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Chapter 1 Invitation to Linguistics

This chapter is a general introduction to linguistics, covering some
basic concepts related to linguistics and language, the subject of
linguistics. The first section is devoted to linguistics, dealing with the
definition of linguistics,the basic distinctions in linguistics and the scope of
linguistics; the second section is devoted to language, dealing with the
definition of language, design features of language and functions of

language.

1.1 Linguistics

1.1.1 What is Linguistics

What is Linguistics? Linguistics is defined as the scientific study of
language. The definition seems very simple, but to get a full understanding
of the subject,a detailed explanation is necessary. Linguistics is the study of
language, but“study”is different from the“study”in“to study English”which
means “to learn”; here “ study” means “ research ” . Linguists conduct
researches into the origin, growth, organization, nature and development of
language,and discover the general rules and principles governing language
and language use.

Language is the research subject of linguistics. In the definition of

linguistics, the word “language” is in singular form without any articles
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preceding it. This implies that the word “language” used in this definition
does not refer to any specific language such as English or Chinese,although
linguists do conduct researches into these languages; “language” refers to
human language in general.

“scientific” means the scientific ways which are employed to conduct
researches into language so that any theory about language is objective and
reliable. The process of language research will well illustrate the word
“scientific”.

To begin a scientific study of language, the first step is to observe
linguistic facts. For instance, a newly occurred Chinese sentence
construction“ I A ¥z 1 % ” is frequently used by young people on many
occasions,even in Television programs.

The second step is to make a generalization about the observed
linguistic facts. In the case of “F& A 2 i # JL”, the researchers need to -
describe who tend to use this construction and in what contexts it is usually
used.

The third step is to formulate a hypothesis to account for the
generalized linguistic facts. In this case,the researcher may hypothesize that
the occurrence of this Chinese sentence structure is due to the influence of
the English sentence structure“l have been there. ”

After that,the formulated hypothesis will be repeatedly tested by more
linguistic facts. If the hypothesis stands the test, a linguistic theory is
constructed ;if not,the hypothesis has to be improved in order to account for
more linguistic facts.

Only by following these steps,can the study of language be“scientific”.
1. 1.2 The Scope of Linguistics

As we have known, linguistics studies human language. Then what

D -



Chapter 1 Invitation to Linguistics

aspects of language are covered? Since language is related to the society and
the human being in many aspects, will all these aspects be covered by

linguistics? The following two sections will answer these questions.
1. Intra-disciplinary Branches(Micro-linguistics)

Linguistics is the scientific study of language. To be specific, it is a
scientific and thorough study of language system. LLanguage system consits
of three sub-systems, the sound system, structure system and meaning
system. Based on the study of these three systems,linguistics is divided into
six subbranches: Phonetics, Phonology, Morphology, Syntax, Semantics and

Pragmatics,as shown in Fig.1.1.

Phonetics
Sound system{

Phonolgy
Morphology
Languageq Structure system
1 Syntax

Semantics

Meaning system
Pragmatics

L

Fig.1.1 Subbranches of Linguistics

While both Phonetics and Phonology study the sound of language, they
are different. Phonetics studies the production of each speech sound,such as
how the sound is produced, transmitted and received; in anothet word, it
studies the physical properties of sounds. Phonology studies the sound
system,how sounds are put together and used to form meaningful units in
communication.

Morphology studies the structure(internal organization) of words, how
smaller components are arranged to form words. Syntax studies the
structure of sentences,how words are arranged together to form permissible
sentences.

Both Semantics and Pragmatics study language meaning. However,

Q\ - 3 ; ;/
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Semantics studies the literal or conventional meaning of language— the
meaning of words and sentences which are put in isolation,for example, the
literal meaning of the sentence The phone is ringing. On the contrary,
Pragmatics studies the meaning of language in context, the situational
meaning or intentional meaning—what the speakers really mean by their
utterances,for instance,the contextual meaning of the utterance®the phone
is ringing”when it is uttered by a specific person in a specific situation.
This division of linguistics is based on the subsystems of language, the
subject of linguistics; therefore these subbranches of linguistics are called

intra-disciplinary branches,also called micro-linguistics.
2. Inter-disciplinary Branches(Macro-linguistics)

Language is also closely interwoven with many aspects of society and
human beings. It has often been studied in relation with other disciplines =
such as sociology,psychology,anthropology,etc. The studies of language in
relation to other disciplines are the interdisciplinary branches of
linguistics. They are also called macro-linguistics, such as sociolinguistics,
psycholinguistics,computational linguistics,applied linguistics,etc.

Sociolinguistics studies language in relation to society, how social
factors such as region, social status and gender influence the using of
language. It studies such matters as the linguistic identity of social groups,
social attitudes to language, standard and non-standard language, and so
on. We will return to sociolinguistics in Chapter 8.

Psycholinguistics studies the relation between language and mind, how
our mind works when we use language. It deals with the mental processes
that are involved in language acquisition,language production and language
comprehension.

Computational Linguistics is an approach to linguistics which employs

&



Chapter 1 Invitation to Linguistics

mathematical techniques, often with the help of computers, in language
research. One is called Corpus Linguistics which objectively describes
language use based on the extensive accumulation of naturally occurring
language data with the help of computer in its analysis.

Applied Linguistics is concerned with applying linguistic theories and
descriptions to other fields, especially to foreign language learning and
teaching. Chapter 11 will show how some linguistic theories facilitate

language teaching and learning in formal education.
1. 1.3 Important Distinctions in Linguistics

Linguistics is a study of language, but what kind language should be
studied, the abstract language system or concrete language data? How is it
studied,describing the actual language use or prescribing some rules for the
speakers to follow? Should we study language at a point of time or through
its history? Based on these questions, linguists have proposed several pairs

of important distinctions in linguistics.
1. Langue VS Parole

Regarding what kind of language should be studied in linguistics, the
Swiss linguist F. De Saussure proposes the distinction between langue and
parole. Langue refers to the abstract linguistic system shared by all the
members of a speech community;it’s a set of conventions and rules that all
the language users in the same speech community have to abide by;it is not
actually uttered and relatively stable. For example, all the Chinese people
have to use the same character%€”when referring to the kind of stationary
which is used to write with wherever he or she comes from. This Chinese

character“%”is one example of langue.

&5
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Parole refers to the realization of langue in actual use;it’s the concrete
use of the conventions and rules by people in particular situations, so it’s
always changing, varying from person to person, {rom situation to
situation. For instance, the Chinese character, langue “% ” is pronounced
quite differently by different people in different situations,varying from the
standard pronunciation bi to less standard bi or bei. Despite the variations
in its pronunciation,all Chinese people use the same character“4”to refer to
the same thing.

Saussure thinks that parole is too varied and confusing to conduct a
systematic investigation, so modern linguistics should study langue, the

abstract linguistic system of language.
2. Competence VS Performance

This distinction between competence and performance proposed by the -
American linguist Norm Chomsky also concerns the question what aspects
of language is supposed to be studied in linguistics.

Chomsky defines competence as an ideal speaker’s knowledge of the
rules of his or her language;it is a set of internalized abstract rules stored in
an ideal speaker’s mind, which are not actually uttered but enable a speaker
to utter and understand an indefinite number of sentences and recognize
mistakes. Just like langue, it is relatively stable. For instance, a speaker’s
knowledge about the agreement between the third person singular subject
and the verb behind it in simple present tense is his or her competence in
English, for example, He works everyday.

Performance is a speaker’s actual use of language in concrete situations, or
the realization of the speaker’s knowledge of his language. It is easily influenced
by psychological and social factors. Even if the speaker knows the agreement

between the third person singular subject and the verb behind it in simple present



Chapter 1 Invitation to Linguistics

tense, he or she may utter He work everyday instead of He works everyday. His
utterance He work everyday is his performance. Therefore, one’s performance
does not always match his competence.

As it is with Saussure, Chomsky also thinks that linguistics should
study a speaker’s competence rather than his or her performance because
the performance is too haphazard to be studied systematically.

Chomsky’s distinction between competence and performance is very
similar to Saussure’s distinction between langue and parole. They both
define competence and langue as an abstract system of rules of language,
performance and parole as the respective realization of competence and
langue.

Similarity: competence / langue(abstract)

performance / parole(concrete)

However, they are quite different in defining the abstract language
rules: Saussure takes a sociological point of view,defining langue as a set of
social convention all the speakers in the same speech community must abide
by; while Chomsky takes a psychological point of view, considering
competence as a property of the mind of each individual speaker,so each

speaker’s competence is slightly different from another person’s.
3. Descriptive VS Prescriptive

Based on the approach taken in linguistic study,the distinction between
descriptive and prescriptive is proposed. Descriptive study describes and
analyzes the language people actually use, dealing with language facts. It
concerns People do/don’t say X.

Prescriptive study aims to lay down rules for“correct”use of language,
dealing with the “standard” of language using. It concerns Do/Don’t say

X. The traditional grammar is prescriptive, for it tells people how to use

an
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language correctly, such as “do not end sentences with a preposition”.
However,people do end sentences with a preposition in their daily use of
language,such as“He is the boy I used to play with”.

Modern linguistics is mostly descriptive. It does not prescribe rules for
language users to follow; instead, it observes and describes how people

actual use language in their daily communication.
4. Synchronic VS Diachronic

As an answer to the question should we study language at a point of
time or through its history, the distinction between synchronic and
diachronic is proposed. Synchronic study is the description of a language at
some point in time,such as A grammar for modern Greek sthe structure of
Shakespeare’s English sthe study of Chinese in Qing Dynasty ,etc.

Diachronic study is the study of language as it changes through time; °
it’s a historical study. For instance, A study on the development of Indo-
European language and the study of Chinese from Tang Dynasty to Qing
Dynasty are both diachronic study.

However, sometimes it's difficult to draw a sharp line between
synchronic and diachronic study. For example, is The Study of Chinese
from 1900 to 1950 a synchronic or diachronic study? Due to the vast amount
of energy and time put into a diachronic study,synchronic study is preferred

in modern linguistics.

1.2 Language

We use language everyday to communicate with people, but what is
language? You may define it as“language is a means of communication”.

This is true with the primary function of language,but can animals’ means

)



