readers of this book will be speakers of Putonghua,
another of the world’s great languages. Being bilingual in Putonghua and English
gives you an extraordinary advantage in today’s world. In your enthusiasm to
learn and study English and about English, however, I urge you not to neglect
the rich treasury of linguistic scholarship written in Chinese, Many great Chinese
scholars have contributed to the study of linguistics. Their work should be con-
sulted alongside the works of those scholars who write in English. An under-
standing of the linguistic and rhetorical systems of Chinese and how these com-
pare with those of English is also crucially important for Chinese-English bilin-
guals and language teachers.

In closing, may I wish readers of this book who are about to embark on a
study of language as much enjoyment and excitement as 1 have been fortunate e-
nough to have experienced in my own studies. Language is fundamental to us all
and is one of the phenomena that distinguish human beings from other forms of
life. An understanding of how language works is thus crucial to an understanding
of how human beings operate. This book will help readers achieve that under-

standing.

Professor Andy Kirkpatrick
Head, Department of English
Hong Kong Institute of Education
08/04/08
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LANGUAGE AND LINGUISTICS
A Preview

The gift of language is the single human trait that
marks us all genetically, setting us apart from the rest of
life. (Lewis Thomas, The Lives of a Cell)

Nature is full of patterns or perceived relationships and regularities; the cycles of
the seasons or of the migration of birds; the rhythms of the planets or of the human
body; the symmetry of the snowflake or of a butterfly’s wings. Some of these patterns
become puzzles when they call for an explanation. When we find an explanation, we
often uncover hidden relations that are themselves patterns. In exploring these
patterns and puzzles, we make sense of our experience and search for a hidden
order in our experience,

Language, like the rest of nature, is full of patterns and puzzles, and
fascinating to study in many ways. It is a medium for self-expression, a vehicle
for thought, a means of communication and an intricate system that provides a
glimpse into the nature of the human mind. And like all complex systems of
nature, it is full of mysteries. Over a long period of time, linguists have created
reliable explanations for many of the mysteries of language. Their explanations
have led to a better understanding of the nature of human language.

In this course, we will take you through a journey of some of these puzzles
and explanations. The purpose of the journey is to get a flavor of how to explore

the mysteries of language.

1.1 Language
What is language?

Language is an essential ingredient of humanity. The capacity for language,

like the capacity for mathematics and for music, is unique to the human species.

Without language, there would have been no human civilization, no science and
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almost none of the accomplishments that characterize the human species. In
learning something about human language, we learn something about ourselves.

Language has been studied for many years and from different perspectives.
Ancient Greek philosophers elaborated on its proper use and purpose, modern
scholars analyzed how it is produced and perceived. Everything that has so far
been said about language can be ascribed to a certain general conception of talking
about this issue. There are four such different approaches to talking about
language: treating it as a social fact, as a natural behavior, as a mental organ or
as an abstract object.

Language as a social phenomenon was first described by Ferdinand de
Saussure who claimed that providing only historical description of languages (as it
was done at his time) should not be the only approach to this complex entity. He
maintained that crucial information about language can be obtained from its
common users, who in most cases do not possess practically any theoretical knowledge
about their native tongue and yet are competent speakers. Moreover, as Saussure
assumed, language use reflects the contemporary structure which should enable
synchronic language analysis (language used at a given point in time) in addition
to diachronic analysis concerned with the past linguistic forms. The social aspect
of using language, or speech, was called parole by Saussure, while the underlying
knowledge of linguistic structure was known as langue.

Another view on language, mainly language as behavior, was partially derived
from the behaviorist psychology and philosophy. Linguists representing this attitude
focused on different languages used by various people rather than on linguistic
universals, as they assumed that linguistic data is best gathered by observation of
human behavior and interaction. Apart from that, it was assumed that meaning of
sentences is not observable, thus it must be analyzed referring to introspective
judgments. What follows this assumption is the definition of language provided by
linguists who represent this approach. They maintain that language is the totality of
utterances that can be made in a speech community.

According to the third approach to language started by Noam Chomsky, language
is a mental organ. Having noticed certain similarities among languages, Chomsky
expressed the view that they cannot be explained by environmental factors or be
accidental and there needs to be a special mental ability embedded in human brains. He

defined language by means of generative grammar: a finite set of rules which would



