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LINGUISTICS: DEFINITION,
NATURE AND SCOPE
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WHAT IS LINGUISTICS ?

The word ‘Linguistics, has been derived from Latin
lingun (tongue) and istics (knowledge or science).
Etymologically, therefore, linguistics is the scientific

But it is the study not of one

study of language. _
particular language but of human language in general. It
studies langunge as a universal and recognizable part of
to describe and analyse

human behaviour. It attempts
stics comprises language in

language. The field of lingui
all its form and manifestations. Its aim is to seek a

scientific understanding of the place of language in
human life, the ways in which it is organized to fulfil the

needs it serves, and the functions it performs.

So linguistics is that science which studies the
origin, organization, nature and development of language
descriptively, historically, comparatively and explicitly,
and formulates the general rules related to language.
Dinchronic (historical) linguistics studies the
develupment of language through history, through time,
for example, the way in which French and Italian have

evolved from Latin. Synchronic linguistics investigates
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AN AI'PROACH TO LINGU gy g
how the people speak and use language in a given Spee

. " : 5 . b cl
community atl n given time. In Comparative linguisgj '

: p s ! ch
one is concerned with comparing two or more difTereny

Inngunges.

10

1S LINGUISTICS A SCIENCE ?

Linguistics is the scientific study of langunge. Like
all other sciences linguistics has n well-defined subject
matter, natural langunges, living or dead; it employs
carcful methods to observe, record and analyse the
various phenomena related to its subject matter and
hopes to produce unprejudiced, objective and verifiable
_dcscriptinns. The approach and methodology of linguislics
Is scientific. It is as inductive as a science could be, and
is based on observations, formation of hypothesis, testing,
verification, tentativeness and predictiveness.

Again like a scientist a linguist develops
hypotheses, makes generalized statements and tests
them against the fact of languages. When a linguist or a
phonetician makes a statement about languages, he
makes it on the basis of observation. First he observes
linguistic events. He linds some similarities and contrasts
on the basis of which he makes second generalization. On
the basis of these generalizations hypotheses are
formulated to account for the events. These are tested by
further observations, and out of them is constructed a
theory of how language works. From the theory are
derived methods for making statements about linguistic
events. The statements link the theory to the events it is
sel up to account for, and they can now be evaluated by
reference both to the theory and to the events: the best
statements are those which make maximum use of the
theory to account most fully for the facts. And finally,
like a true scientist, he is constantly engaged n
discovering more about languages, in refining his
methods of investigation, and in constructing bettcr
theories. He also tries Lo find out linguistic universals.

Like any scientific discipline, linguistics too is not
static. Viewpoints and theoretical models in the field.
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adament |l wnys from time to time, nnd
come to receive primary focus nt
ruistics hns more than its share t;f
unresolved contrumrsi«;s and unsolved questions, which
is a part of its fascination and challenge. |
Finally its closeness with other natural sciences like

i ics '8i biology, zoology. etc.,
mathemntics, physics, plqmol.ogy, 1y,
is another proofl of its scientific nature. ‘It touches on

physics through ncoustics, on physiology through the
structure of the human vocnl organs, on zo.nlnp;y through
the comparative study of the communicative systc_ms of
living beings.’ A glance on any book on transformat:wn_nl-
generative grammar would convince any objective
onlooker how linguistics i8 becoming more and more
scientific. Furthermore, as mentioned by R.H. Robins,
linguistics in its operations and stntements is guided by
three canons of science: (1) exhaustiveness, the adequate
treatment of all the relevant material: (2) consistency,
the absence of contradiction between different parts of
e total statement, and (3) economy, whereby, other
things being equal, a shorler statement or analysis
employing fewer terms is to be perferred to one that is
longer or more involved. Consequently, linguistics is
getling more and more technical and sophisticated every
day. Yel it is not a pure science. Its position, says R"\
Hall, is belwgun the natural and social sciences, like that
of 8‘30108)’- To Robins it is an ‘empirical science,’ and
w:_l.hm t!m empirical sciences it is ‘one of the 'sochl
sciences, banuse its subject matter is human, and ‘ic
very much different from that of natural sciences.

auisTICS DEFINITIO !

change even in fu
different aspects
different times. Lin

Nevertheless, linguistics, is the scienti

!;’;l}ﬂufluc. It may be inductive or deduciic\tz'nittl?:lft:?'d)' "

jeclive, P_Tt'msod. tentative and qul'cm ‘f“' i
ic;mcc:rned with reportable facts, melho.dq. a  orinciples
il :9rks by means of ohservalion'q‘
mll:k:lmenls m.td tests, postulates, nn(i'
e gqnernhznlmns and predictions:
o 'S, Its products are descriptiv rl

tmenls about lanpuage

nd principles:
_ hypotheses,
!nferencos; i
It formulntes
e verbal or algebraic
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[P )
LINGUISTIC LEVELS

- s:  Jevels’ is mea ¢ the levels of language

. h'll’%:::h; s mns:':lmb'l‘e di“flmll::m ?"::;:gyther
structure. min o
about the number 89“ 32) recommenda

l-nguistidaﬂs 6
i Robert sl O emics——-phonetica),

linguistic levels.
ling e phomology  (PHONSMEE T (1971 211
morphology and i and semantics,

i phonology. grammar )
?l’::kl::ol:s(lsﬂ -137-138) ndvoca'tcs the following five
ich he calls ° —
¢t is a stock of

grammatica 1 system: 1
8 :::pbumﬂ. and the unng':ments in which they

occur;
It is a stock of

@ The phomlepcnl Dgaments in which the
°  occur

i morphophonemi¢ system: It is the code
- ::iedl ties together the grammatical and the
- phonalogical system;

. (iv) The semsntic system: It associates various
morphemes, and arrangements in which
morphemes can be put, with things and situations,
or kinds of things and situations;

(v) The phonemic system: It denotes the ways in
which sequences of phonemes are converted into
sound waves by the articulation of a speaker, and

- are decoded from the speech signal by a hearer.

Hockett calls the first three “central” te
mdu'eh’tm.M'nlbcy:zlms. ERy e

. tnsﬁf a labelling of names, h;:::ver, should not lead
usion. There are not basic differences' about
3';: mrerof language. Such a classification is done by
e linguist for the sake of convenience in the study of
ph SSstyect mA‘ﬁH' Le, language which is a complex
of uhls"l:mm'bjedo?.-mhuu hq'::elre ni;lter-related aspects
: T, oiten over-lapping. An
separation or dassification should not be tre:’tg:lnfs rigit’i
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JINGUISTICS DEFINITION, NATURE AND 5C0O

inguist hans to describe
ings do not use just onc

aque. Al human Innguage
z;c;,‘;u?mnn be level of it at a
time.

Broadly spenking, there are thiee
language nctivity, leading to three scparate NOENC
Icvcls——SUBSTANCFJ, FORM nand CONTEXT. -fhc
substance is the raw mnterinl of language: auditory
(PHONIC substance) or visunal (GRAPHIC substance).

rnal structure, it1s

The form is the organization, the inte _
lationship between
(Semantics).

grammar+lexis. The context is the re
form and situation, which we call meaning
anguage at all

The linguistic science has to account for |
these levels.
Phonetics: Phonetics is the study of speech
processes including .the anatomy, neurology and
pathology of speech, the articulation, classilication an
perception of speech sounds. Phonetics is a pure science
and need not be studied in relation to a particular
language. Some phoneticians consider phonetics to be
outside the central core of linguistic proper, but most
would include it under the heading 'linguistic science’.

The study of phonetics can be divided into three
main branches, ARTICULATORY PHONETICS, the
stu_dy of the movement of the speech organs in the
articulation of speech, ACOUSTIC PHONETICS, the

study of the physical properties of speech sounds such as
uency and amplitude in their transmission, and

AUDITQRY PHONETICS, the study of hearing and the
perception of speech sounds.

(}rammntical Level——Grammatical level
comprises of (a) SYNTAX, and (b) MORPHOLOGY.

(a) Syntax—Syntax is that branch of

[ . grammar
which is concerned with the study of the arrangement of
words in sentences and of the means by which such
relations as inflexion, word order, etc., are shown. It is

the grammar of sentence.

(b) Morphology—Morphology i
—N gy is that part
mtax (:r grammar which is concerned with thgéstu;; -
analysis of the structure, form and classes of words.

aspects of
te lingmstic
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Ij//ﬁ“dicﬂ (morphemics), buy
of word-forms

t includes not only syn:?hf(hw-clnpmm‘
e thc' st o Murplm ofy 18 the grammar of
(diachromec morpholof] ).

word.
Scmanti

and its manifes
studied under

js the study of meaning

.

o emantie? Formerly meaning w

mtioninlnng\lﬂﬂc- L g was
o osophy and Jogic. But now it hasg
philoson WX Its smallest unit is

Jinguistic study. 1} .
hecome a port of the Iink t of meaning. But

rcpmeme", the minimum functional un!
sememe cannot be csmblished with the Sﬂme.type. of
precision as phone d syntactic units,

LINGUISTICS AND RELATED F 1IELDS

1. Linguistics and Anthropology

Brondly speaking, anthropology is the study of
mankind and of culture. Its main subdivisions are

physical anthropology and cultural anthropology
Linguistics is a branch of cultural anthropology. The chi? .
contribution of cultural anthropology, as a8 whi:l to e
study of language has been the broa;ienin f l?' .Lhe
outlooks so that their horizons inclut‘lg e
languages, but culture of man d"ﬂ' &, noL_chly
!m]ped in removing the misconcz t'l erent types. It has
is superior to the other in acce tip oo L e language
all languages are complex an dP ng a generalization that
of the respective communiti are fldcqunte to the needs
linguistic universals. It hes, and in establishing certain
:ll]r:{;unsththe fact that la“ag'.su nalso made clear to the

10U €S Aa S _ e _ege

lnngua%e i:u;l;lrm may be pri?nitiver ) ant primitive
anguage even if it has no SEiELIOne; 18
writing system.
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Now-n-days, the relationship between hinguistics
d nndxropnln.r,\' is less close. But at the samd¢ tine i
o " alled Sociolinfuisucs s expanding

w disaphnt . : istics J
::pidlv meaning therceby, sociology nnd linguistics At

getting closer.
2. Linguistics an
Association between

y &0l

STILS WFINTTION, NATURY ANT

d Philosophy

philosophy and lnnpuage and
linguistics has indeed been historically very long In fnct,
it were the philosophers who first of u‘ll_spcrul.m'd on
language. Plato's Dinlogues have L_'xphcu.rul'o.-rcnn- to
language. In the ficld of semanucs, ph_llusuphy has
contributed tremendous insight to the linguists. The
structural linguists ignored meaning becaust they
thought it to be a subject of philosophy.

d differences between
philosophy and linguistics. The philosopher’s concern 1s
with 'the uses of language for certain purposes that are
common to many communities’ he 1s not interested in the
detailed differences between languages; the linguist's
concern is with ‘the details of each language for its own
sake’, and he evolves and evaluates theones primarily to
deal with particular languages. The linguist 1S
particularly interested in the formal structuring of the
sentences of a language; the philosopher is interested 1n
the logical structure and the inferential possibilities of
the propositions they express irrespective of the grammar
of any particular language. Hence both these disciplines .
are getting remote from each other these days.

3. Linguistics and Psychology
Linguistics studies human lan 1
. e guage. Language 1s
behaviour or a cognitive process o. both, i'.s st{;'“ ‘:1
controversial issue, yet it is well accepted that pro>~legy
ifn the':stud?' o.!' human behaviour and human mi;\.d- 'Ht-zntt’:‘e
th linguistics and psychology are closely relate;:l.

Investigations and attem
_ _ pts o find out
Eir:fm fundt_tmc‘ntal questions like the fo!l‘:)!:fi‘;ers .
e yto prov)de mval.uahlu clues o the linpuist: W‘l:) Yic
thil:li)': lgﬂehgfl::eamg\pf' Lo 18 language lc.nmud ?‘t L
) arn by merely imitati g
L hears? How does a child select the sou;\ndgs ll.};:;l: (l]:rdb =
Hong W
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o, nnd inore all othe,
- ' e motheE o or
ne inf © y or
( etV ¢ Innf"'"“minp n resuly ”
L e nac ne npe len » Liti of
the gnme I’ TU Ins ’-:‘ tion, repes e and
T L T yito child whose brain &
npunge? Does the lgq,
k hi oth ski"S? What roleg ds
vC

"d n ritude play in languag.

i .
of linguintd "vnli""' nge to such questions woulg

ers
e acxcnhst.

jterature
and 1 age 8 Of vital concern 1o the
angunge uage is the medium i

s
n
he nature of se 1ang e me
« of literaturec, h.cClW ME tive writer is neve
dents 0 . A cre r

sty o 3
A . rlt . » -

which literfe in “:lslic and culturn! considerations o
wholly free from iin acious of these he may be

T unco
limitntions howsoever his structures and sounds

se his
literally. 1 o lt:;n:!h(:}? acsthetic effect he wants
. hed by the structure of the

rmines what can and canng!

be smid in the lnnguage, just as his C“"-‘"a_l background
determines the semantic content of his work. Al
linguistic levels exert an influence on his creativity and
on what he creates. All these factors influence his style
Word-formation can often be used as R source for

particular litera

Innpunpe.

literary text, especially a poem. In return, it 1s

literary artist who enriches a language enormously, and
refines it. It is he who also sets direction of languats
change by his distinct use and coinages and word:
formations. Applying linguistics to the study of poetr’
d ober forme o arsare under the nant £
linguistics ansr;ic;leri::e Stlmny of the closeness betw®®
much closer to linguislrie' ong other fine arts must
cs than any other branch of ¥

arts.
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acientifically explain the difficulties of translating ?
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lin
or

fn
ht

ir
li
[{

- — - e A



17

:p SCOPE
sics, the structure ol'll.w h‘\.n.mnn' \lgtc:ql
logy and the communicat! .-c s!'\s . ’_\
d their comparison near 00 og% A
ledge offered by these sciences Al pd
framed, transmitted and r‘eccn? ci
rticulatory processcs involve
help to the

e of inmense :
mation he classifies
cs. Physiology

d the central

NGNS S DEFINITION, NATUR

linguistic near phy
organs near physio
of living beings an
fairly detailed know
how sound-waves are
what are the organs and a

in the production of speech are
f such infor

linguist. On the basis of su bt
sounds, and determines their characl'cnstl
provides him knowledge about brain an

nervous system.
Language is speech uttered out of mouth. Hence th(-.;
answers to questions like—how are sounds preduced?
how does the wind come out of the lungs through the
windpipe to the vocal cords to pass through the mouth or
nasal passage? How do various speech organs csuch as
{Tect the

vocal cords, soft-palate, tongue, teeth Ii;?s. etc. afl
sound?—are of primary interest and investigation for

the linguist. He can find out answers to such questions,

from biologist.

Science has contributed a great deal to the
methodology of linguistics. It has formalized it; it has
made it much more rigorous, objective and scientific. It
has helped the linguist to desgribe language too. Yet in
its methodology, linguistics is ‘intermediate’ between the
natural and social sciences. This is because of the subject
matter of linguistics which is complicated and full of
many variables. Predictions of the linguist are not exactly
like those of the natural scientist. Linguaistics may
there!'ore. be compared with geology rather *hrn with
chemistry or physics in matters of approach and

methodology.

DESCRIPTIVE HISTORICAL AND
COMPARATIVE LINGUISTICS

_ General linguistics includes a numbe
i‘:b{;:m involv_ed in the study of languauge asruzz::lm
e preceding paragraphs. General linguistics can
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qu /‘L lrcc. sub_d' .
livided into the t "”'-'lion

brondly be  divi and c'"'"‘l)ill'n'.hQ

icnl
——descriptive, histor

linguistics. etic
. 4 H s l
. Descriptive lingt qavs in which al

doscri:ﬂim: and analysis Of_l!l.c ‘;:i" (s)flgpcakera a:";i\;age
operates nnd is used hl_\' npﬂrl(:::nt e LifmBimay cqu:ﬁn
i is Lime may be ! 8 . y
::r:;ll"b?]:ﬁcl;lnst- i m!eq}mtc w:i':tte;_l nrecorqa ar

available. Nor is the descriptive study ‘:_ l'"‘ll.‘llt:n,xlnr
language concerned with the descrip Hi{n of oth,
languages at the same time. Descriptive lll’!lgmst.lcs »
often regarded as the major part of geﬂe:_‘ﬂth "‘Bulsticg'
and certainly the fundamental aspect 0 e study o

language.
2. Historical linguistics is the. study
developments in languages in the course of time. It ig th,

diachronic study of the language. It studies language
change, and the causes and results of such changes,

- 3. Comparative linguistics is concerned wit},

comparing from one or more points of view two or more
different languages. Comparative linguistics lraces the
evolution of language and, by comparing one with
another, establishes the relationships between them. This
comparison is generally done between the languages
which are genetically related, that is, those that have
developed from some common source,

s is concerned with the

TYPICAL QUESTIONS
1. Whatis linguistics?
g | s linguistics q science?f

3. Comment on the $oope of linguigticg
:. What are linguistic levels? |
+ What are the »
ai
i R aspects of linguistics?

In what Ways hape
disciplinesp
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LINGUISTICH DEFINITION,

7.

8.

10.

11.

12.

d by the following:-
Syntax, Semantics.

nguistics helps an
ist, a philosopher,

What do you understan
forphology,

Phonology, &
exposure {0 li

Describe how
anthropologist, @ psych.n!n;_f
: logrician.

a sociologist and ¢
Is of linguistics analysis with

Describe the leve

reference (0 English.
has so many interrelationsh ip with

various aspecis of human life. Linguistics,
not isolated and wholly

therefore, is :
autonomous. It draws upon several sciences
makes ils own essential

and, in {(urn, s o
contribution to these desciplines.’
emecnt discurs the

In the light of this stat
relationship of anguistics and briefly describe
gome of the major branches of linguistic
science.

Describe some of the methods of analysis
employed by linguists and the resultant

linguistic descriplions.

In what sense s linguistics a Science? Discuss
its relation with other sciences and indicate

the aim and scope of linguistics.

'Language

Scdnned with CamScanner



