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What is Language and what is the place of Semantics in Linguistics?
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When we study human language, we approach what some might call the ‘human essence’, the distinctive qualities of mind that are, so far as we know, unique to man. 

—Noam Chomsky, Language and Mind

Content encompasses what we are attempting to say; expression encompasses the way we articulate this content; and language is the mental code that links the two. 

—E. Finegan and N. Besnier, Language: Its Structure and Use.
The process of creating something is not a matter of the calculated choice and use of whatever materials are technically best adapted to a purpose, but rather it involves a ‘dialogue with the materials and means of execution’ (Lévi-Strauss 1974, 29). In such a dialogue, the materials which are ready-to-hand may suggest adaptive courses of action, and the initial aim may be modified. The bricoleur “speaks not only with things [...] but also through the medium of things” (ibid., 21). 

—Daniel Chandler, Semiotics for Beginners

Part 1. What is Language?

A. Misconceptions about language.  

· Language is a finite set of sentences.

· Language is the same thing as the writing system used to represent it.

· Language is a set of learned responses.

· Grammar is a set of rules that we must be taught.

· Knowing a language is the same thing as knowing its history.

· Language is a perfect instrument for communication. 

B. How does language differ from animal communication?
· Examples of animal communication: cries, gestures or displays; e.g. the Rhesus monkey signals hostility by stares, change in posture, hand slapping.

· Only a limited number of messages can be conveyed, and the message is largely predictable on the basis of the stimulus.

· The message responds to the here and now. No messages concerning the past, the future or what might have been.

C. Knowledge of one’s native language is neither a skill nor a talent. 

· All normal individuals can acquire a language under the right circumstances. 

· The critical phase: a period of cognitive development during which language learning is fast and efficient. 

· Acquisition proceeds through recognized stages:

Age 1: 
One-word utterances, e.g., Mama, up, again.

Age 2: 
Two-word utterances, e.g., Daddy go, apple me.

Age 2.5: Complex utterances using child grammar, e.g., Me put it back, No do that, Pick you up, We go Grammie house?
Age 3 and up: Overgeneralization of rules, e.g., She goed to the store, I brang it with me. 

D. What do you have to know in order to speak a language?

· Sound system: evidence from sound substitution (French zees and zat for this and that, English pronunciation of Bach).

· Sound-meaning pairings: these pairings are arbitrary and must be memorized. These pairings include both words and idioms. 

· Rules of combination: principles of composing sentences and complex words: SVO word order, formation of the past tense (walked, sang).

· How to use language forms appropriately, e.g., formulaic utterances like You know what I’m saying?,  I’m sorry to hear that; Just looking; Don’t spend it all in one place; Bless you. 

E. An utterance can be segmented at many levels at once.
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· Segmentation of sounds (phonetics/phonology)

· Segmentation of words into morphemes (morphology)

· Segmentation of words into ‘licensor words’ and ‘licensee words’ (semantics)

· Segmentation of sentences into phrases (syntax)

F. You don’t think about the rules that you use when you speak your native language. 
· Conscious rules: Don’t end a sentence with a preposition (Who did you go with?); Don’t use an objective case pronoun in a subject position (Me and her weren’t too happy about it). Don’t use like to introduce a quote, as in She’s like, “Really?” Violations of these rules still result in understandable, native utterances, which might nevertheless be stigmatized. 

· Subconscious rules: The determiner comes before the noun (the cat); The subject comes before the verb (Harry left); The object comes after the verb (I ate lunch); You must ‘invert’ the subject and the auxiliary verb to form a question (Where can I park?). If you violate these rules, you won’t be understood: *I saw cat the, *Left Harry, *I lunch ate, *Where I can park?
Part 2. What do Linguists Do?

A. Different things. 

· Some linguists look at how children learn language.

· Some look at problems faced by people with aphasia.

· Some compare languages in order to determine whether languages are related.

· Some look at the structure of conversation.

· Some think about impossible sentences like: *Who do you think that left?
· Some study the problem of second language acquisition.

· Some look at language use by social groups.

· Some look at how sentences are understood in real time.

· Some do field work in order to describe rare languages in danger of extinction.

· Some study how forms are related to functions.

All linguists are interested in describing the faculties that enable humans to use and understand language. 

B. Where semantics fits in with the rest of the field.

· Semantics: The meanings of words and sentences.

The event-state distinction. Languages distinguish between situations that are bounded in time and involve change over time (events) and those which are unbounded and don’t involve a change over time (states). Think about the following sentences:

Harry likes his new apartment. 


(state)

??Look! Harry now eats the pineapple. 


(event: an odd sentence)

· Syntax: How relationships among elements in a sentence are expressed.

The alternation between active and passive sentence types. The following two sentences are generally taken to mean the same thing. How do they differ in form?

My sister wrote this book.

This book was written by my sister.

· Phonetics. The study of how speech sounds are produced and perceived.

1. How are speech sounds produced around the world? Vietnamese has implosive consonants, Quechua has ejective consonants. 

2. Classification of speech sounds in terms of their manner and place of articulation, and the state of the glottis (voiced or voiceless). 

3. How do the following sounds differ from one another?

t
d
s

· Phonology. The structure of sound systems; what sounds in a given language are used to contrast meaning.

1. Vowel length in English is predictable. 

bad vs. bat
2. Vowel length in Latin distinguishes meaning.

	po:pulus 
‘poplar’
	populus 
‘people’

	le:gimus 
‘we have read’
	legimus 
‘we are reading’


· Morphology. The study of how words are formed. 

1. Morphemes are minimal meaning-bearing units in language.

2. The word transformational contains three morphemes: transform, -ation, and -al. What word class is each of the forms: transform, transformation, and transformational?

· Pragmatics. The study of language in use; the way in which the conversational context and basic types of inference affect interpretation. Some sample questions:

1. You find a sticky note on your door that says Come over to our place in an hour. What makes this note difficult to interpret? 

2. What is the difference between deception and lying? 
3. Why is there more than one way to say the same thing? For example, why does (a) seem less natural than (b)?
(a)
I came into my office. A squirrel was on the window ledge.

(b)
I came into my office. There was a squirrel on the window ledge.

· Sociolinguistics. The study of language as it reflects social structure (e.g., the history and origin of African American Vernacular English).

· Historical linguistics. The study of language change.

· Psycholinguistics and neurolinguistics. The study of the brain activity involved in producing and comprehending language. 
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