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Linguistic Potential vs. Actual Linguistic Behavior

I. The definition of language

Language is a system of arbitrary vocal symbols used for
human communication. This definition has revealed five essen-
tial factors of language; systematic, arbitrary, vocai, symbolic
and most importantly human-specific.

II. The design features of language
[(FR: KA & HE]

Design features refer to the defining properties of human
languages that distinguish it from any animal system of commu-
nication.

1. Arbitrariness

It is the core feature of language, which refers to the fact
that there is no logical or intrinsic connection between a parti-
cular sound and the meaning it is associated with. it is not en-
tirely arbitrary at all levels. Some words, such as the ones cre-
ated in the imitation of sounds by sounds are motivated in a

certain degree.
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2. Duality

Duality refers to the property of having two levels of struc-
tures, such that units of the primary level are composed of ele-
ments of the secondary level and each of two levels has its own
principles of organization. The property of duality only exists
in such a system, namely, with both elements (e. g. sounds,
letters) and units (e. g words).
3. Creativity

Creativity means language is resourceful because of its
duality and its recursiveness, which enables human beings to
produce and understand an infinitely large number of sentences
in our native language, including the sentences which were
never heard before.
4. Displacement

Displacement means that human languages enable their
users to symbolize objects, events and concepts which are not
present (in time and space) at the moment of communication.
Displacement benefits human beings by giving them the power
to handle generalizations and abstractions.
5. Cultural Transmission

Language is culturally transmitted. It cannot be transmit-
ted through heredity.
6. Interchangeability

Interchangeability refers to the fact that man can both pro-
duce and receive messages, and his roles as a speaker and a
hearer can be exchanged at ease.
II. Origin of language
1. The Biblical account

Language was God’ s gift to human beings.
2. The bow-wow theory

Language was an imitation of natural sounds, such as the
cries of animals, like quack, cuckoo.
3. The pooh-pooh theory

Language arose from instinctive emotional cries, expres-
sion of pain or joy.
4. The yo-he-ho theory

Language arose from the noises made by a group of people
engaged in joint labour or effort-lifting a huge hunted game,

moving a rock, etc.
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5. The evolution theory

Language originated in the process of labour and answered
the call of social need.
IV. Functions of language
(5 FIWAriR M —IE S TR ZhAE & &iAfR]
1. Informative function

Language is used to tell something, to give information,
or to reason things out. The informative function is regarded as
the most important function. Declarative sentences serve this
function.
2. Interpersonal function

The interpersonal function is considered as the most im-
portant sociological use of language, by which people establish
and maintain their status in a society.
3. Performative function

The performative function of language is primarily used to
change the social status of persons, such as in marriage cere-
monies, the sentencing of criminals, the blessing of children,
the naming of a ship at a launching ceremony, and the cursing
of enemies. The kind of language employed in performative
verbal acts is usually quite formal and even ritualized.
4. Emotive function

The emotive function of language is one of the most pow-
erful uses of language because it is so crucial in changing the
emotional status of an audience for or against someone or some-
thing.
5. Phatic function

This function refers to expressions that help define and
maintain interpersonal relations, such as slangs, jokes, jar-
gons, ritualistic exchanges, switches to social and regional di-
alécts.
6. Recreational furiction

The recreational function refers to the use of language for
the sheer joy of it, such as a baby’s babbling or a chanter’ s
chanting.
7. Metalingual function

The metalingual function refers to the fact that our lan-
guage can be used to talk about itself.
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V. Definition of linguistics
Linguistics is usually defined as the science of language
or, the scientific study of language. It not only focus on a par-
ticular language, but is based on the systematic investigation of
linguistic data, conducted with reference to some general theo-
ry of language structure. The four principles which make lin-
guistic a science are exhaustiveness, consistency, economy
and objectivity.
VI. Branches of linguistics
1. Microlinguistics—Intra-disciplinary divisions
Phonetics
Phonology
Morphology
Syntax
Semantics
Pragmatics
2. Macrolinguistics—Interdisciplinary divisions
Psycholinguistics
Sociolinguistics
Applied linguistics
Computational linguistics
Neurolinguistics
VI. Important concepts and their distinctions
1. Descriptive vs. Prescriptive
To say that linguistics is a descriptive science means that
linguists tried to discover and record the rules to which the
members of a language-community actually conform and does
not seek to impose upon them other rules, or norms, of cor-
rectness. Prescriptive linguistics aims to lay down rules for the
correct use of language and settle the disputes over usage once
and for all. The distinction lies in describing how things are
and prescribing how things ought to be.
2. Synchronic vs. Diachronic
Language can be studied at a given point in time or over
time. When we study language at a particular time, it is called
synchronic linguistics. When we study language developments
through time, it is called diachronic or historical linguistics.
Synchronic linguistics focuses on the state of language at any
points in history while diachronic linguistics focuses on the
differences in two or more than two states of language over dec-

ades or centuries.
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3. Langue vs. Parole

Saussure distinguished the linguistic competence of ‘the
speaker and the actual phenomena or data of linguistics (utter-
ances) as langue and parole. Langue refers to the abstract lin-
guistic system shared by all the members of a speech communi-
ty. Parole refers to particular realizations of langue.

4. Competence vs. Performance
[ & . #f ¥ Saussure Fl Chomsky F X & 7 [H ]

(1) Chomsky made the fundamental difference between
competence and performance.

(2) A language user’ s underlying knowledge about the
system of rules is called his linguistic competence.

(3) Performance refers to the actual use of language in
concrete situations.

5. Etic vs. Emic

(1) Etic refers to the linguistic units containing “-etic”
for example, phonemic, morphemic, which are used to de-
scribe linguistic facts in detail without distinctive features, and
are first used to describe sounds.

(2) Emic refers to the linguistic units containing
“-emic”, for instance, phonemic, morphemic, which are
used to describe abstract linguistic rules with distinctive fea-
tures and are first used to describe phonemes.

6. Traditional Grammar vs. Modern Grammar

Traditional grammar can be considered as prescriptive; it
is based on “high” (religious, literary) written language. It
sets models for language users to follow. But Modern linguis-
tics is descriptive ; its investigations are based on authentic and
mainly spoken language data. It is supposed to be scientific
and objective and the task of linguists is supposed to describe
the language people actually use, whether it is “correct”
or not.

7. Linguistic Potential vs. Actual Linguistic Behavior

Halliday thinks'that with language, there is a wide range
of things that a speaker can do in the culture he is in. The set
of possibility for “doing” is termed linguistic potential from a
functional language’ s view. What a speaker actually says on a
particular occasion to a particular individual is what he has se-
lected from the many possible things he could have said. This
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Fill in the blanks.

Arbitrariness of language makes it potentially creative, and of language makes learn-

ing a language laborious. For learners of a foreign language, it is this feature of language that is

more worth noticing than its arbitrariness. ( K% 4ME 5Bt 2008 BF)

In Saussure’s view, the relationship between signifier( sound image) and signified ( concept) is
(dL=%h 2005 )

Human language is arbitrary. This refers to the fact that there is no logical or intrinsic connection

between a particular sound and the it is associated with. ( A K 2007 #F)

The features that define our human languages can be called features. (It —% 2006

)

Human languages enable their users to symbolize objects, events and concepts which are not

present (in time and space ) at the moment of communication. This quality is labeled as
. (46 =41 2007 BF)

By is meant the property of having two levels of structures, such that units of the

primary level are composed of elements of the secondary level and each of the two levels has its

own principles of organization. (It 4} 2005 )

Halliday proposes a theory of metafunctions of language, that is, language has

terpersonal and textual functions. ( /11 k2% 2008 )

in-

Our language can be used to talk about itself. This is the function of language. (
L K4 2005 #F) '
function is realized by mood and modality. ( #1111 K2 2006 BF)
When language is used for establishing an atmosphere or maintaining social contact rather than
exchanging information or ideas, its function is function. (4t —4} 2000 %)
Some sentences do not describe things. They cannot be said to be true or false. The utterance of
these sentences is or is a part of the doing of an action. They are called . (K&
7~ B¢ 2008 ) '
When language is used for establishing an atmosphere or maintaining social contact rather than
exchanging information or ideas, its function is function. (Jt—#p 2005 BF) !
Linguistics is usually defined as the study of language. (db—#%h 2003 #F)
The branch of linguistics which studies the sound patterns of a language is called
(4t=%1 2003 #t)
The branch of grammar which studies the internal structure of words is called (L
—4 2004 )
mainly studies the characteristics of speech sounds and provides methods for their

description, classification and transeription. ( 3t —#} 2005 BF)
Semantics and investigate different aspects of linguistic meaning. (bt —#p 2007
)
In linguistics, _~ refers to the study of the rules governing the way words are com-
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19.

20.

21.

22.

23,

25

26.
27.

28.

29.
30.
31.

32.
33.

II.

j

8

bined to form sentences in a language, or simply, the study of the formation as sentence. ( 11}
K 2008 )

can be defined as the study of language in use. Sociolinguistics, on the other
hand, attempts to show the relationship between language and society.
The branch of grammar which studies the internal structure of sentence is called
(d6=4h 2008 #F)
Psycholinguistics is concerned primarily with investigating the psychological of lin-
guistic structures. ( #1111 K2~ 2006 B )
Saussure distinguished the linguistic competence of the speaker and the actual phenomena or da-

ta of linguistics (utterances) as and . The former refers to the ab-

stract linguistic system shared by all the members of a speech community, and the latter is the

concrete manifestation of language either through speech or through writing. ( A X 2006 #})
grammars attempt to tell what is in the language, while grammars tell

people what should be in the language. Most contemporary linguists believe that whatever occurs

naturally in the language should be described. ( A X 2006 #Ff)

One of the important distinctions in linguistics is _~ and performance. ( A X 2006

o)

An approach in linguistic study which attempts to 1ay down rules of correctness as to how lan-

guage should be used is . (d6—4h 2008 #F)

Chomsky initiated the distinction between and performances. (1t %} 2007 #})

When language is used for establishing an atmosphere or maintaining social contact rather than

exchanging information or ideas, its function is function. (4t %} 2010 BF)

The idea of was first developed by Roman Jacobson (1896 —1982) in the 1940s as

a means of working out a set of phonological contrasts or oppositions to capture particular aspects

of language sounds. ( {1l 2011 4E4F)

Theory that primitive man made involuntary vocal noises while performing heavy work has been

called the theory.

Modern linguistic is in the sense that the linguist tries to discover what language is

rather than lay down some rules for people to observe.

The description of a language as it changes through time is a study.

Linguistic potential is similar to Saussure’ s langue and Chomsky’ s

One of the important distinctions in linguistics is and parole. The former is the

French word for “language”, which is the abstract knowledge necessary for speaking, listen-

ing, writing and reading. The latter is concerned about the actual use of language by people in

speech or writing. Parole is more variable and may change according to contextual factors.

Multiple Choice
Which of the following is NOT a frequently discussed design feature? ( X% 4 [ 5 % B 2008
W)
A. Arbitrariness B. Convention
C. Duality



2. Which of the following words is entirely arbitrary? ( 74223238 k2~ 2008 #F)

A. tree B. crash C. - typewriter D. bang
3. By we mean language is resourceful because of its duality and recursiveness. ( F§%
SMETEF Bt 2006 BF)
A. arbitrariness B. duality
C. creativity D. displacement
4. When language is used to get information from others, it serves an function. (Jt—
412003 B)
A. informative B. directive C. interrogative
5. The functions of language do NOT include . (RFESMEIEBE 2008 HF)
A. informative function B. interpersonal function

C. metacognitive function
6. The study of physical properties of the sounds produced in speech is closely connected with
- (KR#ESMEE B 2008 BF)
A. articulatory phonetics B. acoustic phonetics
C. auditory phonetics
7. Which of the following is a main branch of linguistics? ( K4 EiE 2B 2008 HF)

A. Macrolinguistics B. Psycholinguistics
C. Sociolinguistics
8. Saussure is closely connected with . (KEASMHEIEZBE 2008 BF)
A. Langue B. Competence C. Etic
9. Saussure took a(n) view of language, while Chomsky looks at language from a
point of view. ( P83 # K2 2008 #F)
A. sociological. . . psychological B. psychological. . . socioiogical
C. applied. . . pragmatic D. semantic. . . linguistic
10. According to F. de Saussure, refers to the abstract linguistic system shared by all
the members of a speech community. ( 78223838 K2 2008 BF)
A. parole B. performance C. langue D. Language
11. refers to the system of a language, i. e. the arrangement of sounds and words which
speakers of a language have a shared knowledge of. ( P4 /ME1E2:BE 2006 BF)
A. Langue B. Competence
C. Communicative competence D. Linguistic potential

12. The actual production and comprehension of the speech by speakers of a language is called
. (46=512010 #F)

A. grammar rules B. competence
C. performance D. language device

13. The study of language at one point in time is a study. (3t —4%}2010 %)
A. historical B. synchronic C. descriptive D. diachronic

14. Which of the following statements is true of Jacobson’ s framework of language functions?
A. The referential function is to indulge in language for its own sake.



B. The emotive function is to convey message and information.

C. The conative function is to clear up intentions, words and meanings.

D. The phatic function is to establish communion with others.

15. “An refer to Confucius even though he was dead 2,000 years ago. ” This shows that language

has the design feature of

A. arbitrariness B. creativity C. duality D. displacement

16. The function of the sentence “Water boils at 100 degree Centigrade” is

A. interrogative B. directive C. informative D. performative

M. True or False

o 9 =

It is conclusive that Chinese is regarded as the primeval language. (&4 2000 #F)

Wherever humans exist, language exists. ( X422 % 2006 BF)

According to Saussure, the relation between the signified and the signifier is arbitrary. ( K% 4h
[ 22 B 2008 B )

The features that define our human languages can be called DESIGN FEATURES. ( Ki#EAMEE
*#B 2008 HF)

. Onomatopoeic words can show the arbitrary nature of language. ( ¥& % 2000 Bf)

6. The bow-wow theory is a theory on the origin of language. (FGESMEIE2BE 2008 BF)

When language is used to get information from others, it serves an informative function. (%
2001 #t)

Historical linguistics equals to the study of synchronic study.

Duality is one of the characteristics of human language. It refers to the fact that language has two

levels of structures: the system of sounds and the system of meanings.

10. Prescriptive linguistics is more popular than descnptlve linguistics, because it can tell us how to

speak correct language.

IV. Explain the following terms.

I.

L S -l

Displacement ( B JF k2% 2010 #F; 154 2001 #F)

Duality (4t 412010 #F; B§FFK~ 2010 BF; 7543838 K2 2008 BF)

Arbitrariness ( P4 1] k2% 2006 #F)

Phatic function( communion) (&I 2005 4F)
. Short answer questions

What is the directive function? ( F§432 K 2008 #F)

How well, in your opinion, does the word “communication” represent the function of human lan-
guage? (4t 4%} 2008 BF)

Briefly explain what phonetics and phonology are concerned with and what kind of relationships

hold between the two. (L4 2002 #f)

4. What makes language unique to human beings? (JLfiii 2010 &F)

What are the major differences between phonology and phonetics? ( P2 3% 3 K2 2008 #f)
Why do people take duality as one of the important design features of human language? Can you
tell us what language will be if it has no such design feature? ( FgF K 2004 Bf)

Why do we say linguistics is a science? (Jt#p 2011 BfF)
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One of the design features of human language is creativity. What is it? And what makes it possi-
ble?
Explain the characteristic of arbitrariness. What are the relationships between arbitrariness & on-

omatopoeic words and arbitrariness convention?

VI. Essay questions

1.
2

What are the seven functions of human language? ( AKX 2006 #ff)

Is it possible to separate semantics and pragmatics? Why or why not? What are the implications of
your answer for second language teaching? (Jt4}F 2005 #ff)

Examine the following two statements about language, and discuss the similarities and differences
between them. Do you agree with the two statements? Explain your answer.

(1) Sapir (1921: Language): “Language is a purely human and non-instinctive method of

”

communicating ideas, emotions and desires by means of voluntarily produced symbols.
(p.8).
(2) Bloch and Trager (1942 Outline of Linguistic Analysis) : “A language is a system of arbi-
trary vocal symbols by means of which a social group co-operates. ” (p.5). (Jt#h 2005
W)
Shakespeare has Juliet say :
What’ s in a name? That which we call a rose.
By any other name would smell as sweet.
What do the above lines say to you about the relationship between the form (sounds) and mean-
ing (concept) of a word in spoken language? Explain with positive evidence as well as exceptions
from the English language. (Jt#h 2004 #F)

Make comments upon the relationship between arbitrariness, convention, and motivation. ( P4JI|

K 2006 )

6. Illustrate the significance of studying speech Sounds in linguistics. ( KZE#MEE2~BE 2008 #F)

Saussure puts forward the concept of langue and parole, and Chomsky puts forward the concept of
competence and performance. Please dwell upon the differences and similarities, if any, of the
two pairs: langue and parole vs. competence and performance. (JtE35H K 2% 2007 BF)
What are the three metafunctions of Systemic Functional Grammar? Illustrate each of them with
specific examples. ( ZI K2 2011 4E4F)

How do you compare the traffic light system with a human linguistic system?

SEEREMBN

. Fill in the blanks.

. Conventionality

(IF F I o B ) F L ARIE — S A E B R E R B ZES, BMERES
W)
Arbitrary
(RERNAFSHERARF T SHBEXZRBAZEBEKR, TUREZEKXRERE
i)
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