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Preface

FOR NOVICES

This bock is intended for readers who don’t know what
linguistics is, but would like to find out more. In writing it,
I have tried to give a clear idea of what it is like to study
linguistics — what kinds of activities you engage in, and what
their respective atrractions are; so you should end up, all
being well, with a better idea of whether it would be 2 good
subject for you. I have tried throughout to write in a simple
" way, with examples that are as straightforward as | could
make them. 1 hope you won’t jump to the conclusion that
linguistics is all like this book: most of the things you do en a
linguistics course arc quite a bit harder, and some are very
hard indeed, so your capacity for thinking would be stretched
-as much by a linguistics course as by any other subject in the
curriculum. But [ hope too that you'll have an idea from this
book of the fun and excitement that students can experience
‘in domg linguistics.

FOR ADVANCED STUDENTS o
You may pick this book up in an idle moment, out of
curiosity, to sec how I describe linguistics. No doubt you will
have your own views on the pros and cons of the subjcct after
however many years’ study you have put into it. You'll
probably find that the course you followed emphasized some
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Preface

of the activities that [ describe here at the expense of others,
and you've probably already worked out for yourself how the
biases of your course relate to the personalities of the teaching
staff, All I can say is that's life, and since you have 2
personality too, it could well be that the biases of your course
worked in your favour. If they didn’t, bad luck — but at least
this bock may help vou to sort out betrer whether to blame
. the subject or the teaching staff.

You may also find the book helpful if you're at the point in
a course where you want to see how all those loose ends tie up
with one another; a quick read through this book may help 1o
make a few connections.

FOR INSTRUCTORS

You may know enough of my previous published work to
know that I hold unorthodox views on a number of subjects.
If you're worried that I may be using this book to propagate
my pet hobby-horses and presenting them as the orthodoxy,
let nie reassure you, | have made a special point of trying not
to offend my colleagues, in the belief that linguists who are at
loggerheads on particular issues nevertheless have a vast
amount in common. [t is this common ground that I have
tried to emphasize, though I have also explained that con-
troversy exists and have even stated my own posision on
certain issues.

On the other hand, it is inevitable that you will say to
yourself that this isn’t the book you would have written if
you'd been asked to do it. My choice of examples, and also
my choice of topics in which to express intercst, are a
reflection of my personality and may not fit yours. The aim of
the book is to encourage students to opt for linguistics, so if it
works, you'll have a chance to teach students influenced by
the book, and you can set things straight then. Then I shall
just owe you a little apology for the mismatch between my
book and your personality. If the book doesn’t work, though,
I shall owe all of my colleagues 2 very big apology indeed. . . . |
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Introducing Linguistics

(MODERN) LINGUISTICS

My aim in this book is to help you, the reader, to decide
whether linguistics holds anything of interést to you, so we
start! with 2 rough definition of linguistics: it is the study of
laniguage. 1 shall use the term ‘linguist’ to refer to people who
engage in lingnistics in thic sense and not in the other, morce
popular, sense of a person who is good at learning and
speaking {oreign languages. A useful name for this kind of
person is “polyglot’. Many linguists are also polyglots, but we
shall see that there are maay activities within the ficld of
Huguistics for which it isn’t pacticulacly important to be a
polyglot. If you are yourself a polyglot, or would like to be
one, then it is almost cereain that you will find a lot of
" linguistics fascinating, but please don't give up if you aren’t.
If you can read this book, you must know at lcast one
language, English, and I shall be able to illustrate most of the
points I have to make in this book by taking examples from
English. (I shall follow the general practice among linguists of
reserving ifalics tor linguistic forms quoted as examples.)
Linguistics is generally classified as onc of the social
sciences, along with socitology (the "study of society),
demography (the study of populations), the more socially
oriented branches of anthropclogy, geography and psychol-
ogy, and so on. Like many of these disciplines, it is mostly
taught at ‘tertiary’ level, so if you wanted to study linguistics
in Britain, {or example, you would have to go to a university,
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polytechnic or college of education to do so. (Broadly
speaking, the same seems to be true of most other countrics
too, and there are some countries where adequate linguistics
courses are hard to find even at this level.) However, as
recently as 1970 there were hardly any universitics in Britain
where you could take a degree in linguistics, in contrast with
the situation in the early 19805, so it may be only a matter of
time before linguistics becomes quite common as a school
subject. Already there ar¢ 2 namber of schools and colleges
where linguistics i taught ar sixth-iorm level (or even
below), and the experience of teachers is that there is nothing
about linguistics which makes it any more vnteachable below
tertiary level than a subject like mathematics. 1 shall assume in
this book, however, that the linguistics to which [ am inviting
vou is the kind of linguistics that you would be likely to find
in a tertiary-level course, or in 2 book aimed at that level,
rather than the carefully sclected parts of the subject that
might be taught at school.

What we can call *‘modern linguistics’ — the kind 1 shall
describe below - stands at the end of a long tradition of the
study of language, going back to the Classical Greeks of
about 500 Bc. For various reasons the Grecks were very
interested in their language and developed a sophisticated
analysis of it which later acted as the model for analyses of
Latin and then of all the languages known to the Europeans
influenced by Greco-Roman culture. This book is not the
right place to look for a descriprion of this long tradition of
study, so I shall recoguize its cxistence, cxpress profound
respect for the achievemients of bygone generations — and then
ignore it all. I shall also ignore the particularly imipressive
version of linguistics whick Hourished 1 the last century
ithough I shall mention its present-day manifeseation in the
historical study of language); and | shall ignore all the long
grammatical traditions found outside Western Europe, not-
ably those of the Arabs, the Indians, the Chinese and the
Japanese. All these traditions are strictly irrelevant, however
valuable they may be in themselves, since I am assunsing that
you want to know whar linguistics is like now, as practised in
a typical department of linguistics (or Tinguistic scienee’, os
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Introducing Linguistics

‘phonetics and linguistics’, or ‘general linguistics’, or ‘lan-
guage’, or. . . ). Thisis what [ shall call modern linguistics. or
Just hngmsucs for short.

This social and historical sketch may have started o heip
you to locate modern linguistics as a discioline, so we can
now turn to its content. First I shall list some of the
phenomena that linguists study, and then I shall say some-
thing about the ways in which we study them.

The best way to tell you what kinds of phenon\ma hinguists
study is to give you a list of the main branches of linguistics,
with the tames that are widely used for them. A three-veac
undergraduate course in linguistics is likely ro cover most of
these branches and may well be divided into parts so thar each
part deais with one branch. The list doesa’t cover everything
you might do in such a course — there are other branches of
linguistics which deal with relations to other disciphines, such
as the study of literature, which | shall mention briefly n
chapter 9.

pHONETICS and pHiowoiocy deal with pronuncation.
Phonetics studies sounds from the point of view of the physi-
ologist (how we make them), the physicist (how the sound
waves we produce differ from one another) and the
psychologist (how we perceive them) but in each case, in
principle, without much emphasis on the ways in which
particular languages use the sounds. (For example, we might
study the differences between vowels and consonants in these
ways.) Phonology, by contrast, stresses this latter aspect and
works out how sounds are used by languages (e.g. how
different languages allow vowels and consonants to be
combined with one another in different ways). Many prac-
titioners feel that the boundary between phonctics and
phonology is unclear and unimportant.

morrHOLOGY and syntax deal with words, Morphology
concentrates on the internal structures of words - how they
are made up from smaller parts, as dogs consists of dog plus -5~
whereas syntax concentrates on the relations between words
in a sentence {(which are often called consTrUCTIONS). For
example, in Boys like girls, it is morphology that discusses the
fact that -s is added to boy and gir! to make each of them
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plural, but it is syntax that allows us to analyse the sentence as
consisting of a subject (boys), a verb (Iike) and an object (girls).
(By the way, if any of this terminology worries you, and yon
find it hard to remember, you can always check the glossary
at the end of this book, where I have tried to explain any
remotely technical terms that I use.) Morphology and syntax
make up a good deal of what you may think of as craMMAR,
though this often includes parts of the study of meaning as
well.

sEMAnTICS and prRAGMATICS deal with meaning (though
there's also a broader definition of pragmatics which makes it
responsible for the whole of language use, including some
parts of meaning). The parts of mcaning that come directly
from the meanings of the words and constructions themselves
are the province of semantics, whereas the parts which come
from the context in which the sentence is uttered are handled
by pragmatics. For example, if you hear someone say Fe likes
her, you immediately know that the ‘liker’ is 2 male who is
neither the speaker nor the person spoken to and likewise thae
the ‘likee’ is a female other than the speaker and the person
spoken to, and all this information is of the kind which
semantics studies; but when it comes to ideatifying the
particular male and female in question, you have to make use
of knowledge that comes from outside the sentence itself,
such as who has just been discussed in the conversition
concerned. At this point the semanticist in principle hands
over to the pragmaticist, but, as with the phonetics/phonol-
ogy boundary, some people feel that this distinction is neither
clear nor important.

psycHoLiNGuisTics deals with the mind and behaviour of
the speaking, listening and learning individual. For example,
when we are speaking, how do we plan what we are going to
say? How come we sometimes end up saying the opposite of
what we mean (e.g. foo big mstead of too small, or opers instead
of closed)? Why do we have to work so much harder to
remember some words (e.g. nasturtium, for me at least) than
others (e.g. dgisy)?

soctoLincuisTics deals with individual speakers as mem-
bers of social groups and asks questions such e why there is
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Introducing Linguistics

so much variation within and between groups, and what
kinds of variation there are.

HISTORICAL LINGUISTICS i5 about changes through time; we
shall have more to say abour it later in this chapter. _
TYPOLOGY studies the ways in which languages differ from
one another, partly with a view to discovering limics to this
variation. For instance, some languages are like English in
‘having ‘pre-positions’, so named because they precede their
‘object’ (ro use the traditional word for the word which
belongs to the preposition; take in London as an cxample -
here in is the preposition, and London 1s its object). Other
languages have “post-positions’, which are like our preposi-
tions except that they follow their objects. An example of
such a language is Japanese, in which the translation of in
London would be London ni. Most languages can be classified
as either ‘prepositional” or "postpositional’, since they contain
prepositions but hardly anv postpositions, or vice versa. The
intexesting question for a typologist is whether this distine-
rion is related to any other <istnction thar can be made on the
basis of word order (or anything clse, for that matter); sonie
recent studies have shown that there is indeed 2 strong
tendency for a postpositional language to have its verb at the
end of the sentence and its adjectives before its nouns (as in

English but not in French).

This list of branches of linguistics should have done at least
ore thing: to dispel the idea that linguistics is only about
grammay. it s true that grammar is an important part of
linguistics, but we rouch on many other things too, and 1 shall
try to emnphasize the breadth of coverage in the rest of this
book by selecting examples froin different branches. Now we
can tarn to the other matter, which is how linguists study
these various things,

f

TIME; SYNCHRONIC AND DIACHRONIC
Linguistics is time=sensitive, in the sense that it makes a clear
distinction (in principle, at least) between ‘historical’ and
‘non-historical’ questions. I have chosen to start with this
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point because I find that most candidates who apply to study
linguistics in our department find it quite hard to imagine
questions other than historical ones. Typically, whea I ask
why they are interested in lingwstics they say that it is because
thcy want to know about the origins of things ~ whether
particular words, or whole languages. or even the phe-
nomenon of language as a whole. Now, there is nothing at all
shameful abourt such questions (called piacHroNiC — in Greek
‘dia’ means ‘through’ and ‘chronos’ means ‘time’). and theee
are a large number of highly respected linguists who devote
their lives to trying to answer them. Buc there are a lot of
other, ‘synchronic’, questions (syncrronic ~ less obviously,
‘syn’ is Greek for ‘with”) which make no reference to history
and which are equally interesting (even, we find, to those of
our students whose first motivation for studying linguistics
was historical). Moreover, as linguistics is currently practised
most attention is given to the non-historical tvpe of question,
so it is important for prospective sindents to know about
these questions.

To illustrate the kind of non-historical question thar can be
asked, let us take a particular example from English: the
‘apostrophe s, as in John's book. Non-historical questions
about apostrophe s involve its relations with other things
which ‘exist’ at the same time, The followmg are examples:

(1) When do we write apostrophe followed by s, and when
just apostrophe?

(2) Which of the ‘s-type' sounds does the s represent?
(Notice that in John's 5 is pronounced as though it were
2).

(3) What is apostrophe s added to? (Notice that it is not
added dircctly to the noun in the man over there’s name; if
it could be, the form would be the man’s over there name,
which isn’c allowed.)

(4) Docs apostrophe s have a meaning of its own? (‘You may
think it means something like ‘possessor’, but it is hard
to sce any kind of possession in expressions like John's
arrival.)

(5) In what stylistic or other circumstances is apostrophe s
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Introducing Linguistics

used before a verb with ing as suffix? (Compare John’s
coming late was a nuisance with John coming late was a
nuisance; you may feel that one of these altcrnatives is
morc suitable for casual speech and the other for fairly
formal writing.)

If we restricted ourselves to histerical matters, we could
not ask any of these questions, so one of the benefits of
separating historical from non-historical is that it allows both
types of question to be taken .sericusly. However, another
reason is that it avoids confusion. The fact is that languages
change (which is precisely why the historical approach is
interssting), so if we want to know about modern English, it
is pointless to ask how things were in Old English. For
exampie, in Old English the ancestor of our apostrophe s was
added dircetly to the noun, just like our present-day plural s,
but we have just seen that our apostrophe s is very different
from the plural s, in that it follows not only the noun but alse
any of the noun’s modifie s So if you start with a phrase like
the biggest boy in my class and make it plural, you do so by
adding s to doy: the biggest boys in my class; bue if you add an
apostrophe s to it, ro make it possessive {for instance), then
you add the apostrophe s after dlass: the biggest boy in my class's
name is John. (You may have been told at school not to use
such expressions, but you probably do use them.) If we
mixed up the facts about modern English and these about
carlier stages of the language, we should be in danger of total
confusion ~ the apostrophe s must be a suffix like the plural 5,
bur at the same time it must be quite different. It is because
modern linguistics tries to avoid confusion like this that we
say that it is ‘time-sensitive’.

CORRECTNESS; DESCRIPTION AND PRESCRIPTION

The second quality of linguistics is that it is DESCRIPTIVE, in
that it describes what is rather than saying what ought to be.
With most things that linguists want to talk about, there is
no problem. For example, in spite of the history of our
apostrophe ¢, nobody writing about modern English would
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