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To every student who has paused mid-sentence

and wondered how language works —

this book is for you.

— R.R.
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Prologue: The Human Science of Language
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To me, linguistics was the scientific study of something we are so accustomed to that we hardly think to stop and analyse it. Language is our species-specific biological capacity, the mass of a particular language that is used to communicate and relate ideas within communities worldwide. It studies the systematicity of language at multiple levels, from the minutest meaningful sound units to the systematic structure of complex narratives to which they contribute. It seeks to understand the use of language in society, how it is acquired at such a rapid pace and with such levels of normality, how the constituents of a sentence are processed in the brain in the milliseconds between hearing and comprehension, and how languages evolve over decades and centuries through drift, contact, and the innovation of their speakers. 

Linguistics is both a theoretical and practical discipline. Its theoretical understanding of the principles shared across the world’s nearly seven thousand languages informs the teaching of second languages, guides the creation of speech and audio recognition and machine translation systems, is the basis for understanding and treating communication disorders, is used for forensic purposes in the courts, and is applied in sociolinguistic policymaking for the maintenance and fostering of multilingualism. This journey into linguistic linguistics takes you through the vast landscape of linguistics. It will explore each department, field trace its history, explore modern linguistic theories, examine the branches of linguistics(elements), and finish with the knowledge you have acquired in anthropological views, methodologies, and linguistic debate. The journey begins with the following basic questions. The questions we seek to answer in the course of this journey are as follows: What is language? What is its evidence? What do all the different languages do? What do they contribute to knowledge? Children have the ability to acquire knowledge of their native language and to be assembly plants for producing human thought. They are then used to communicate ideas using language. The assembly plant theory will be traced backward to the theorists in and the gramarians of India, Greece, and the Arabic world, through the development of phonologists and nineteenth-century comparative philologists, to the structuralists, generativists, and cognitivists of linguistics. It will be split here and expanded to explore the phonetics and phonology. This explains how this travels to the central linguistics of Arcosyntacticine. It examines microlinguistics branches and then branches outwards to the macrolinguistic domains, where language interacts with and integrates various elements. It will travel through shifters and descriptive and discursive approaches to meaning. This will end with a view of the theory today.
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Chapter 1: Introduction to Linguistics 
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What do we mean when we think about "language"? The answer to that question is deceptively simple, and when we think from different fields around this question, it is not just a definition but a set of interrelated and complex ideas that emerge. On one side, language can be seen as an inherent and unique human faculty, a biological gift of our species that allows any child with a normally functioning nervous system to effortlessly acquire, only through exposure during certain developmental years, the entire grammatical system of any language. On the other hand, we can see a language, such as English, American Sign Language, Swahili, or Japanese, as a unique and particular capacity instance that is subjected to all the unique peculiarities of social construction, heritage, and transmission across generations. For example, linguist Noam Chomsky proposed a distinction in which language is understood in two ways. The common propensity for our species in terms of its unique ability is understood as the “faculty of language” in a narrow sense, while the particularised instances that have the notion of language in our mind are called “E-languages”. For other linguists, such as Martin Haspelmath, the understandable notion of “language” reflects what he calls “linguisticality”. For Haspelmath, linguisticality is the capacity of human language as a species and its cognitive predisposition, all of which are represented in the social systems we have described here.

Language, at its core, is a system of signs. All languages—spoken, signed, and literate–rely on a medium of conventional units. The relationship between the string of sounds that produces the English word tree and the concept that it labels is not a necessary one, as there is nothing tree-like about the sound bwree. Rather, it is an arbitrary convention shared by a community of speakers (Saussure 1916). The notion that the sign, as Saussure first articulated, is arbitrary, is one of the hallmarks of human language. There are a handful of onomatopoeia, such as buzz and meow, that are somewhat iconic, and sign languages use iconic mappings more extensively than spoken languages. However, the vast majority of the lexicon of any given language is arbitrary in its relationship between form and meaning. Moreover, language is governed by rules. It is not simply a collection of words but a system that contains the principles for determining how sounds combine into coherent syllable units, how morphemes assemble into words, and how words combine into the potentially endless number of possible sentences. An English speaker knows, without ever having to apply this rule, that bnick is not an English word, but that blick is. This knowledge is part of a speaker’s linguistic competence.

One of the most prominent linguists in America, Charles Hockett, formulated a set of design features characteristic of human language in the mid-20th century. Although these features were subject to many discussions, improvements, and additions, they can be considered the first step in this research. Language is characteristically a vocal-auditory channel (although there are sign languages with a manual-visual channel, which are far from being simple). It is also characterised by broadcast transmissions and directional receptions. The language signal then disappears rapidly. It is also interchangeable; humans can produce any signal which they can decode. It provides total feedback. It is specialised; the amount of physiological energy expended in phonation and articulation is trivial relative to the function served. The same is true for the energy of the signal relative to its meaning. Language provides semanticity and is composed of a significant number of elements with stable meanings. Language is characterised by many features: arbitrariness, discreteness, displacement, productivity, and traditional transmission. 

Displacement is the property that enables human beings to refer to things that are removed in both time and space from the present, including the storm that affected us yesterday, a meeting scheduled for tomorrow, a world that is merely a hypothesis, or a character who exists only in the imagination. Human displacement is far superior to animal displacement. A famous example is the honeybee dance, which transmits information about the distance and direction of a particular food source for the hive but cannot convey a memory or instructions for future action. Productivity, sometimes referred to as creativity or open-endedness, is the property that allows for the creation and comprehension of an infinite number of new utterances whose interpretation is based on a finite number of elements and grammatical rules. Based on a given list of words whose meanings are shared and a number of grammatical rules, a human being can organise them into a sentence that has never been spoken throughout the lives of the language and can be understood equally by any other organism using the same language. This property separates human language from that of other species.

In 2025, Michael Pleyer and an international group of linguists and cognitive scientists published a thorough reassessment of Hockett’s design feature approach. It argues that modern science has uncovered the need for a wholesale paradigm shift in our understanding of “language”. Their paper, published by researchers at the Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics and several other research centres, defined the axes of meaning as follows: language is not a static code, like a spoken, written, or signed code defined by a checklist of design features; language is a dynamic, multimodal system that embeds social reality, ever-evolving through interaction, culture, and meaning-making. According to their group, three monumental discoveries were beyond the imagination of Hockett’s framework: that sign languages are full-blown linguistic systems; that tactile sign language systems, as the sharing tactile symbols language of the DeafBlind, named Protactile, provide irrefutable proof of a so-called language that is able to travel by touch; that animal communication is more nuanced than we have ever imagined and the evidence of dolphins using signature whistles, birdsongs that follow complex structures, akin to syntax, and apes using intentional and context-sensitive gestural communication; and the fact that due to the advent of generative AI, it is arguable that language belongs to biological minds. “The real story isn’t about what separates us from other species”, say Pleyer et al., “it’s about how language, in all its complexity, connects us”. This paradigm shift proposes to understand language as a living, dynamic system that adapts to social reality and how we shape it, with whom, and under what conditions, instead of a list of properties.

First, what is the function of language? The simplest answer to this question is that language is a communication system. It allows us to coordinate our actions, share important knowledge about our environment, establish and maintain social relationships, and pass down information about our culture through the generations. Recent studies led by Ev Fedorenko and colleagues, outlined in a 2024 Nature paper, present a solid case for the idea that the main function of language is to communicate. They reviewed neuroscience and patient data and demonstrated that the language network of the human brain is not involved in any type of higher-order reasoning, mathematics, or music processing, and that patients suffering from profound aphasia are still capable of reasoning, calculating, or processing music. According to them, language is an efficient, hierarchical input-output system, but not the medium of thought. It is a means of conveying conceptual representation from one mind to another.

The famous linguist Noam Chomsky is at the centre of this dispute. While the rival tradition led by Chomsky sees language as the basis of thought, and therefore has information that is far more important to the mind than its communicative purpose, the latter is a mere exaptation that occurs because of the capacity language has to organise cognition in other organisms as well. Another perspective puts the political and narrative importance of language first: it allows us to translate the contents of the mind into social code, the inner lives, the fantasies, the emotions, the fictions. This allows us to gossip and communicate with each other. It also allows us to organise into huge communities that share our language as a base for collective and individual identity. It studies who we are and how we see things and explains the impact of our experiences and memories over generations. The disappearance of a language, and therefore a large part of the experience of thinking and being that is encapsulated within each language, is not simply a trivial loss of data.

In essence, this is a species-specific ability of the animal. The genetics and biology of language is an exciting area of research at the intersection of linguistics, neuroscience, and genetics. A gene called FOXP2, the mutated form of which gives rise to a severe speech and language disorder, was once misleadingly described as the "language gene". Studies have shown that things are much more complicated, with the involvement of numerous other genes, complex interactions with the developing brain, and environmental influences. The human supralaryngeal vocal tract is the only tract capable of producing the full range of human speech sounds, and its unique feature is its descended larynx. However, this trait is not unique to humans, and its role in language development and evolution remains unclear. What is certain is that language is biologically based, but the outcomes of that biology are an astonishing variety of spoken, signed, and written forms. There are no animal species, not the complex songs of whale species, the alarm calls of vervet monkeys, or even the signing of our close cousins, the great apes, that come close to matching the complexity, productivity, and open-endedness of human language evident in the speech of the average three-year-old child.

An exciting new study published in 2024 in the journal Frontiers in Human Neuroscience further challenges the dominant understanding. Barbara Lust and her team at Cornell University and MIT investigated a very special natural experiment: a Korean child acquiring English as a second language showed a significant English language acquisition boost after months of returning to Korea where he received no English exposure. Instead of losing progress in English development, the child built upon the continuous growth that began earlier, before and after returning to Korea. “Scientists and educators have generally assumed that language acquisition directly depends on input data,” Lust explained, “But it appears that in addition to how much data the environment provides, it is really the child mind, what it does with the language data it has, that is a major source of that advancing acquisition." Instead of supporting a behaviourist input-centred position or the input-hungry large language model architecture, the new study points to the role of internal computation, that is, the direct statistical output, as a possible source of acquisition.

What makes languages unique from one another, and what do they have in common on a more fundamental level? The field of linguistic typology has revealed that languages present both extravagant differences and underlying similarities. The similarities among languages can be classified into three categories. The first type is genetic similarity, in which languages may share similarities because they have a common ancestor. Language families, such as the Indo-European, Sino-Tibetan, and Niger-Congo families, have been formed. The second type is areal similarity, where language similarity occurs because of prolonged contact and borrowing in a certain geographical area. An example of areal similarity is the Balkan Sprachbund, which formed in the bilingual and multilingual Balkan Peninsula. In this particular Sprachbund, languages such as Albanian, Bulgarian, Greek, and Romanian - which are either not genetically related or are distant relatives - feature common traits such as the postponed definite article and the loss of the infinitive. The third type is universal tendency, where similarities may arise due to what can be understood as cognitive or communicative pressures. This type is what typological generalisation attempts to uncover.

Languages can be compared on various levels: their phonological systems, or the inventories of speech sounds, may share some common elements, being nearly universal, such as voiceless stops /p, t, k/, but differ in the number of phonemes, which can be very large in some languages, such as the inventory of more than one hundred consonants in some Khoisan languages with clicks, contrasting with the eleven phonemes of Rotokas language; their morphological systems differ in the level of analytic versus synthetic word forms, with the former where each word is formed by one morpheme as in Vietnamese or Mandarin Chinese, and the latter, where one word may express a high number of meanings unlike in English, also found in the polysynthetic languages of Eskimo-Aleut family; their syntactic systems can require a regulated word order, as in English default Subject-Verb-Object ordering, while in some other languages constituent order is meaningfully reversible to express discourse functions like topic and focus; their semantic systems can vary in how they sort out the conceptual domain, as languages may differ in the number of basic colour terms they possess or in how they systematise kinship relations, among others, including how they encode the motion event, and whether the semantic domain of a verb “to eat” is partitioned so that its use would require different verbs depending on the texture of what is being eaten, as a non-exhaustive example.

From a methodological perspective, systematic comparison of languages is a complex task. The leading typologist Martin Haspelmath has convincingly argued that traditional grammatical categories such as “word”, “noun”, “subject”, or “passive” might not be a perfect match across languages. For instance, what is classified as a “passive” construction in English might not have the same semantic scope, discourse functions and formal characteristics as the so-called “passive” found in Japanese or Arabic. For this reason, typologists do not compare descriptive categories but comparative concepts, that is, cross-linguistically valid references. Quantitative methods determine linguistic distances based on cognate lexicons, phonological inventories, and syntactic features. These methodologies further ratify the existence of a genetic relationship among languages, particularly when vocabulary is the main focus, and the results of language diffusion at the geographical level are considered.

Language acquisition, the process through which children develop their first language, appears to be a remarkably inductive act, but on serious examination, it is a staggering feat of cognition. Over the course of perhaps five years, a child exposed solely to the spontaneous conversation of their environment—permeated as it is with false starts, interruptions, incompletions, and syntactically inadequate utterances— devises a highly complex, systematic grammar on the basis of which they are able to generate and comprehend an infinitely derivable set of sentences. Major theoretical traditions offer rival and complementary hypotheses on how this is done.

The nativist approach, represented mainly by Noam Chomsky and the generative grammar tradition, posits that the human child is genetically predisposed to possess a Language Acquisition Device, a Universal Grammar that is innately specified and guides the set of hypotheses the child is capable of formulating. Proponents claim that innateness is necessary because the input (the primary linguistic data available to the child) is hypothesised to be impoverished in the following senses: it is finite when, for example, the language acquired has infinite generative capacity; it offers no systematic negative evidence (i.e. children are not routinely corrected for grammaticality and, if they are when such negative evidence is offered, they tend to ignore it); and children frequently end up successfully producing a grammar of a language more complicated than anything they have ever heard. The poverty of the stimulus argument states that the general mechanisms of learning cannot account for the above, and instead, a domain-specific account that is restricted in some way must be proposed. Accordingly, the child’s task is not one of learning language, but rather parameter setting with respect to Universal Grammar.

Contrasting with this nativist view is the usage-based or social-cognitive perspective, most prominently advocated by researchers such as Michael Tomasello, Elena Lieven, and Joan Bybee. This view posits that children are not born with an innate language-specific grammar but with powerful domain-general cognitive skills, such as the ability to read and share others’ intentions and to extract statistical regularities and patterns from the environment, and to categorise and make analogies. Two skills provide the basis for language acquisition. Intention-reading is the ability to engage in joint attention, understand that other individuals have communicative goals, and imitate the intended meaning rather than the surface behaviour. On the other hand, pattern-finding is the ability to extract recurrent forms from the speech stream, segment words and morphemes from the continuous acoustic signal, and gradually abstract grammatical schemas or constructions from thousands of specific stored instances. Grammar, in
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