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Chapter 1

Introduction

1.1.1 Definition of linguistics

Linguistics is jokingly dubbed “rich men’s game”. But actually, it is the game
of everybody, because all of us are involved in language and more or less
related to linguistics. Every normal person is using language all the time one
way or another, for even when he/she is not speaking or writing, he/she may
be talking to himself/herself or thinking in language. So nobody is too far away
from language. However, not many people ever stop and ask what language
is. For that reason, linguistics is not very familiar to many people. Linguistics
can be defined as the scientific or systematic study of language. It is a science
in the sense that it scientifically studies the rules, systems and principles of
human languages. It deals with a wide range of linguistic phenomena, ana-
lyzes them, and makes general statements about them. Therefore, in its op-
erations and statements, linguistics is always guided by the three canons of
science: (i) exhaustiveness: it strives for thorough-goingness in the examina-
tion of relevant materials; (ii) consistency, that is, there should be no contradic-
tion between different parts of the total statement; (iii) economy: other things
being equal, a shorter statement or analysis is to be preferred to one that is
longer or more complex.

The subject matter of linguistics is all natural languages, living or dead. For
living languages it is concerned with the study of both their spoken and written
forms, while for dead languages with the study of their written forms. Linguistics
as a branch of science, a pilot science as it is usually said, tries to answer the
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following basic questions: “What is language?” and “How does language work?”
You may say that they are simple questions that everyone can answer. However,
if you want to be scientific in your answers, you will find they are far from easy.
Since we use language every day without thinking, we do not bother to ask
what it actually is. We need a separate branch of science to tell us what lan-
guage is and how it works. Linguistics studies the origin, growth, organization,
nature and development of language and discovers the general rules and prin-
ciples governing language. It employs scientific methods to observe, record
and analyze all the phenomena related to language. It tries to explain how
language has become what it is and why it works the way it does. Young as it
is, linguistics has offered many descriptions of language and explanations or
theories about it. Today it is still growing and generating many sub-disciplines.

Linguistics has two main purposes. One is that it studies the nature of
language and tries to establish a theory of language, and describes languages
in the light of the theory established. The other is that it examines all the forms
of language in general and seeks a scientific understanding of the ways in
which it is organized to fulfill the needs it serves and the functions it performs in
human life.

1.1.2 Linguistics versus traditional grammar

Some people probably think that linguistics is only a new name for tradi-
tional grammar. But that is not the case. Traditional grammar is usually based
on earlier grammars of Latin or Greek and applied to some other languages,
often inappropriately. For example, some grammarians stated that English had
six cases because Latin had six cases. Traditional grammar emphasizes such
matters as correctness, linguistic purism, literary excellence, the use of Latin
models and the priority of the written language. Aithough there has been a
trend towards using grammars which incorporate more modern approaches to
language descriptions and language teaching, some schools still use tradi-
tional grammars.

Linguistics differs from traditional grammar at least in three basic ways.

First, linguistics describes languages and does not lay down rules of



