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CCT-03 Language and Linguistic 

 

   WHAT IS LANGUAGE? 

 

 There is no comprehensive definition of language. The only answer to the 

question “What is language?” is “Language is language”. 

 

 Everybody knows what Language is, but one cannot present a satisfactory 

definition of it. One has to talk of the properties or characteristics.   

 

 Robins (1985) defines language… 

 

“Language is a symbol system based on pure or arbitrary 

conventions… infinitely extendable and modifiable according to the 

changing needs and conditions of the speakers.” 

 Language is symbol system. (For the sound /k/, in English we have symbol k 

and in Gujarati we have ક. 
 

 Language is Arbitrary. 

 

 Language is infinitely modifiable and extendable.  

“If you dare fight to-day, come to the field;  

  If not, when you have stomachs.” -OCTAVIUS (Julius Caesar)  

 Sapir (1921) says… 

 

“Language is a purely human and non-instinctive method of 

communicating ideas, emotions and desires by means of a system of 

voluntarily produced symbols.” 

 Language is Human 

Species-specifics Species-uniform 

 

 Non-instinctive 

Language does not pass from a parent to a child  

 

 

 Hall (1969) 
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“Language is the institution whereby humans communicate and interact 

with each other by means of habitually used oral-auditory arbitrary 

symbols.” 

 A speaker produces some string of oral sounds that get conveyed through the 

air to the listener who, through his hearing organs, receives the sound waves 

and conveys these to the brain that interprets these symbols to arrive at a 

meaning. 

 

 Noam Chomsky (1987) 

 

“A language is a set (finite or infinite) of sentences. Each finite in length 

and constructed out of a finite set of elements.” 

 Human brain is competent enough to construct different sentences from out 

of the limited set of sounds/ symbols belonging to a particular language.  

 

 Human brain is so productive that a child can at any time produce a sentence 

that has never been said or heard earlier. 

 

  Wardaugh (1972) 

 

“A language is a system of arbitrary vocal symbols used for human 

communication.” 

 

 Bloch and Trager (1942) 

 

“A language is a system of arbitrary vocal symbols by means of which a 

social group cooperates.” 

 

 Language is a system of system: 

   k,n,i,t   n,i,t,k  t,k,n,i  i,n,k,t 

 

 Words too join to form  sentences according to some system: 

 

      Cricket is a game of glorious uncertainties.  

      a game is of cricket uncertainties glorious. 
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 Derbyshire (1967) 

 

“Language is undoubtedly a kind of means of communication among 

human beings. It consists primarily of vocal sounds. It is articulatory, 

systematic, symbolic and arbitrary.” 

 Encyclopaedia Britannica 

 

“Language is a system of conventional spoken or written symbols by means 

of which human beings, as members of a social group and participants in 

its culture, communicate.” 

 Henry Sweet 

 

“Language is the expression of ideas by means of speech-sounds combined 

into words. Words are combined into sentences, this combination 

answering to that of ideas into thoughts.” 

 Lyons 

 

“Language are the principal systems of communication used by particular 

groups of human beings within the particular society (linguistic 

community) of which they are members.” 
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     CHARACTERISTICS OF LANGUAGE 

 

1. Language is a Means of Communication 

 

 One can communicate his or her ideas, emotions, beliefs or feelings to 

others as they share a common code that makes up the language.  

 Other limited means of communication: gestures, nods, winks, flags, 

smiles, horns, short-hand, braille alphabet, Morse code, sirens, sketches, 

maps, acting, miming, dancing … 

 Humans are blessed with language, it is the specific property of humans 

only.(Species-specifics & Species-uniform) 

 Because of the use of Language humans are called “talking animal” 

(loquacious) 

 

2. Language is arbitrary 

 

 There is no inherent relation between the words of a language and their 

meanings or the ideas(except hieroglyphic) 

 There is no reason why a female adult human being be called a Woman in 

English, istree in Hindi, aurat in Urdu, Zen in Persian, Femine in French. 

 Selection of these word is purely arbitrary, an accident of 

history.(christening a new born baby Michel)  

 Note: if the language had not been arbitrary than there would have been 

only one language in the world. 

 The arbitrary nature of language permits change but such change does not 

normally take place. 

 Words are difficult to change because a whole society has accepted them. 

Indirectly, the kind of nature permits change, its conventionality gives it 

stability.  

 bang, hiss, buzz, hum etc. are a few words that have a relation with the 

meanings they stand for. (onomatopoeia)  

 These words do not allow the fact that words in a language are arbitrarily 

selected.  

 

3. Language is a system of systems 

 

 As language is arbitrary, any brick may be used anywhere in a building, 

but it is not with sounds or graphic symbols. 

 Sounds and Words are arranged in certain fixed or established, systematic 

order to form meaningful units and sentences. 

 These system operate at two levels:      phonological and syntactical 

 Although the sounds /b/ and /z/ occur in English, there is no word in 

English that begins with /bz/ 
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 In English, words have consonant cluster with three consonants (spring, 

string). But there are no tetra phonemic consonant clusters (a string of four 

consonants). 

 There is no words that begins with a /N/ sound or ends with /h/ sound.(ah 

is pronounced /ɑ :/ and    oh is pronounced /ə ʊ / ) 

 In the same way sentences have grammatical or structural rules.(Rahul 

plays cricket - plays Rahul cricket) 

 This characteristic is also termed duality by some linguists.  

 This makes language a very complex phenomenon. 

 

4. Language is Primarily Vocal 

 

 Speech is primary and writing is secondary. 

 A child learns to speak first; writing comes much later.  

 A man speaks more than he writes. The total quantum of speech is much 

larger than of writing materials. 

 Writing did have one advantage over speech-it could be preserved in 

books and records. 

 But, with the invention of magnetic tapes, audio cassettes or CDs, it has 

lost that advantage too. 

 

5. Language Differs from Animal Communication in Several Ways 

 

Human language Animal Communication system 

1- Unlimited and infinite. 1- limited and finite 

2- Discrete (separate)   2- Non-discrete 

3- extendable, modifiable 3- un-extendable, un-modifiable 

4- flexible and full of variety 4- inflexible and without variety 

5- non instinctive (acquired) 5- instinctive (inherited) 

7- conditioned by geography 7- not conditioned by geography 

6- multidimensional (displacement) 6- can't communicate past & future 

8- can express imaginary 8- can’t express non-existent 

9- has grammaticality 9- no grammaticality 

10- cognitive as well as behavioral 10- only behavioral 

11- descriptive and narrative 11-non descriptive & non narrative 

 

6. Language is a Form of Social Behaviour 

 

 Language has to be learnt in a society. A human child learns to speak the 

language of the community or of the group in which he is placed. China, 

America, Japan etc. 
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7. Language is A Symbol System 

 

 A symbol is a concrete event, object or mark that stands for something 

relatively abstract. 

 The Cross (+) is a symbol that stands for the great sacrifice of Jesus 

Christ.  

 The symbol /teɪ bl/ stands for an object consisting of a wooden-board 

supported by four/three legs. 

 Different languages use different symbols.  

 

8. Productivity 

 

 User of a language does not always produce only sentences that he has 

heard or learnt previously.  

 With the knowledge of grammar and syntax, he can always produce new 

sentences, write new poems or produce new literature.  

 

9. Interchangeability 

 

 It permits speaker to become a listener and vice versa without impairing 

the function of language. 

 This property has been named Interchangeability by C.F. Hockett (A 

Course in Modern Linguistics). 

 It can be also called reciprocity that any speaker of linguistic signal can 

also be a listener 
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   What is language? What are its special features? OR How does human 

language differ from other systems of communication?  

Language is a divine gift to mankind. It is that very thing which differentiates 

him from other creatures of the world. It helps him in shaping his ideas, feelings, 

and emotions and communicating them to others. It is a source of delight and 

inspiration. So it is "the faculty of speech, which all human beings hold in 

common."  

Language is a very complex phenomenon. It is infinitely extendible. So any 

attempt to define it seems to be futile. Persons, engaged in different professions, 

have tried to define it, but their definitions are inadequate as they do not contain all 

elements that are found in language. Linguists, psychologists, and philosophers all 

have their own concepts of language, but here the discussion is chiefly concerned 

with the linguist's concepts. Definitions given by some of the eminent linguists are 

given below:  

"Language is primarily human and non-instinctive method of communicating 

ideas, emotions and desires by means of a system of voluntarily produced symbols."  

SAPIR, LANGUAGE 1921.  

"Language is human...a verbal systematic symbolism...a means of transmitting 

information...a form of social behavior...(with a) high degree of convention."  

J. WHATMOUGH, LANGUAGE.  

"A language is a symbol system, based on pure and arbitrary convention...infinitely 

extendible and modifiable according to the changing needs and conditions of the 

speakers."  

R. H. ROBINS, GENERAL LINGUISTICS.  

From the given descriptions, it is apparent that none of them is sufficient to 

describe all the characteristics of language. Hockett, too, suggests seven 

characteristics of language. According to him, language has duality of structure, 

cultural transmission, arbitrariness, productivity, interchangeability, displacement 

and specialization. But even Hockett fails to observe some important characteristics 

that are found in the above discussed definitions. Thus we have the following 

special characteristics of any human language:  
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A MEANS OF COMMUNICATION: 

 Language is primarily a means of communicating ideas, feelings, and 

emotions. But it is certainly not the only means which human beings use. Beside it, 

they use gestures (distinctive gestures, semiotic gestures and paralinguistic gestures) 

in communication. The signals used to control traffic, mores code used to transmit 

telegraphic messages are also the system of communication. But they are not as 

much powerful as language or talking face to face.  

It is also used for ceremonial and ritualistic purposes. Prayers to God are also 

offered through it. Language is abundantly used for self-expression even in 

literature, particularly in poetry.  

ARBITRARY:  

Language is entirely arbitrary, as there is no inherent or logical relation 

between the words and the objects the words represent. Due to this feature 

(arbitrariness of language) it is very difficult to give any reason why the four footed 

small pet animal, the best friend of man is called `dog' in English, `kutta' in Hindi, 

`kukkur' in Sanskrit, `nayi' in Kannada, `chien' in French, `hund' in German and so 

on. The use of such different words like `dog', `kutta', `nayi', `chien', and `hund', 

which stand for one and the same creature, is merely an accident of linguistic 

history.  

If arbitrariness were not a property of language, and if there were an 

important connection between the sounds and the meanings expressed by them, 

there would have been no question of different languages, rather than one language 

in the world.  

Onomatopoeia, the use of words that imitate sounds, seems to invalidate the 

concept of arbitrariness of language. But onomatopoeic words are a few in English. 

These onomatopoeic words are `hum', `buzz', `cow', `giggle', etc. But even the 

onomatopoeic words of different languages differ in sounds. For example, `cow' in 

English is `croasser' in French and `giggle' in English is `kichern' in German. 

Sometimes onomatopoeic words that represent the same thing also echo the same; 

`meow' in English and `miaou' in French, are for instance.  

NON-INSTINCTIVE, CONVENTIONAL: 

 Language does not grow in a day. It is a set of conventions that develop in 

the society in which people live. Each generation learns this set from its 

predecessors. Like all other human institutions, it changes and dies if the last 
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speaker of that language dies. Being a set of conventions, it can only be learnt and 

transmitted through convention. It cannot be enjoyed as an inherent quality. This 

non-instinctiveness of language is partly responsible for the change in language. 

Each generation learns language from its ancestors. During the course of learning, 

some changes occur. These changes are observed after a long period. Charles 

Hockett, an eminent linguist, observes that the system of conventions particular to 

each language is culturally transmitted, i.e. acquired through heredity.  

SYMBOLIC:  

The symbolism of language is a necessary consequence of arbitrariness. 

Symbol is something that serves as a substitute and language is a system of arbitrary 

symbols. There are sounds and words as symbols for concepts, ideas, objects, 

notions, etc. Each word of a language is a symbol. The word `cat', for example, is a 

sequence of the sounds /k// //t/, which stands for the idea or a class of four legged 

small animals. Here the sequence of sound forms the concrete object, the meaning 

of the word. The concept of cat is the abstraction for which it stands.  

SYSTEMATIC:  

Besides a collection of symbols, language is a symbolic system. Due to its 

systematicity, language has proved to be the most powerful of all communicating 

tools.  

Language is, indeed, a system of systems, at least two of which are basic:  

(a) a system of organizing sounds into words, and  

(b) a system of organizing words into sentences.  

The speakers of a given language use only certain sounds and use them only 

in certain combinations. Thus although the sounds /b/ and /z/ occur in English, there 

is no word in English that begins with /bz/. Again the words in a language, which 

are formed by the systematic sound combinations, can occur in sentences only in 

certain specified orders. "The police caught the thief" is an English sentence, but 

"Thief the police caught the." is not an English sentence though the constituent 

words are the same. Thus all languages have the dual systems of sound and 

meaning. The linguist is chiefly concerned with the relationship between these two 

sub-systems.  

Charles Hockett refers to this property of language as "duality of structure". 

By `duality' he means the double level structure of language, namely, the 

arrangement of sounds into words and the arrangement of words into sentences.  
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VOCAL:  

Language is an organization of sounds, of vocal symbols-the sounds 

produced by the use of articulatory organs, to convey some meaningful message. It 

also suggests that speech is prior to writing. Writing is in fact a way of recording 

speech. Still there are many societies in the world which use languages in speech, 

but they have not invented their alphabet. As a consequence they do not know how 

to write.  

SOCIAL BEHAVIOR: 

 Language, as has been described earlier, is a conventional communicative 

system used by humans for communication in a society or community. Language in 

this sense is a possession of a social group, an indispensable set of rules which 

permits its members to relate to each other. It is a social institution and so it exists 

in society. It is a means of nourishing and developing culture and establishing 

human relations. It is not inherited rather it is acquired by man in society. If it is not 

used in the society, it dies.  

HUMAN:  

Human beings are the only species on the earth that are endowed with the 

power of speech. Animals, too, communicate, but their system of communication 

cannot be regarded as language. They cannot acquire human language, as they do 

not have the type of brain and articulatory organs human beings have. Human 

language is a system of systems. It is so complex, infinitely extendible and 

modifiable that no animals can use it. Then arises a question in what respect human 

language differs from the communicative system of animals.  

Most animals have inter and intra-species communication systems. They cry, 

hoot, bleat, dance, and coo and these noises function for the animals as language for 

humans. They make instinctive noises which are inherited by their offspring. 

Animals, as some scholars who studied or study animal communicative systems 

believe, have both discrete and indiscrete systems of communication. Non-discrete 

in the case of bees that communicate through a dance, and discrete in the case of 

monkey that communicates through a bark, lip smacking and sounds. According to 

the scholars, monkeys and other animals use certain symbols that do not undergo 

any change. But human languages contain all the features being discussed in the 

question.  

PRODUCTIVITY: 
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 Language provides opportunities to send the message that has never been 

sent before and to understand novel messages. It also suggests that number of 

sentences in language is limitless. Any speaker can construct a sentence that has 

never been constructed before. It is this feature of language that is referred to as 

productivity or creativity of language.  

A gibbon call system lacks productivity, for gibbons draw all their calls from 

a fixed repertoire which is rapidly spent and which disallows any possibility of 

novelty. Likewise the communicative systems of all animals are non-productive. 

INTERCHANGEABILITY: 

 This feature suggests that humans can be both producers and receivers of 

messages. This feature is present in the communicative systems of gibbons and bees 

also, but it is not found in most animals.  

DISPLACEMENT: 

 Language has the power of displacement either in space or time. Language 

can be used to refer to real or imagined matters in the past, present or future. It can 

even be used to talk about language itself. A gibbon's food call results from contact 

with food and is made in the presence of food. But it never talks about what it ate 

last year. Of course bees communicate the fact that they have found nectar, but they 

must do immediately on returning to their hive. A man dreams of his future but an 

animal never dreams.  

SPECIALIZATION:  

This feature suggests that communicating organs should not have a total 

physical involvement in the act of communication. They should not have to stop 

what they are doing to make a response, nor should the response be totally 

determined by the stimulus. Humans can talk while engaged in activities totally 

unrelated to the subjects under discussion. They can talk about strenuous pursuits 

without making any kind of abnormal effort. A bee, in the bee-dance, is completely 

involved physically in the communication process.  

OPEN ENDED, EXTENDIBLE AND MODIFIABLE: 

Animals' communication systems are closed systems because no novel items 

can be added to them. Thus the vervet monkeys have a limited number of signals 

and they cannot increase these signals. As opposed to this, human language is open-

ended, that is to say new items can be added to the set of symbolic units. So we can 

always add new words to the existing vocabulary.  
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Animals' communicative systems are not modifiable. A bee's dance today is 

what it was several hundred years ago. Human languages, on the other hand, 

undergo modifications. Thus the systems of language with which `Chaucer' was 

familiar is not exactly the system found in `Dylan Thomas".  

Animals' communicative system cannot be extended to incorporate new 

experience. A bee can communicate the distance of the source of nectar from the 

hive, but it cannot tell another bee how hungry it was. Human languages change to 

meet the new requirements of language community.  

STRUCTURALLY COMPLEX:  

 

An equally crucial difference between human language and animal 

communication lies in the fact that the signals in the former have a great structural 

complexity. There is very little internal structure either to the bee's dance or to the 

monkey's cry. As pointed out earlier, a human language consists of sentences which 

display complexity of structure at least of two levels. The variety of English we are 

familiar with uses words built from sounds which come from inventory of forty four 

sound units. These sounds can occur only in clearly specifiable combinations. 

Again, the words in the language cannot occur in any random order. There is a 

complex grammatical structure to English or to any other language. Such structural 

complexity is not found in any animal communication system. 
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 What is linguistics? 

 

1. Definition 

 

“linguistics is concerned with human language as a universal and 

recognizable part of the human behaviour and of the human faculties perhaps 

one of the most essential to human life as we know it, and one of the most 

far-reaching of human capabilities in relation to the whole span of mankind’s 

achievements.” 

        - Robins (1985) 

 Linguistics is the scientific study of language. 

 The word ‘language’ here means language in general, not a particular 

language. 

 Linguistics does not emphasis practical knowledge or mastery of a particular 

language. 

 Polyglot: A person who knows many languages.  

 Linguist: A person who studies general principles of language organisation 

and language behaviour, often with reference to some actual language or 

languages. 

 Linguistics is learning about language rather than learning a language. 

 It’s like learning how a car works and not learning how to drive a car.  

 

2. Linguistics as a science 

 Language is a phenomenon which is both objective and variable.  

 Chemist takes materials and measures their weights, densities etc. to 

determine their nature. 

 Language is objective because it is observable with the senses. It can be heard 

with the ear, or it can be seen when reading words on a page. 

 Observation leads to processes of classification and definition. 

 The chemist classifies elements into metals and non-metals. 

 Linguistics observes the features of language, classifies these features as 

being sound features of particular types, or words belongings to particular 

classes on the basis of similarity or difference with other sounds and words.  

 Linguistics shares some of the characteristics of empirical science, it is also a 

social science because it studies language which is a form of social behaviour 
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and exists in interaction between human beings in society. Language is also 

linked to human mental processes. For these reason, it cannot be treated 

always as objective phenomena.  

 Thus, linguistics is both an empirical science and a social science. In fact, it is 

a human discipline since it is concerned with human language; so it is part of 

the study of humanities as well. 

 

3. Scope of linguistics 

 

 Today linguistics is a subject of study, independent of other disciplines. 

 Before the twentieth century, it was considered to be a part of studying the 

history of language or the philosophy of language. 

 This was not known as linguistics but as philosophy. 

 ‘Linguistics’ is a modern name which defines a specific discipline. 

 Modern linguistics is to describe language, to study its nature, and to 

establish a theory of language. 

 In modern linguistics, the activity of describing the language system is most 

important, and so modern linguistics is generally known as descriptive.  

 

3.1 Descriptive, Comparative and Historical Linguistics 

 Two different types of linguistic study. 

 Descriptive---to describe the fact of linguistic usage as they are, and not how 

they ought to be, with reference to some real or imagined ideal state. 

 Prescriptive---a term used to characterize any approach which attempt to lay 

down rules of correctness as to how language should be used. 

 In descriptive linguistics, we describe the language systematically at all 

levels like phonology, grammar and semantics. 

 Synchronic (linguistics) ---languages are studied at a theoretic point in time: 

one describes a ‘state’ of language, disregarding whatever changes might be 

taking place. Or in simple ways, if we study the structure of English as it 

exists today and describe it without reference to how it was used in the past, it 

is synchronic study. 

 Diachronic----languages are studied from point of view of their historical 

development – for example, the changes which have taken place between Old 

and Modern English could be described in phonological, grammatical and 

semantic terms. 

 Comparative linguistics is concerned with comparing two or more 

languages. 



15                   Post-Graduate Center of English   Dr. V. R. Godhaniya College-Porbandar 
 

 When the history of these languages is compared with a view to discovering 

the historical relation between these languages, is known as comparative 

historical study (or philosophy). 

 A language from which other languages that develop from is called a proto-

language, or a parent language. 

 

 A proto-language can never be reconstructed completely, and it is a complex 

and laborious task to trace the similarities between languages. 

 Cognate is a word which is related genetically to other words which together 

form a set of cognates descended from a proto-language. 

frater (Latin) 

brother (English) 

bhrata (Sanskrit) 

 

4. Levels of linguistic analysis 

 Language has hierarchical structure. 

 This means that it is made up of units which are themselves made up of 

smaller units which are made of still smaller units till we have the smallest 

indivisible unit. 

 phonemes      morpheme         words          sentences         discourse  

 At each stage, there are certain rules that operate which permit the occurrence 

and combination of smaller units. 

 Each level is a system in its own right. 

 Because of rules, we can analyze each level independently of the other. 
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Levels of Analysis  Levels of Structure  

Phonetics and Phonology Sounds  

Morphology Word Formation 

Syntax Sentence Formation 

Semantics Meanings 

Discourse Connected Sentences 

 

Phonetics 

 Phonetics studies language at the level of sounds: How sounds are articulated 

by the human speech mechanism and received by the auditory mechanism, 

how sounds can be distinguished and characterized by the manner in which 

they are produced.    

 

Phonology 

 Phonology studies the combination of sounds into organised units of speech, 

the formation of syllables and larger units. 

 It describes the sound system of a particular language and the combination 

and distribution of sounds which occur in that language. 

Morphology 

 It studies the pattern of formation of words by the combination of sounds into 

minimal distinctive units of meaning called morphemes. 

 Words can be made up of single morphemes such as ‘bat’ or combinations of 

morphemes, e.g. ‘bats’ is made up of two morphemes: ‘bat’ + ‘s’. 
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 Morphology deals with the rules of combination of morphemes to form 

words, as suffixes or prefixes are attached to single morphemes to form 

words. 

 It studies the changes that take place in the structure of words, e.g. take-took-

taken, these signify a change in tense. 

 The level of morphology is linked to phonology and semantics. 

Take – Took  

 Involves a change in one of the sounds in this morphemes. 

 It also involves a change in the meaning. 

 So morphological changes often involve changes at levels of both sounds and 

meaning.    

Syntax 

 Syntax is the level at which we study how words combine to form phrases, 

phrases combine to form clauses, and clauses join to make sentences.  

 The study of syntax also involves the description of the rules of positioning 

of elements in the sentence such as the nouns/noun phrases, verbs/verbs 

phrases, and adverbial phrases.  

  syntax also attempts to describe how these elements function in the sentence, 

e.g. 

The boy likes cricket. 

 The old man loved the boy. 

 A sentence should be both grammatical and meaningful. 

 Colourless green ideas sleep furiously. 

Semantics 

 Semantics deals with the level of meaning in language. 

 It attempts to analyse the structure of meaning in a language, e.g. how words 

similar or different are related; it attempts to show these inter-relationships 

through ‘categories’. 

 Semantics tries to give both word and sentence meaning. 

 It may be easy to define the meaning of ‘tree’ but not easy to define abstract 

things such as ‘love’, this is why semantics is one of the less clearly definable 

areas of language study. 

Discourse 
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 Discourse is the study of chunks of language which are bigger than a single 

sentence. 

 We analyse inter-sentential links that form a connected or cohesive text. 

 Cohesive is the relation established in a sentence between it and the 

sentences preceding and following it, by the use of connectives such as ‘and’, 

‘though’, ‘also’,’ but’, etc. 

 By studying the elements of cohesive we can understand how a piece of 

connected language can have greater meaning that is more than the sum of 

the individual sentences it contains. 

Levels of linguistic analysis 

 Linguistics also studies Graphology which is the study of the writing system 

of a language and conventions used in representing speech in writing. 

 Lexicology studies the manner in which lexical items (words) are grouped 

together as in the compilation of dictionaries. 

 Some consider the proper area of linguistics to be confined to the levels of 

phonology, morphology and syntax, this can be called a Micro-linguistics 

perspective. 

Some take a broader, or Macro-linguistic view which includes the other 

levels of analysis. 
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 Branches of Linguistics 
 

 Like other science, linguistics has a ‘pure’ or ‘theoretical’ aspect which is 

concerned with the building of theories about language and with description 

and analysis of particular levels of language such as phonology and syntax 

without regard to any particular applications that these may have. 
 

 It also has an ‘applied’ aspect which is concerned with the application of that 

knowledge in areas such as… 

  learning and teaching of language.  

  correction and improvement of speech disorders. 

  or to appreciate the use of language in literature. 
 

 ‘Applied Linguistics’ covers many branches of linguistics that explore the 

practical application of the theories, concepts and analyses provided by 

linguistics. 
 

 Various branches of linguistics have grown because is intimately related both 

to the inner world of man’s mind and to the outer world of society and social 

relationships. Each of these aspects has led to the study of psycholinguistics 

and sociolinguistics. 

 

 Psycholinguistics 
 

 Psycholinguistics studies the mental processes, processes of thought, and 

concept formation and their articulation in language, which reveal a great 

deal about the structures of both human psychology and of language. 
 

 ‘Cognitive’ psychology is the area which explores how meanings are 

understood by the human brain, how syntax and memory linked, how 

messages are ‘decoded’ and stored. 
 

 It also studies the influence of psychological factors such as intelligence, 

motivation, anxiety etc. 
 

 Ex. In the case of errors made by a speaker, there may be psychological 

reasons which influence comprehension. 
 

  Our perception of sounds and graphic symbols is influenced by the state of 

mind. 
 

 It’s a kind of mental disability. Ex. The mistakes made by a child in reading 

when they mistake one letter for another (Dyslexia).  
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 Psycholinguistics can offer some insights and corrective measures for this 

condition. 
 

 Psycholinguistics attempt to answer questions such as whether the human 

brain has an inborn language ability structured in such a way that certain 

grammatical and semantic patterns are embedded in it, which can explain 

how all human beings are capable of learning a language.  
 

 A kind of exploration may lead us to determining whether all the languages 

in the world have some ‘universal’ grammar that lies in the mind of every 

human being. 
 

 It studies in language acquisition are very  useful in language teaching 

because they help teachers to understand error and individual differences 

among learners and thus devise appropriate materials for them. 
 

 One specialized area within psycholinguistics is neurolinguistics that studies 

the physiological basis of language and language disorders such as aphasia, 

loss of memory, etc. 
 

 Another relation of language with mind is that of logic.    
 

 It was held by some of the ancient philosophers that human mind is rational 

and capable of thinking logically.  
 

 Others held that just irrationality is present in the mind, irregularity or 

anomaly is present in human language.  
 

 One of the problems discussed by philosophers of language is whether 

language can be adequate medium for philosophical inquiry. Since all our 

thoughts are known to us through language, we must examine the kind of 

language we use approach philosophical issues and analysis. 
 

 

 Sociolinguistics 
 

 Sociolinguistics or the sociology of language deals with the exploration of the 

relation between language and society. 
 

 It’s based on the fact that language in not a single homogeneous entity, but 

has different forms in different situations. 
 

 The change in language occurs because of changes in social conditions, ex. 

Social class, gender, religion and cultural groups. 
 

 

 A particular social group may speak a different variety of a language from the 

rest of the community. 
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 This group becomes a speech community. 
 

 Variation in language may occur because the speakers belong to a different 

geographical region. 
 

 One kind of English is called R.P. (Received Pronunciation). This kind of 

English is used in the south west of England and particularly associated with 

the universities of Oxford, Cambridge and the BBC. 
 

 There are other varieties of English, such as the English that is spoken in the 

north of England, in Yorkshire; in Scotland (Scottish English); Wales (Welsh 

English), etc. 
 

 A less educated variety of English is that spoken by working class people in 

London often called Cockney English. 
 

 There are the varieties of English spoken by people of different countries 

around the world, e.g. American English, Indian English and Australian 

English. 
 

 Sociolinguistics is the study of language variation and change – when the 

speakers belong to a geographical region, social class, social situation and 

occupation, etc. 
 

 Varieties of a language that are formed in various geographical regions 

involve a change in the pronunciation as well as vocabulary.  
 

 Such changes result in the formation of a distinctly different variety of the 

language or a dialect.   
 

 Sometimes changes may be present within the same geographical region due 

to the social differences between different economic sections, e.g. working 

class and aristocracy. This changes result in class-dialects. 
 

 In SL studies, we consider the linguistics features of these dialects, e.g. 

syntax variations such as  

“I’ve gotten it” or “I ain’t seen nothing”  

lexical variations such as “lift”(BE) for “elevator”(AmE). 
 

 The study of the demarcation of dialect boundaries across a region and of 

specific features of each dialect is called dialectology. 
 

 The point at which a certain feature (of pronunciation or vocabulary) ceases 

to be prevalent and gives way to another feature is a dialect boundary or 

‘isogloss’. 
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 Dialects may acquire some importance and prestige and evolve into distinct 

languages. This usually happens when they are codified, e.g. in written and 

literary forms, and when their grammar and lexicon are standardized. 
 

 Variation in language may also due to the specific area of human activity in 

which language used. 
 

 English is used in different fields-of law, religion, science, sports etc.  
 

 In each of these areas there is a specific vocabulary and manner of use which 

defines the legal language, the scientific language etc. 
 

 The variety of language according to its use is called register. 
 

 Sociolinguistics examines the particular characteristics of different registers 

to see how these differ. 
 

 A kind of study is useful because it enables us to understand how language-

use is tied to a social context. 
 

 The notion of register is important in showing that language use in 

communication is not arbitrary or uncontrolled, but governed by rules of 

situational and contextual appropriateness. 
 

 Sociolinguistics of language includes the study of attitudes to language held 

by social groups, for ex. they may consider more or less important. 
 

 Sociolinguistics also includes the planning of language education, e.g. which 

language should be the medium of instruction, which language should be 

taught as second language; and language policy, i.e. which languages are 

legally and constitutionally recognized and what status they are given. 
 

 The sociology of language is thus linked with other aspects of our social 

world, the political, economic, educational, etc. 
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 Anthropological Linguistics 

 Anthropological linguistics studies the evolution of language in human 

society and its role in formation of culture is another aspect of language, 

society and culture. 

 The structure of language has a social and cultural basis in the same way as 

other customs, conventions and codes such as those related to dress and food. 

 Ex. the term kinship in English such as grandfather, grandmother, uncle, aunt 

etc.  Kinship terms in Hindi has more specifying particular relationships such 

as paternal/maternal grandfather(da da/na na)  

 Similarly, terms specifying colours, emotions, natural phenomena, and so on 

are differently organized in every culture and reveal a great deal about that 

culture. 

 The study of these specific cultural elements is called the ethnography of a 

culture.  

 Language is invented to communicate and express a culture. It also happens 

that this language then begins to determine the way we think and see the 

world. 

 Since this language is the means by which we understand and think about 

world, we cannot go beyond it and understand the world in any other way. 

The view is expressed by the linguist B.L. Whorf. 

 

 Literary Stylistics 

 The study of variation in language and the use of language in communication 

have also led to new ways of studying literary texts and the nature of literary 

communication. 

 For a particular subject matter, we have different register in a language e.g. 

the style of a religious sermon, the style of sports commentary. 

 Similarly we may use this notion to describe the style of literary work. That 

is, we may describe its features at the levels of phonology, syntax, lexis, etc. 

to distinguish it from other texts. This kind of study is called literary 

stylistics. 

 Literary writers use the system of language in their own ways; they create 

style by deliberate choice. Sometimes by deviation from or violation of the 

rules of grammar (‘he danced his did’ in Cummings’ poem). 

 Poets and even prose writer may invert the normal order of items in a 

sentence (‘Home is the sailor…’) or create a pattern by repetition of some 

items (the sound /f/ in ‘the furrow followed free’). 

 By these and other devices, they are able to manipulate language so that it 

conveys some theme or meaning with great force and effectiveness. 
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 In literary stylistics, we read the text closely with attention to the features of 

language used in it, identifying and listing the particular features under the 

heading of ‘lexis’, ‘grammar’, ‘phonology’ or ‘sound patterns’.  

 When we have obtained a detailed account of all these features, we co-relate 

them or bring them together in an interpretation of the text. That is, we try to 

link ‘what is being said’ with ‘how it is being said’, since it is through the 

latter that writers can fully express the many complex ideas and feelings that 

they want to convey. 

 Stylistics analysis also helps in a better of how metaphor, irony, paradox, 

ambiguity etc. operate in a literary text as these are all effects achieved 

through language and through the building up of a coherent linguistic 

structure. 


