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PREFACE

Ncholar who was a wit of sorts once said that the only justification

for a scholarly book is the possibility of a second edition. He must
have spoken from experience. If my experience is at all typical, any-
one who has produced a “learned” work must, as he commits it to
print, be painfully aware of its potential shortcomings: detailed ex-
planations that may prove unnecessary, brevity where the reader may
want more detail, and above all, a style that may be muddy where it
had looked crystal-clear or dull where it had been considered inter-
esting, or—worst of all—that turns out to be too readable, for thien
the book may be termed “slick” and never taken seriously.

1 confess my own consciousness of all this, as well as of the fact that
not much is said in these pages that has not been said before. How-
ever, this was done knowingly, and I trust that my readers, under-
standing my purpose, will judge the book by the criteria I used in
writing it: completeness and teachability.

The aim of this work is to put into the reader’s hands a single vol-
ume presenting the fundamentals of all the topics comprised by the
science of linguistics. It seeks to be reliable, yet interesting; scholarly,
yet not pedantic; readily intelligible, yet not a popularization. It is
the outgrowth of more than twenty years of teaching, many of them
devoted to linguistics. I trust that this experience is reflected in the
organization of the material (which has proved effective with both
undergraduate and graduate classes) and that instructors as well as
students will find the book a helpful teaching aid.

In order to heighten teachability, important information is often re-
peated in different contexts and subjects are informally outlined at
points preceding those in which they are fully treated. This has been
done deliberately because I have found it effective in actual practice.
Consequently, the text contains numerous cross-references and a very

ample index to facilitate finding all mentions and discussions of a par-
ticular topic.
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PART ONE

Chapter 1

FunpDaMENTAL NOTIONS
ABouTr LANGUAGE

Only the most absolutely vital things can be completely ignored.
We are conscious when we walk or sit down; yet we could live for
decades without doing either. A splinter in the finger may dominate
a whole day. But breathing—if any of us went for as much as three
minutes without breathing, he would be déad. Do we therefore spend
a great deal of time noting and checking the condition of our breath-
ing? We do not. As a matter of fact, we never so much as give breath-
ing a thought. For it is the sort of thing we must either not think of
at all, or think of all the time.

Language falls into this category. If not necessary to life, it is cer-
tainly necessary to Auman life. Civilization is certainly not possible
without it. All sciences depend upon it; all education is conducted
through it. It may be necessary for human thought—indeed, some
hold that language s thought. The material result of all this is, of
course, that (until recently, at least) nobody has thought about lan-
guage. Also, everybody has thought himself an authority on all lin-
guistic matters, which exemplifies another axiom: when there is not
——or is not known to be—a formal science of a subject, everyone re-
gards himself as entitled to an opinion, however ill-founded or irra-
tional it might be. Where there are no scientists, there are no laymen.

But it is at last beginning to be generally realized that there are pro-
fessional scholars who devote themselves to the study of what language
is and of how it works, and that there is a science (albeit one of the
younger sciences) concerned with these subjects: a science which has
replaced many traditional old wives’ tales with a body of experi-
mentally established facts about this most vital of human activities,
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I - FunpaMmMenTAL Notions Asour LANGUAGE

and which has finally answered questions about it that for a thou-
sand centuries had been asked without receiving serious, well-founded,
Or proven answers. '

This science is beginning more and more frequently in more and
more places to be mentioned—sometimes with respect, sometimes with
hatred—under the name of “Linguistics.”! For the workers in this
new field no really satisfactory name has yet become current; linguis-
ticist, which might seem logical, is not used, while linguist, which is
widely used, also means merely a person who speaks several languages,
whether he studies language scientifically or not.

This book is intended both as a first book for a person who wishes
to begin the training necessary to becoming a professional linguist,
and as an outline of the subject for the interested amateur who wishes
to be better informed about it, but has no intention of entering the
field. Fortunately, because of the nature of the science, it is possible
to do justice to both classes of readers without slighting either. The
subject matter of most sciences, if presented for a serious student, rap-
idly becomes distant from first-hand experience except for one who
can spend many hours in the laboratory and has a thorough grasp
of advanced mathematics, but the subject matter of linguistics is really
just under everyone’s nose (literally and figuratively), once one has
been prompted to look.

Thus, to whichever category our reader belongs—be he learned dil-
ettante or future professional linguist—his starting point will be the

same. How, indeed, could one pegin a science of language except with
the question: What is language?

1. The definition of language

The definition of our subject is typical of many parts of it, for it
seems like a simple, everyday: thing, but upon closer inspection proves
quite subtle. We all use the term “language,” and feel that we have
a clear idea of the sense in Which we use it. But the difficulty of ar-
riving at a clear and precisd definition becomes apparent when you
either collect and compare the definitions given in several dictionaries,
or try to write one yourself.

Here are some dictionary definitions of language:



1 - The definition of language

.. . any means of expressing thought. (Charles L. Meader in the
Encyclopedia Americana)

. . . any means of communication between living beings. . . . In
its developed form language is decidedly a human characteristic.
(Otto Jespersen in Encyclopedia Britannica)

Audible, articulate human speech as produced by the action of
the tongue and adjacent vocal organs. . . . The body of words
and methods of combining words used and understood by a con-
siderable community, especially when fixed and elaborated by

_long usage; a t~ngue. (Webster’s New International Dictionary, 2nd

ed.)

The reader will zz-haps agree that none of these gives a really clear
concept. But if we turn to the definitions of language offered by lin-
guists, we still do not find the perfect definition, though perhaps we
come a little closer. Here are two definitions of language by linguists:

. . . a purely human and non-instinctive method of communicat-
ing ideas, emotions and desires by means of a system of volun-
tarily produced symbols. (These symbols are . . . auditory and

.. . produced by the . . . “organs of speech.”) (Sapir, Language,
1921, Chapter I)

.. . the primary and most highly elaborated form of human sym-
Bolic activity. Its symbols are made up of sounds produced by
the vocal apparatus, and they are arranged in classes and pat-
terns which make up a complex and symmetrical structure. The
entities of language are symbols, that is, they have meaning, but
the connection between symbol and thing is arbitrary and so-
cially controlled. The symbols of language are simultaneously
substitute stimuli and substitute responses and can call forth fur-
ther stimuli and responses, so that discourse becomes independ-
ent of an immediate physical stimulus. The entities and struc-
ture of language are always so elaborated as to give the speaker
the possibility of making a linguistic response to any experience.
(Archibald A. Hill, Introduction to Linguistic Structures, 1958, p. 9)



I - FunpaMENTAL NoTions ABouT LANGUAGE

Having weighed—specifically or by implication—several definitions
and found them unsatisfactory, it is obviously very poor strategy to
come forward with a definition of one’s own. Nevertheless, it must be
attempted if no other can be adopted. Without undertaking any com-
parisons, therefore, we merely state that, throughout this book, the
term language will be understood to mean:

A system of arbitrary vocal symbols by which thought is conveyed from one
human being to another.

Please note carefully the elements of this definition:

Language is a system. This means that it is a sort of code or set of
rules, and each item is what it is by virtue of its place in the system.
This concept was expressed by the linguist De Saussure in the term
tout se tient (“‘everything hangs together”)? and has become a basic prin-
ciple of modern linguistics, in contrast to an older, more atomistic ap-
proach® under which each linguistic phenomenon was studied in
complete isolation. Many important implications follow from De Saus-
sure’s principle, as will be shown later.

Language is arbitrary. It will be shown in a number of connections
(see especially Chapter 111, 1) that there is no intrinsic necessity for
any word to mean what it does, or for any language to have the struc-
ture it has. Certain sequences of sounds have certain meanings only
by virtue of the agreement of a certain community, which can, under
certain conditions, revoke its consent to established rules and set up
new ones. Language is, in fact, always democratic, whatever the form
of government under which its speakers live.

Language is vocal; that is, it is made up of the sounds which can be
produced by the organs of speech* in human beings. By putting this
term into the definition we arbitrarily rule out of our scope any kind
of communication between nonhuman beings (e.g., animals). Now,
the writer is a dog owner and dog lover, and will not yield to any of
his readers in conviction that his own dogs apparently in some way
“understand” certain words (or at least certain sounds within such
words), and are able to communicate to him, with uniformity and
efficiency, certain “ideas” of theirs. But in the long run the dispas-
sionate observer must admit that the “language” in use between spe-
cies of animals, or between animals and humans, is fundamentally
different from what we refer to as the French or German “language.”
Let us by all means have as much research into animal “language”—
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1 - The definition of language

or that of bees—as can be undertaken; but to try to include this, or
several other kinds of communication sometimes so called, in a theory
of language would force us into extremely superficial and useless gen-
eralities. Usually, indeed, the term “language” is applied to these lat-
“ter, not because the essence of language is recognized in ther, but
merely to draw an analogy with what is originally and properly called
language, namely, human speech.

Language is symbolism. You have seen high-powered cars and trucks
come to a screeching stop before a red light. The light has no power
to stop them, whatever its color, nor to take any reprisals if they ig-
nore it. But because the drivers recognize the light as a symbol of a
policeman’s command, they obey it—or rather the command which
it symbolizes. A runaway horse, not appreciating this symbolism,
would not stop. (Would he stop for a policeman? Possibly, in the sense
that any man who seized his reins might stop him; but certainly not
because the man is a policeman. For the policeman’s uniform is a fur-
ther symbol: it symbolizes the authority which the state has vested in
him.) It is clear that symbolism is the philosophic foundation which
makes language possible;® investigation along this line may do some-
thing toward clearing up that age-old riddle, the origin of language.
It would seem evident that the power to symbolize and to appreciate
symbols is a prerequisite to language, and that any species of beings
lacking this power must develop it before they can develop language,
properly so called.

Language is a vehicle of thought, The most important implication here
is that thought is something. distinct from the language used to convey it. You
will find that this is taken for granted by a great many linguists, but
denied by many psychologists, who operate on the assumption that
both the thought and the word are ultimately the same thing—an
electric voltage in the brain, a particular routing of nerve impulses,
or some such phenomenon. If this latter view is correct, the acquisi-
tion of a new language might call for a whole new set of units and
patterns of thought; thus each new language should be harder to
learn.

Probably it is this philosophy which underlies the view, long preva-
lent in American schools, that learning another language is a diffi-
cult mental exercise, not to be imposed on youngsters until their minds
are well developed—and then only on the exceptional student, Jest
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1 - FunpaMenNTAL Norions ABout LANGUAGE

struggling with several languages preclude or limit mastery in any.
Doubtless the psychologists can cite research studies tending 10 dem-
onstrate this. Yet linguists will take their oath that, whatever learned
studies may have been done, such hypotheses are contrary to the facts
of their first-hand experience. Many are the linguists born in Europe
who from earliest childhood spoke three to five languages, yet today
speak English (learned, perhaps, as a sixth language) better than a
majority of monolingual American college graduates—as the teachers
of the latter would be first to admit. Consider, too, that a merchant
sailor named Jozef Korzeniowski learned English well enough to write
classic English fiction (under the name Joseph Conrad), and that Os-
car Wilde learned French well enough to write a play in that lan-
guage for Sarah Bernhardt®—without apparent detriment to his Eng-
lish style.

The last element of our definition merely reaffirms what has al-’
ready been pointed out—namely, that we (arbitrarily, if you like) ex-
clude all kinds of communication among animals or other nonhuman
beings, as well as any communication among humans that does not

employ vocal symbols, from the concept of “language” insofar as it is
treated in this book.

2. The nature of “meaning”

We are now ready to explore some of the corollaries of the defini-
tion of language. First of all, it seems simple enough to equate what
we have described as the thought, which is distinct from but expressed
(or syrﬁbolized) by language, and the term “meaning,” which is fre-
quently used but not very exact.

What'is “meaning”? With very strict observation, you will find that
in practice we use the term in two principal ways: If someone asks
me “the meaning” of a word in another language, I give him a word
in his language which (in my judgment) expresses “the same thing”
as that word. If he asks me “the meaning” of an English word, I give
him another word or combination of words in English which says
“the same thing.”

Observe that we never, therefore, know “the meaning” (whatever
it may be) directly, but only through a symbol—a word or linguistic
expression. Hence, I have no way of knowing your meaning except
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