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What is Linguistics?

• Linguistics is the scientific study of language.

• “Science” is a fancy word for knowledge.
• From Latin: sciens “having knowledge”

• Q: What do we know about language?



Linguists know (part 1):

• Language is biological.
• Language is uniquely human.
• Every child acquires language.
• Every human society uses language for communication.
• All languages share certain features in common.

• …and there are certain features not found in language.

• Language forms a part of your brain.

Coursebook: 1.1 Specialization for language



Linguists know (part 2):

• Language is very complex.
• Every language has a system of rules for constructing syllables, words, and 

sentences.
• = the “grammar” of that language. 
• = all grammars are equal

• “Knowing” a language means: knowing these rules.
• This “knowledge” is mostly sub-conscious.

• …You don’t know what you know.
• = linguistic competence

• Linguists try to figure out what these rules are.

Coursebook: 1.3 Grammar and linguistic competence



Examples

• Possible English words:
• …plab forch beeg shump staz hibber crong trab.

• Unpossible English words:
• …fmort glsik rmak msile vlash zpin ngotch ptud.

• Some acceptable English sentences:
1. Who do you think Tom is shouting at?
2. Who do you think that Tom is shouting at?
3. Who do you think is shouting at Harry?
• An unacceptable English sentence:
4. *Who do you think that is shouting at Harry?



Our (Scientific) Method

• Be observant!
• Language is all around you.
• …and people use it all the time.

• Have an open mind.
• All languages are equally complex.
• All languages are systematic (=rule-based).

• Note: Linguistics is not about learning how to “speak the right way”!
• Look for generalizations.
• Finding general truths about language is the way we figure out what the rules of 

language are.



Linguists know (part 3):

• Language is creative.
• It enables you to say (and think) things that you have never heard before.

• “We stan Harry Styles.”

Coursebook: 1.2 A Creative system



Linguists know (part 3):

• “His facebook picture makes me lulz.”
• “You really Devi-ed this one up!” (S02E06)
• “social distancing”
• “ghosting”
• “That’s sick!”

à Language is not just learned from the environment.
à Language is (partly) innate!

Coursebook: 1.2 A Creative system



Linguists know (part 4):

• Language is social.
• Language can be arbitrary.
• Every language varies according to region, speaker, identity, and situation. 
• Language can define communities.
• Language can shape identity.



Linguists know (part 5):

• Every language undergoes change.
• Languages are, in fact, changing all the time.

• Ex: the great vowel shift

• Present-day: Great Lakes vowel shift.
• And a Canadian vowel shift

• Languages evolve in reliable ways.
• Languages can be related to one another.
• New languages can be born.



Language Evolution

“And if thou kanst nat tellen it anon
Yet shal I yeve thee leve for to gon
A twelf-month and a day to seche and leere
An answere suffisant in this mateere;
And suretee wol I han, er that thou pace,
Thy body for to yelden in this place.”

And if you can’t tell me soon, 
then I’ll give you permission to be gone
for a year and a day, to find the right answer 
to this important question. 
I’ll have you promise as a knight, before you 
leave, that you will give me your life in this 
place. 

The Wife of Bath's Tale by Geoffrey Chaucer



Language Birth

• Prior to the 1970s, children who 
were born deaf in Nicaragua 
largely grew up isolated, and with 
minimal language input.

• When the socialist Sandinista 
government came to power, they 
started a central school for deaf 
children in the country. 

https://www.atlasobscura.com/articles/what-is-
nicaraguan-sign-language



Language Birth

• Once they were together, the 
children developed the Nicaraguan 
Sign language, an entirely new 
language.

• Note: sign languages have similar 
structures to – and all of the 
expressive power of –spoken 
languages.



The Structure of Language

• The majority of this class will be devoted to learning to analyze and understand the 
structures of language.

1. Sound structure #1: Phonetics
• What sounds are used in speech?
• How do we make those sounds? (with our lips, jaws, tongues, etc.)
• What’s the best way to write down what a person has actually said?

2. Sound structure #2: Phonology
• How are sounds related to one another in language?
• What distinguishes one sound from another?
• What rules do languages use to put sounds together into words?



The Structure of Language

3. Word structure: Morphology
• What are the units of meaning in language?
• How are words formed in language?

4. Sentence structure: Syntax
• How does language combine words into sentences?
• How do sentences relate to one another?
• How do the rules of word order differ from one language to another?




