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Linguistics—A Pilot Science — >

We danced round in a ring and suppose, but the secret sits in the middle
and knows.

—Robert Frost
1.1 Why Study Linguistics?

Very generally speaking, LINGUISTICS is the study of language. For
some, language does not seem to be a worthy subject for academic study. It is
treated as a tool for access to some other fields rather than as a subject in and
of itself. This instrument fallacy hinders the public understanding of linguistics
as the systematic study of language, though linguistics has been a field of
academic enquiry in universities for many years now.

As a branch of science, linguistics has developed its own full fledged series
of methodologies, which qualify it as “a pilot science. ” According to Saussure,
the forefather of modern linguistics, linguistics is a radically interdisciplinary
and self-reflexive enterprise and should not remain the business of a few
specialists. (Saussure, 1959) It is indeed necessary to reconsider how much we
really understand the nature of language and its role in our life. And one will
be surprised to realize that some of our most damaging racial, ethnic, and
socio-economic prejudices are based on our linguistic ignorance and wrong ideas
about language.

With the advance of computer technology, linguistics has an increasingly
important role to play in today’s information age; and its educational
implications can never be underestimated. We can all note that language plays a
central role in our individual and social lives. However, if we are not fully
aware of the nature and mechanism of our language, we will be ignorant of
what constitutes our essential humanity. The understanding of language should
not be confined to linguists, as it is a vital human resource that all of us share,

For instance, why does Chomsky’s linguistic theory have such a great
influence on humanities and social sciences? How is it that he makes the
unknown to the public linguistic theory become the foundation of cognitive

science, psychology, computer technology and artificial intelligence? We will
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have to acquire a systematic knowledge of the basic theories. research
methodology, object and scope of the study, and main findings of linguistics in
order to answer such questions. Two things need to be mentioned here to pave
the way for our ensuing introduction. First, readers may refer to Linguistics:
A Course Book (Hu et al., 1988/2001) for details of some relevant topics
which are dealt with quite briefly in this new edition. Secondly, the problems
discussed in this chapter involve varied approaches and viewpoints and it is our
hope that readers will judge for themselves and delve further into the field.
The journey of further exploration is bound to be rewarding, as a deeper

understanding of language in general is fundamental for many sciences.

1.2 What Is Language? —Defining the Object of Study

When we discuss what is language, we face a problem of focus. lLanguage
involves at least three activities. It is a neural activity in the human brain and a
muscular activity of the human body. More important, it also involves social
activities which engage individuals interacting with one another and with the
written language. Following Halliday and Matthiessen (2004:20), we use
“language” to mean natural, human, adult and verbal language. Natural as
opposed to mathematics and computer languages, human as opposed to animal
languages, adult as opposed to infant protolanguages, verbal as opposed to
music, dance and languages of architecture and fashion, etc. All the other
systems have some features in common with language proper, but none of them
has all the features.

Different outlooks on language can lead to different research methods. For
example the NATURALISTIC view of language held by the famous German
philologist August Schleicher looks at language as an organism in the natural
world. Consequently language has its growth and decay. He proposes to use
Darwin’s theory of the origin of species to study language and classify
linguistics as belonging to natural sciences. Perceived in a more
MENTALISTIC fashion, language is the capacity of one individual to alter,
through structured sound, gesture or visual emission, the mental organization
of another individual. (Mec Neill, 2000) The literary descriptions of the

“=2

functions of language are beyond enumerating, c. g. in Chinese, we have “5
L, " ete.

To give the barest of definition, language is a means of VERBAL
COMMUNICATION. It is rule governed in that speakers of the same language
follow the grammar and communicative conventions, It is instrumental in that
communicating by speaking or writing is a purposcful act. It is social and
conventional in that language is a SOCIAL SEMIOTIC and communication can

only take place effectively if all the users share a broad understanding of human
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interaction including such associated factors as non-verbal cues, motivation,
and socio cultural roles. Language learning and use are determined by the
intervention of biological, cognitive, psychosocial, and environmental factors.
In short, language distinguishes us from animals because it is far more
sophisticated than any animal communication system.

Here let us refer to a definition of language proposed by the famous
Chinese linguist Chao Yuanren GEXJC/E, 1980/1999: 3): “ARAEEEL. . H
AEBMEEAT M, RAEAZEHWIT HH T KX.” He emphasizes the systematic
aspect of language and by treating language as a BEHAVIOURAL pattern, he
shows signs of being influenced by Bloomfieldian behaviorism. Perceived in
today’s views, Chao was correct in everything except that the focus now shifts
from language as a behavioral pattern to language as an INTERACTIONAL

pattern. We will dwell more on this in Section 1. 6. 4.
1.3 Origin of Language

Tracing the ORIGIN OF LANGUAGE is always an intriguing task as
some scientists say that language is the very thing that makes us human. But
when did we first start talking and how did language evolve over the
millenniums into the diverse form of communication it is today? In religious
canons we can find stories or parables about the origin of language. And
various theories are proposed to account for or speculate about its origin, such
as the bow-wow theory, the pooh-pooh theory, and the yo-he-ho theory, etc.
Readers may refer to Linguistics: A Course Book (Hu et al. 1988/2001) for
details of these theories.

William C. Stokoe (in McNeill, 2000) proposes a new interpretation of
language origin: language may have begun with gestural expression.
Instrumental manual actions may have been transformed into symbolic
gestures, and vision would have been the key of language evolution: humans
could have begun to represent the world they saw (namely, things and actions)
by their own means. Vision would have been the key for syntax to slowly come
up because of its great capability of parallel processing.

A more dynamic view of the origin of language holds that to trace the
origin of language we must first ask ourselves “do we conceive of language as
having sprung into existence full blown or as the result of the accretion of
elements gradually coming to constitute something recognizable as language?”
(McNeill, 2000)

Following this view. tracing the stages in the development of human
language is not such an important inquiry. Instead of aiming for a precise dated
origin of language. “we should recognize that language capacity was composed

of mosaic of structural, anatomical. neural. behavioral and environmental
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features and be concerned to propose a plausible sequence of events in the
evolutionary history of language.” (McNeill, 2000) This of course goes
beyond the limited space of our introductory chapter here. Readers may refer
to Algeo and Pyle’s The Origins and Development of the English Language
(5™ edition) (2009) for a very good introduction.

1.4 Design Features of Language

It is generally agreed that language is an intrinsic aspect of human
inheritance. It thus differs in kind from other acquired but less essential skills
such as chess playing, cycling and calculus. It is also advantageous over animal
“languages. ” As a philosopher once observed, “No matter how eloquently a
dog may bark, he cannot tell you that his parents were poor but honest.” So
what makes human language so complicated and flexible, so unrestrained by
the immediate context and so capable of creating new meanings, in a word, so
distinctive from languages used by other species? The features that define our
human languages can be called DESIGN FEATURES. The following are the
frequently discussed ones. We will have a more extended discussion on
arbitrariness and mention others in passing, as there have always been some

interesting arguments about how to understand arbitrariness
1.4.1 Arbitrariness

The widely accepted meaning of this feature, which was discussed by
Saussure first, refers to the fact that the forms of linguistic signs bear no
natural relationship to their meaning. Saussure’ s initial definition of the
principle of ARBITRARINESS and its relationship to the sign is as follows:

The link unifying signifier and signified is arbitrary or, even more,
since we understand by the sign the total result of the association of a
signifier with a signified, we can say more simply: the linguistic sign is
arbitrary. (Saussur, 1959: 100)

For instance, we cannot explain why a book is called a /buk/ and a pen a
/pen/. Recently some arguments have been going on in the serge of re-reading
Saussure. Some scholars argue strongly in favor of non-arbitrariness of
language while others insist on the total arbitrariness of language. Instead of
going to extremes, more would agree that there seems to be different levels of

arbitrariness.

1. 4. 1. 1 Arbitrary Relationship between the Sound of a Morpheme and Its
Meaning
ONOMATOPOEIA refers to words which are uttered like the sounds they
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describe, e. g. in Chinese “HTR&” “ZZ[&” “W H 04 M” seem to have a natural
basis. But in English, totally different words are used to describe the same
sound. For example, dogs bark “bowwow” in English but “JE{E” in Chinese.
As Sapir (1921/2004:4) put it succinctly, “They do not directly grow out of
nature, they are suggested by it and play with it. Hence the onomatopoetic
theory of the origin of speech, the theory that would explain all speech as a
gradual evolution from sounds of an imitative character, really brings us no
nearer to the instinctive level than is language as we know it today. ”

So there are some misunderstandings about the onomatopoeic effect. As a
matter of fact,arbitrary and onomatopoeic effect may work at the same time.
Widdowson cites a line from Keats’ “Ode to a Nightingale” to illustrate this
point:

(1) The murmurous haunt of flies on summer eves.

When reading it aloud, we may feel the connection between the sounds
and the meaning. But the effect does not really result from the whispering
sounds themselves, for we will have to know the meanings of the words
“murmurous” “summer” “eves” before setting up such a connection. To test
this, just think of using the similar sounding word “murderous” to substitute
“murmurous,” and no connection whatsoever will be established between the
sounds and the little noises of the flying mosquitoes. “It is only when you
know the meaning that you infer that the form is appropriate. ” (Widdowson,
1996:6) This also applies to many cases of the so called onomatopoeic words.

Some linguists in re-reading Saussure also hold that onomatopoeia is not
really an exception to the general principle of arbitrariness. (Thibault, 1997
280ff. ) Words such as “tick tock” “clang” “buzz” and so on are fully
conventional in English. Linguistically, it is misleading to assume that these
are motivated by a mimetic relationship with real world sounds, although there
is a relationship of some kind, that needs to be explained by using many other
words. For instance, it is not self evident why “ZE[#” in Chinese means the
sound of thunder or cannonballs. But after all, these examples of
onomatopoeia, and many others, fully conform to the type categories of both
Chinese phonology and lexicogrammar. Saussure has this to say about

onomatopoeia:

As for authentic onomatopoeia, not only are they not very numerous,
but their choice is already to some extent arbitrary, since they are only the
approximate and already half conventional imitation of certain noises.
Furthermore, once introduced into the language system, they are more or
less entrained in the phonetic, morphological, etc. evolution which other

words are subject to... (Saussur, 1959; 102)

One of the challenges to the view of arbitrariness comes from the French
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linguist Pierre Guiraud. He studied the bunch of words with associative
relations, such as “whirl” “twirl” “furl,”and found that these words share the
meaning “ whirling” and that they have the same pronunciation with the
corresponding parts of other words. But rather than a serious challenge to
Saussure’s views, his efforts appear more like an attempt to explore the degree

of inner association and organization in lexis. (Gordon, 1996: 89)

1.4. 1. 2 Arbitrary at the Syntactic Level?

According to some functional linguists (Halliday, 1985/1994) ,language
is not arbitrary at the syntactic level.

By SYNTAX we refer to the ways that sentences are constructed according
to the grammar of arrangement. As we know, the order of elements in a
sentence follows certain rules, and there is a certain degree of correspondence
between the sequence of clauses and the real happenings. In other words,
syntax is less arbitrary than words, especially in so far as word order is
concerned. Compare:

(2) a. He came in and sat down.

b. He sat down and came in.
c. He sat down after he came in.

When we say (2)a ,we mean the actions occurred in this order; if we say
(2)b readers will take it as meaning the opposite sequence of real happenings—
perhaps he got into his wheelchair and propelled himself into the room. In (2)c¢
with the help of the word “after” we can reverse the order of the clauses.
Therefore functionalists hold that the most strictly arbitrary level of language
exists in the distinctive units of sounds by which we distinguish pairs of words
like “pin” and “bin,” or “fish” and “dish. ”

However, the opposite view underscores the AUTONOMY of syntax.
“Human cognition embodies a system whose primitive terms are non-semantic
and non-discourse derived syntactic elements and whose principles of

»

combination make no reference to system external factors.” (Newmeyer,

1998: 18) In other words, to these people, syntax is purely arbitrary.

1. 4. 1. 3 Division of Reality Is Arbitrary
What is the relationship between the arbitrariness of the linguistic signs
and the way language is used to classify reality? Let us look at Whorf’ s

account:

In English we divide most of our words into two classes, which have
different grammatical and logical properties. Class I we call nouns, e. g.
“house, man”; class 2 verbs, e. g. “hit, run.”Many words of one class

can act secondarily as of the other class, e. g. “a hit, a run,”or “to man



