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The people of Earth, tired of pleasing a
demanding God, decided to build a tall tower

as an easy way to Heaven. Begun on the plains
of Babel, the tower soon rose to great heights.
God, viewing the audacity of His people,
confounded their language, creating chaos and
confusion. Unable to understand each other, the
people scattered throughout the Earth, prevented

from building another tower to Heaven.
a story from the Old Testament

1

Human Language

Human beings are capable o changing the world. Human beings are proud of
ther incomparable power and intelligence among dl the creatures on earth. Then,
what attribute does a human being possess that exemplifies this autstanding ability to
cause change? It cannot be his muscle. Some aher species are mare muscular. It
cannot be his sensory organs. Some other species excel at perceiving ultrasonic waves
a infrared rays, which is beyond human inherent capability. Upon examination,
human superiarity lies in his unique endowment — the ability to talk, or rather, to
communi cate by means o |anguage.

With language, people convey thoughts and feelings to each other, and transmit
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ther accunulated knowledge and beliefs to their children. Without language, other
goecies are unable to famulate and exchange logica ideas, let done figure out the
mysteries of the world they inhabit, and change the world for any intended purpose.

The power of language has been duly naed snce the remote antiquity. Ancient
Jews, for example, credited thar belief in language in the Talmud:“ God created the
world by a word, instantaneously, withaut toil or pains’. Mystical as it is, this piece
o scripture pointstd the primacy o language in the way human beings conceive of the
world” ( Widdowson, 1996) . In almost all ancient cultures we can find a mythology
concerning the role of language: it fadlitates gods to exerc se their will; it satisfies the
martal desire to praise the Almighty; it also empowers earthlings to challenge the
heaven (e. g. the myth o the Tower of Babel) . Indeed, language is a vehicle o
power, for control, for creation, and for change.

The Cambridge Encyclopedia of Language uses the folloming description to
highlight how central language is to human lives:

We look around us, and are awed by the variety of several thousand languages
and dialects, expressing a multiplicity of world views, literatures, and ways of life.
We look back at the thoughts of our predecessors, and find we can see only as far as
language lets us see. We look forward in time, and find we can plan only through
language. We look outward in space, and send symbols of communication along with
our gacecraft, to explain who we are, in case there is anyone there who wants to
know.

Language is our constant companion. Whether we are speaking o thinking,
whether we are awake or in a dream, it always stays in our mind. It is so natural, so
familiar to us that most of us seldam sit down to think about its essence, which is,
actually, among the hardest puzzles far usto unravel. We are just beginning to explore
how the human mind operates to organize the experiences and ideas of man into a
verbal form anytime he gpeaks or thinks.

The study of human language is called linguistics. It is a widely practiced
academic discipline, with boundless posshilities for application. Any cdlege students
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whose major is related to language should not ignore it. As a domain of science,
linguigics plays an essential role in the information age. Just as the industrial age
liberated human hands and sensary organs with fuel-driven machinery based on the
development o mathematics, physics and chemistry, the information age will liberate
the human brain and vocal organs with the development of artificial intelligence by
virtue of the inspiration from linguistics. The purpose of this course is to familiarize
beginners with the different branches, topics and focuses of linguistics, as well as
reviewing the viewpoints of some important schods and influential researchers in the
domain. This will help students lay the foundation of their academic career and pave
the way for their specific research in the future.

Let’ s begin with an analysis of some major aspects of the discipline, along with
how today’ s linguists think of their research object — language.

=
=1 1.1 Language and languages

Linguistics deals with human language as a whole or as particular languages. |If
we talk about language as a whole, it is the system of human communication which
consists of the structured arrangement o sounds ( or their written representation) into
larger units, e.g. maphemes, wads, sentences, utterances. If we eak o
languages, e.g. the French language, the Korean language, they are particular
gystems of human communicaion used by people living in different parts of the world.
What we are talking about now are just generd descriptions of language and languages,
but not their scientific definition. The exploration of* what is language” is one of the
mga tasks o modern linguistics, which has not approached a satisfactory answer yet.

Sametimes a language is spoken by mast of the people in a particular country, e.
g. Japanese in Japan, sometimes a language is gpoken by peopl e of different countries,
e. g. English, and sometimes a language is spdken by only a part o the population o
a country, e.g. French in Canada.

In some cases, there is a continuum from one language to anather. A didect o a
Language on one side o the border may be very similar to a didect o ancther
Language on the other side if these two Languages are relaed. Thisis the case between
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Swveden and Norway and between Germany and the Netherlands.

Any particula language is in essence a sa of varieties. There are locd
varieties— dialects and accents ( the former differ from each other in pronunciation,
vocabulary, and even grammar; the latter only in pronunciaion) , social varigies—
sociolects ( = social dialects, used by people of different classes, ages, or sxes),
higarical varieties— temporal dialects ( e. g. the 17th century English) , styligic or
accupational varieties—registers (e. g. formal English, scientific Endish), and even
individual varieties—idiolects. Usually a language has an officidly declared or
generally considered standard dialect ( e. g. Putonghuain China, General American in
the United States) .

Recent centuries have seen a change of attitude in language dudies, from
prescriptive to descriptive. Prescriptivism is the view tha one variety of language has
an inherently higher value than others. Those who observe the rules of this favored
variety are said to speak or writé’ correctly” . In the past, the unchangng fam o
Latin was held in high prestige in European education, and was regarded as a universa
framework for other languages to adapt to. For instance, a prescriptive” rule” in
Endish used to be that one should say It is| rather than It isme, because the verb be
is followed by the naminative case in Lain, not the accusative. This rule” is directly
against the fact tha people usually say It is me in modern English unless in some very
formal situations. Mareover, beis followed by the accusative in some ather languages,
e.g. Arabic. These examples show that Latin rules are not universal — it is the
prescriptivigs who once attempted to impose the rules upon English.

Most of today’ s language researchers and teachers no longer support the gpinion
tha behavior in a particular language should be prescribed. Instead, they turn to
another tenet — descriptivism, which holds that usages of different varieties should be
doserved and recorded instead of being judged with same imposed norms. Unlike
Latin, furthermore, a living language is never frozen, so its linguistic description
should catch up with its development.

One appraach in descriptivism is to invedigate the knowledge of language in
people’ s brains. It has been found that such knowledge, complex though it is, is
equdly shared by all human beings. Language ( not in written form) has its own way
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d development in a child's mind. The process of this development is remarkably
unique.

< -
=11.2 Language and human beings

Suppase a creature fram ancther planet finds our earth and wvisits it. He will
encounter language wherever there are human beings. Human language as a terrestrid
phenomenan may not arouse his attention at first, for any sounds from human mauths
would be intermingled with ather nases. If this alien creature isinte ligent enough and
fairly observant, he may gradudly naice tha the human oral sounds are different from
dl other sounds in that they are apparently produced when there is a need for
communication, so he guesses they must be meaningful. We don’t knowv how much
time he will spend befae he can auccessfully distinguish human language from
meaningless nases, but we know it will not be an easy job.

However, even though our imagined visitor can recognize that human sounds are
used for communication, he still cannot understand them. For him, what he has heard
IS just a string of voices. The gring seems to be a continuum with different paterns o
rhythm and tone variation, and occasiond breaks. If he is an excdlent space
detective, he may conjecture that there must be a structurd hierarchy behind the
phenomena, and the rhythm and tone paterns and breaks may serve as clues to
uncover it. So, he sets aut to divide the string of voices into proper segments o
different levds. For example, he hears a human being produce this string of sounds to
another:

| like your necklace. It is really beautiful. Where did you buy it?

He can identify two tiny breaks in the string because human speakers usudly
make a brief stop between two sentences. Thus he may infer that the whole string
consists of three groups of meaning. He takes the first group (| like your necklace) for
further analysis. With the help of the rhythm and tone patterns, he will possibly find
tha this goup is composed of four smaller units® 1”7,*“ like”,*“ your”, and
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necklace” .

Gosh! Our cosmic guest has done some linguistic work! Linguists on the earth
indeed analyze the internal structure o language in the same way, but the actud
hierarchy discovered by them is more camplex: between the sentence and the word
there is another category — phrase. For instance, the words® your” and‘ necklace”
comprise one phrase, which further merges with the word* like” into a larger ( and
higher) phrase. This analysis can guarantee the understanding ( like what — like your
necklace) . If that outer space linguistic novice fails to figure out this phrasal structure
but mistakes like your” for a phrase, then he won’t be able to make out the meaning
o the whole group of sounds. Even if he has carectly analyzed the sententid
hierarchy, he still needs to spend a huge amaunt of time and energy figuring out the
arbitrary combination of sound and meaning far each congituent o the structure: What
do’ I”,* like”,” your”, and‘ necklace” stand for? Which of them is the name o
omething? Which denotes an action?... All he mug decipher is knowledge do
language, mainly involving the systematic internal structure o a sentence and the
relationship between sounds and meaning. What an arduaus job it is before he can
understand a sngle sentence!

A newborn human baby faces the same stuaion. Everything in the human world
IS strange to him. He must screen language from all kinds of noises. He needs to break
the string of sounds from his parents’ mouth into syntactic constituents. He ought to
associate a sound combinaion with a definite meaning. If he is a cub of ancther
goecies on the earth, to master so complex a knomedge system is totally impossible.
But since he isa human baby, he is bound to succeed. He doesn’t need to cudgel his
brains to unravel the structural riddles of the language as the imag ned space creature
does. He exerts no conscious effart in decoding the language he is exposed to. In fact,
he perceives the existence of language around him spontaneously since his cradle days
and gadudly picks up this language as his maher tongue as he grows. Human
children generally produce sing e-word sentences (e. g. they may say Car” when they
want atoy car) between 12 and 18 months of age. Then, they start to form elementary
phrases and two-word sentences (e. g.“ Want car”) . By the age of two and a hdf,
mast children are able to make adult-like sentences such as Can | have tha toy car,



