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Chapter 1 Introduction to Linguistics

Chapter 1
Introduction to Linguistics

1.1 Language

We live in a world of language and language is at the center of hu—
man life. We talk from time to time to our friends, our associates, our
lovers and our parents. We talk face to face and over telephone, and ev—
ery one responds with more talk. Hardly a moment of our waking time is
free from words, and even in our dreams we talk and are talked to. Lan—
guage is so built into the way we live that it has become an axiom of be—
ing human. Language is the atiribute that most clearly distinguishes our
species from all others; it is what makes possible much of what we do,
and perhaps even what we think. Without language we could not specify
our wishes, our needs, practical instructions that make possible coop-
eration. Without language, we would have to grunt and gesture and
touch rather than tell. And through writing system or word of mouth we
are in touch with distant places we will never visit, people we will never
meet, a past or future of which we can have no direct experience. With—
out language we would live in isolation from our ancestors and our de-
scendants, condemned to learn only from our own experience and to
take our knowledge to the grave.

Surely, other species communicate too, sometimes in ways that
quite seem human. For example, a pet dog or cat can make its needs
and wishes effectively, not only to others of its own species but to its
human owner. But is this language? Dolphins are known to make very

complex sequences of sounds that may suggest equally complex mes—



sages, but so far no way has been found to verify the suggestion. Chim—
panzees have been taught several humanly understandable languages
such as American Sign Language and a computer language, but there
has been heated debate whether their uses of these languages are like
ours or merely learned performance of much greater subtlety than those
of trained circus animals. Since there are no definite answers to these
questions, one thing we can assume is that human language is of a

scope and power unequaled on earth.

1.1.1 Definition of language

Then what is language? We have taken language for granted for so
long that not many people would stop to think what meanings the word
“language” has. In fact, it involves many different senses and concepts
which we need to distinguish in linguistics.

According to Hu Zhuanglin et al.(1988), language has the follow—
ing senses:

(1) Language can mean what a person says or said. In this sense,
language simply refers to the concrete act of speaking in a given situa—
tion, or the expression one uses in speech in one instant.

(2) Language refers to an individual’s personal dialect called
“idiolect”. A person does not speak in a particular way only on one oc—
casion; he often has a consistent way of speaking or writing. So “lan—
guage” is sometimes used to refer to the whole of a person’s language,
as in “Shakespeare’s Language, ”“Lu Xun’s Language, ” etc.

(3) “Language” also means a particular variety or level of speech
or writing, such as “scientific language, ” or “colloquial language, ”
and so on.

(4) Language is the abstract system underlying the totality of the




