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I. INTRODUCTION

1. Linguistics
1,1 What is linguistics ?

Linguistics may be defined as the systemat:c (or scientific)
study of language.

Linguistics tries to answer the basic questions ‘“What is
language 7" and “How does language work ?"” It probes into
various aspects of these problems, such as ‘“What do all lan-
guages have in common ?”, “What range of variation is found
among languages 7, “Why do languages change ?”, “To what
cxtent are social class differences reflected in language 7, “How
does a child learn to speak 7"’ and so on.

A person who studies linguistics is usually referred to as a
linguist. He does not need to be able to speak a large number
of languages, though he must have a wide experience of dif-
ferent types of languages. He is usually a skilled, objective ob-
server, who takes great interest in analysing and attempting
to explain various linguistic phenomena. His task is basically
to study and understand the general principles upon which all
languages are built.

1.2 Linguistics vs, traditional grammar
Linguistics is not old school grammar with the addition

1



of a few new names. It differs from traditional grammar in
several basic ways.

a) Linguistics is. iucmive, not prescnpme.

A linguist is interested in what is-said, not what he thinks
ought to be said. He describes language in all its aspects, but -
does not prescribe rules of *“‘correctness”. He doesn’t believe
that there is some absolute standard of correctness cencerning
language use which linguists or school-teachers should view as
their duty t0 maintain. Instead, he would prefer to be an ob-
server and recorder of facts, but not a judge. He might recog-
nize that oae type of speechappesfs-te be more socially. -accep-
table than otliers because: of the-influence  of fashion. Bat this
will not make him think that the socially acceptable variety can
replace all thie-other vasieties; or the oldiwords are always bet-
ter than new-ones-or vice versa: - He will regard the changes in
language - and-isnguage vse-as the resuit-of a-natural and con-
tinuous process, not something-to be feared.

b) Linguistics regards-the'spoken language as primary, not
the written. 2

- In the past;-grammarians ‘have overstressed the importance
of ‘the written word, partly because of its permanence. Before
the invention of sound recording, it was-difficult for people to
deal with utterences which emted only for seconds. The tra-
ditional classical -education ‘was also partly to blame. -People
insisted on learning to use language in accordance with the usage
of the “best authors’ of classiea} times; and these authors exist-
e’ oaly im written form.
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But lmc aists give pnorm to the spoken word. because the
qpoken word precedes the written evervwhere in the world and
most writing systems are derived from the vocal sounds. Spo-
ken utterances share many common features with written sen-
tences, but they also exhibit considerable differences. Therefore
linguists believe spoken forms and written forms belong to dif-
ferent systems though they may overlap. The systems must be
analysed separately: the spoken first, then the written.

¢) Linguistics differs from traditional grammar in that it
does not force languages into a Latin-based framework.

In the past, many traditionai textbooks have assumed un-
questionably that Latin provides a universal- framework into
which all languages fit. As a result, other language: were forc-
ed to fit into Latin patterns and categories, especizaily its case
system and tense divisions of past, present and future. To lin-
guists, it is unthinkable to judge one language by standards of
another. They are opposed to the notion that any one language
can provide an adequate framework for all the others. The
are trying to set up a universal framework, but that will b
based on the features shared by most of the languages used by
mankind.

1.3 The scope of linguistics

General linguistics covers a wide range of topics and is
boundaries are difficult to define.

A diagram in the shape of a wheel gives a rough impression
of the range covered (by Jean Aitchison).

In the centre is phonetics, the study of human speech sounds.
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Figure 1

It is surrounded by phonology (sound patterning), then phono-
logy is surrounded by symtax. The term ‘syntax’, used in its
broadest sense, refers to both the arrangement and the form of
words, It is that part of language which links together the
sound patterns and the meaning. Semantics (meaning) is plac-
ed outside syntax, and next to the various disciplines which link
linguistics with the extermal world.

- Around the central core consisting of phonology, syntax and
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semantics ai2 the various branches of linguistics which are being
rapidly developed at the present time: psycholinguistics, so-
ciolinguistics, computational linguistics, applied linguistics, etc.
Of these, psvcholinguistics (the relationship between language
and the mind) and sociolinguistics {the relationship between lan-
guage and society) have perhaps expanded the fastest in recent
years,

Finally, there is one important aspect of linguistics, that is
historical linguistics, the study of language change.

If the wheel is regarded as three-dimensional, we can then
include this topic. We can either look at a grammar at one
particular point in time (a single cut across the tree), generally
termed as synch}onic linguistics, or study its development over &

>
diachronic
(historical)
Jo====~._| | linguistics

, U\wnch ronic

linguistics

N

Figure 2




number of different cuts made across the tree trunk at different
places, generally termed as historical or diachrenic Iinguisﬁcs.
2. Langaage

2.1 What is language ?

Linguistics is defined as the systematic study of language,
naturally it aims at describing language in all its aspects and
formulating theories as to how it works.

What is language ? How does one define it ? What are
its characteristic features ? Many philosophers, lingnists and
historians have considered these questions and provided various
answers to them in accordance with the emphasis they laid onthe
different aspects of language. For instance, Sapir, an American
linguist, wrote in 1921: “Language is a purely human and
non-instinctive method of cqmmudicating ideas, emotions and
desires by means of voluntarily produced symbels”. But
the famous American linguist, Chomsky, gave a different def-
inition when he wrote Syntactic Structures in 1957: “From now
on I will consider a language to be a set (finite or infinite) of
sentences, each finite in length and constructed out of a finite set
of elements.” Despite the differences in their views, many lin-
guists have agreed to accept the view that language is, in essence,
a system of symbols designed for the purpose of human commu-
nication. '
2.2 The defining properties of human languages

Philosophers, psychologists and linguists commonly make
the point that it is the possession of language which most clearly
distinguishes man from other animals. ‘Language’ here refers



