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Introduction to 204: Languages in Ghana 
 

What is Linguistics? 
Emergence of the field of Linguistics 

What is language? 
 

1. LINGUISTICS (DEFINED) 

 
a. Linguistics is the scientific study of language (Crystal 1992). 
 
b. “Linguistics shares with other sciences a concern to be objective, systematic, consistent, and explicit in its account of 
language. Like other sciences, it aims to collect data, test hypotheses, devise models, and construct theories. It subject matter, 
however, is unique: at one extreme it overlaps with such “hard” sciences as physics and anatomy; at the other, it involves 
such traditional “arts” subjects as philosophy and literary criticism. The field of linguistics includes both science and 
humanities, and offers a breath of coverage that, for many aspiring students of the subject, is the primary source of its 
appeal.” (Crystal (1987) 
 
c. “It is very closely related to other sciences that sometimes borrow from its data, sometimes supply it with data. The lines 
of demarcation do not always show up clearly. This discipline is very important to every field of study – [[this importance 
stems from the important role speech the object of its study plays in the lives of individuals and societies. Everyone is 
concerned with it in one way or another, which is why it is unthinkable for the field to be the prerogative of a few specialists. 
(Translated from French by Wade Baskin). 1959:7. Course in General Linguistics Ferdinand de Saussure. New York: 
Philosophical Library. 
 

EVOLUTION/EMERGENCE OF LINGUISTICS AS A FIELD OF STUDY 
 
2. PRE-SAUSSURE  

 (i) prescriptive -- give rules for distinguishing between correct and incorrect forms (Greeks, 4th century B.C. 
 &French.);  
 (ii) written text -- comparing texts of different periods: determining the historical development of languages and 
 determining the language peculiar to each author – Philological criticism (late 18th to early 19th century);  
 (iii) diachronic – comparing languages and establishing their genetic relatedness (Franz Bopp 1816)];  
 (iv) shortcoming(s): not scientific, followed the written text slavishly, the focus was not on language as a living 
 organism. 

 Empiricism – observable truths  
3. SAUSSURE  

 (i) structuralism -- originated in the structural linguistics of Saussure;  
 (ii) distinguished between langue (knowledge of language=shared) and parole (use of language by individuals);  
 (iii) linguistics should be concerned with langue (the deep grammar – the underlying structure of language) – the idea 
 is that this knowledge is shared);  
 (iv) Descriptive, spoken, synchronic: how people speak – what are the underlying structures and principles of the 
 spoken medium 
 
4. SKINNER 

 Verbal Behavior (1957) -- Language was viewed as a kind of verbal behavior, and it was proposed that children learn 
 language through behaviorist principles like imitation, reinforcement analogy, etc.]; behaviorism focused on people’s 
 behaviors, which are directly observable, rather than on the mental systems underlying these behaviors 
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5. CHOMSKY  

(Review of Verbal Behavior 1959) [innateness, UG, Generative Grammar, external language, internal language] 
 
a. Innateness Hypothesis, UG:  
 (i) Language is a complex cognitive system that could not be acquired by behaviorist principles; “We are designed to 
 walk …. That we are taught to walk is impossible. And pretty much the same is true of language. Nobody is taught 
 language. In fact you can’t prevent a child from learning it.” (Fromkin et al 2007: 318) 
 (ii) Observations of children acquiring different language under different cultural and social circumstances reveal 
 that the developmental stages are similar, possibly universal.  
 (iii) Children come to know aspects of the grammar about which they receive no information [the grammar a person 
 ends up with is vastly underdetermined by linguistic experience = the poverty of the stimulus]; What accounts for 
 the ease, rapidity, and uniformity of language acquisition in the face of impoverished data?  = the logical problem  
 
 Conclusion: The Innateness Hypothesis:  
 (i) Children are equipped with an innate template or blueprint for language – i.e. Universal Grammar – this blueprint 
 aids the child in the task of constructing a grammar for her language.  
 (ii) Children acquire a complex grammar quickly and easily without any particular help beyond exposure to the 
 language because they do not start from scratch.  
 (iii) UG helps them to extract the rules of their language and to avoid many grammatical errors.  
 (iv) Because the child constructs his grammar according to an innate blueprint, all children proceed through similar 
 developmental stages [e.g. babbling, 6mths – uncovering the sounds of his/her language; holophrastic – one-word utterance, a word 
 as a sentence; telegraphic – containing only required words for basic understanding – open-class or content words, function words may be 
 missing]].  
 
b. Focus of linguistics (external language vs. internal language):  
 Chomsky distinguishes between I-language  (competence/langue/shared) and E-language (performance/parole/individual); in his 
 own terms, what he describes is the  speaker’s underlying competence, as opposed to the performance of the actual 
 utterances – he is after the hidden laws of language and performance is simply a means, not an end.  
 
c. Generative Grammar:  
 (i) The prevailing viewpoint prior to the publication of his Syntactic Structures in 1957: American linguists regarded 
 the aim of their discipline as being the classification of the elements of human languages (what we call Taxonomic 
 Linguistics). As Hockett wrote in 1942, "Linguistics is a classificatory science.”  
  
 (ii) Chomsky attempted to apply the conventional methods of structural linguistics to the study of syntax, but found 
 that the methods that had apparently worked so well with phonemes [in phonology] and morphemes [in 
 morphology] did not work very well with sentences.  
  
 (iii) Each language has a finite number of phonemes and a finite though quite large number of morphemes. It is 
 possible to get a list of each; but the number of sentences in any natural language like French or English is, strictly 
 speaking, infinite. There is no limit to the number of new sentences that can be produced in any language which 
 then makes the task of collecting all possible sentences of a language impossible.  
  
 (iv) That is, within structuralist assumptions it is not easy to account for the fact that languages have an infinite 
 number of sentences. Chomsky argued that the goal of linguistic description should instead be to construct a theory 
 that would account for the infinite number of sentences of a natural language.  
 
 (v) In other words, his goal was to come up with a generative grammar - a mathematical model in terms of which 
 sentences are generated – a device that would generate all and only the sentences of a language.  
 
To be continued under approaches to language study 
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WHAT IS LANGUAGE? 

 
6. DEFINING LANGUAGE: Define “language” based on the following definitions of the term: 
 
 (a) The systematic, conventional use of sounds, signs, or written symbols in a human society for communication and 
 self-expression. 
 
 (b) A symbolic, rule-driven system of conventional signs employed for purposes of communication, self-expression, 
 representation, thinking, definition of the world and reality, storage and transmission of knowledge, establishing and 
 maintaining of social relations, supporting and participating in group identities, incorporating new members into an 
 existing group, marking boundaries with or excluding other individuals or groups, and the creative and recreative 
 transformation of the world.  
 
 (c) Language is a system that associates sounds (or gestures) with meanings in a way that uses words and sentences. 
 (d) A language is a system of communication which consists of a set of sounds and written symbols which are used 
 by the people of a particular country or region for talking or writing. (Collins Cobuild Dictionary, 2003) 
 
 (e) Language is the use of a system of communication which consists of a set of sounds or written symbols (Collins 
 Cobuild Dictionary, 2003) 

 

7. THE NATURE OF LANGUAGE: It is believed that the possession of language, more than any other attribute, distinguishes 
humans from animals (Fromkin et al 2007: 3). According to Harold Goad speech “…is the highest of the faculties of man 
and the one that distinguishes him from animals.” (Gaeng 1971: 2). (C) How speech differs from or is similar to animals’ 
mode of communication:  
 (i) Mode of communication: vocal-auditory;  
 (ii) Semanticity and pragmatic function: communicative system = signals = meaning = meant to serve some useful 
 purpose;  
 (iii) Interchangeability: send and receive message;  
 (iv) Cultural transmission: humans = learned culturally, animals = signal code is innate (genetically programmed);  
 (v) Arbitrariness: human = nothing inherent in the form that designates its meaning;  
 (vi) Discreteness or double articulation: complex message that are built up out of smaller parts;  
 (vii) Displacement: talk about things that are not present in space or time;  
 (viii) Productivity/creativity: combine elements to produce new messages;  
 (ix) Reflexiveness: use language to talk about language;  
 (x) Learnability: can be learned]  
 

8. LANGUAGE AS A SOCIAL CONSTRUCT: “Terms such as language and dialect are social constructs, not linguistic constructs” 
(Romainne 2000)1 [She said this to highlight the importance of social factors in deciding what counts as a language or dialect 
– structural relatedness – shared cognates – and mutual intelligibility are the two main linguistic criteria for classifying any 
two varieties as same or different languages]  
 
 Evidence:  
 (i) Dialects of Yoruba (NIGERIA) -- varieties at the periphery of the continuum are said to be mutually 
 unintelligible and yet are considered members of a single language?;  
  

                                                 
1 -- Generally, a dialect is often described as “a subordinate variety of a language” (Romainne 2000).  
-- Fromkin et al (2007: 409) define dialects as “… mutually intelligible forms of a language that differ in systematic ways.  
--Note: A dialect is not an inferior or degraded form a language, and logically could not be so because a language is a collection of 
dialect.”  
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 (ii) Manderin and Cantonese = mutually unintelligible when spoken = dialects of Chinese because they are spoken 
 within a single country and have a common writing system (Fromkin et al 2007: 410);  
 
 (iii) Is American English a dialect of British English or British English a dialect of American English, or separate 
 languages?  
 
 (iv) In Southern Africa, languages such as Sotho (Lesotho), Swazi (Swaziland), and Tswana (Botswana) = said to be 
 mutually intelligible = considered separate languages = Is it because they are associated with politically independent 
 states?;  
 
 (v) In Europe, Danish (Danes/Denmark), Norwegian (Norwegians/Norway) and Swedish (Swedes/Sweden) are 
 said to be very close, linguistically – very close enough from a linguistic point of view to be considered dialects of 
 one language – however, they are considered separate languages each with its own name.  
 
 (vi) Pakistan and India: Hindi and Urdu are mutually intelligible languages spoken in Pakistan and India, although 
 the differences between them are not much greater than those between the English spoken in America and Australia 
 
The above point to the importance of social factors (and the arbitrariness of linguistic criteria) in deciding what counts as a 
language or dialect. There is a sociological, a political dimension as to what counts as language hence Weinrich’s (1945) often 
quoted saying that a language is “a dialect with an army and a navy.” 
 

9. WHAT LANGUAGE IS NOT LINGUISTICALLY:  

Writing – not a particular arrangement of letters;  
Nationality/national-identity – language does not represent an expression of a distinct nationality -- English, German, 
Russian and Arabic are spoken by no less heterogenous groups;  
Culture – no intrinsic association between language and culture -- a community of language does not make for a community 
of culture 
 

10. LANGUAGE AS A LINGUISTIC CONSTRUCT: the accepted linguistic definition of language [[Sturtevant, Edgar. 1947]]: “A 
system of arbitrary vocal symbols by which members of a social group cooperate and interact.” (Gaeng 1971: 14-19)  
 

 


