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1

When we study human language, we are approaching what some might call the “human 
essence,” the distinctive qualities of mind that are, so far as we know, unique to man.

Linguistic Knowledge
Do we know only what we see, or do we see what we somehow already know?

CYNTHIA OZICK, “What Helen Keller Saw,” New Yorker, June 16 & 23, 2003

What Is Language?

NOAM CHOMSKY, Language and Mind, 1968

1



Knowledge of the Sound System
When I speak it is in order to be heard.

ROMAN JAKOBSON

2 CHAPTER 1 What Is Language?



Knowledge of Words

Arbitrary Relation of Form and Meaning
The minute I set eyes on an animal I know what it is. I don’t have to reflect a moment; the 
right name comes out instantly. I seem to know just by the shape of the creature and 
the way it acts what animal it is. When the dodo came along he [Adam] thought it was a 
wildcat. But I saved him. I just spoke up in a quite natural way and said, “Well, I do declare 
if there isn’t the dodo!”

MARK TWAIN, Eve’s Diary, 1906

Linguistic Knowledge 3



HERMAN®/LaughingStock Licensing Inc., Ottawa, Canada

4 CHAPTER 1 What Is Language?



The Creativity of Linguistic Knowledge
All humans are artists, all of us . . . Our greatest masterpiece of art is the use of a language 
to create an entire virtual reality within our mind.

DON MIGUEL RUIZ, 2012

Albert: So are you saying that you were the best friend of the woman who was married to 
the man who represented your husband in divorce?

André: In the history of speech, that sentence has never been uttered before.

NEIL SIMON, The Dinner Party, 2000

Linguistic Knowledge 5
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Knowledge of Sentences and Nonsentences
A person who knows a language has mastered a system of rules that assigns sound and 
meaning in a definite way for an infinite class of possible sentences.

NOAM CHOMSKY, Language and Mind, 1968

Linguistic Knowledge 7



Linguistic Knowledge and Performance
“What’s one and one and one and one and one and one and one and one and one and 
one?” “I don’t know,” said Alice. “I lost count.” “She can’t do Addition,” the Red Queen 
interrupted.

LEWIS CARROLL, Through the Looking-Glass, 1871

8 CHAPTER 1 What Is Language?



What Is Grammar?
We use the term “grammar” with a systematic ambiguity. On the one hand, the term refers 
to the explicit theory constructed by the linguist and proposed as a description of the 
speaker’s competence. On the other hand, it refers to this competence itself.

NOAM CHOMSKY AND MORRIS HALLE, The Sound Pattern of English, 1968

Descriptive Grammars
There are no primitive languages. The great and abstract ideas of Christianity can be 
discussed even by the wretched Greenlanders.

JOHANN PETER SUESSMILCH, in a paper delivered before the Prussian Academy, 1756

What Is Grammar? 9



Prescriptive Grammars
It is certainly the business of a grammarian to find out, and not to make, the laws of a 
language.

JOHN FELL, Essay towards an English Grammar, 1784

Just read the sentence aloud, Amanda, and listen to how it sounds. If the sentence sounds 
OK, go with it. If not, rearrange the pieces. Then throw out the rule books and go to bed.

JAMES KILPATRICK, “Writer’s Art” (syndicated newspaper column), 1998

Any fool can make a rule

And every fool will mind it

HENRY DAVID THOREAU, journal entry, 1860

10 CHAPTER 1 What Is Language?



What Is Grammar? 11



Teaching Grammars
I don’t want to talk grammar. I want to talk like a lady.

G. B. SHAW, Pygmalion, 1912

12 CHAPTER 1 What Is Language?



Universal Grammar
In a grammar there are parts that pertain to all languages; these components form what is 
called the general grammar. In addition to these general (universal) parts, there are those 
that belong only to one particular language; and these constitute the particular grammars 
of each language.

CÉSAR CHESNEAU DU MARSAIS, c. 1750

What Is Grammar? 13



The Development of Grammar
How comes it that human beings, whose contacts with the world are brief and personal 
and limited, are nevertheless able to know as much as they do know?

BERTRAND RUSSELL, Human Knowledge: Its Scope and Limits, 1948

14 CHAPTER 1 What Is Language?



Sign Languages: Evidence for Language Universals
It is not the want of organs that [prevents animals from making] . . . known their  
thoughts . . . for it is evident that magpies and parrots are able to utter words just like 
ourselves, and yet they cannot speak as we do, that is, so as to give evidence that they 
think of what they say. On the other hand, men who, being born deaf and mute . . . are 
destitute of the organs which serve the others for talking, are in the habit of themselves 
inventing certain signs by which they make themselves understood.

RENÉ DESCARTES, Discourse on Method, 1637

What Is Grammar? 15



What Is Not (Human) Language
It is a very remarkable fact that there are none so depraved and stupid, without even 
excepting idiots, that they cannot arrange different words together, forming of them a 
statement by which they make known their thoughts; while, on the other hand, there is 
no other animal, however perfect and fortunately circumstanced it may be, which can do 
the same.

RENÉ DESCARTES, Discourse on Method and Meditation on First Philosophy

The Birds and the Bees
Teach me half the gladness
That thy brain must know;
Such harmonious madness 
From my lips would flow,
The world should listen then, as I am listening now.

PERCY BYSSHE SHELLEY, 1792–1822, To a Skylark

16 CHAPTER 1 What Is Language?
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Can Animals Learn Human Language?
It is a great baboon, but so much like man in most things. . . . I do believe it already 
understands much English; and I am of the mind it might be taught to speak or make signs.

ENTRY IN SAMUEL PEPYS’S DIARY, 1661

What Is Not (Human) Language 19
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Language and Thought
It was intended that when Newspeak had been adopted once and for all and Oldspeak 
forgotten, a heretical thought—that is, a thought diverging from the principles of IngSoc—
should be literally unthinkable, at least so far as thought is dependent on words.

GEORGE ORWELL, appendix to 1984, 1949

The limits of my language mean the limits of my world.

LUDWIG WITTGENSTEIN, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, 1922

Language and Thought 21
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Language and Thought 23
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Summary

Summary 25
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References for Further Reading

References for Further Reading 27



Exercises

28 CHAPTER 1 What Is Language?



Exercises 29
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Exercises 31
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Morphology: The  
Words of Language

By words the mind is winged.

ARISTOPHANES (450 BCE–388 BCE)

A powerful agent is the right word. Whenever we come upon one of those intensely right 
words . . . the resulting effect is physical as well as spiritual, and electrically prompt.

MARK TWAIN
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Content Words and Function Words 
“. . . and even . . . the patriotic archbishop of Canterbury found it advisable—”

“Found what?” said the Duck.

“Found it,” the Mouse replied rather crossly; “of course you know what ‘it’ means.”

“I know what ‘it’ means well enough, when I find a thing,” said the Duck; “it’s generally a 
frog or a worm. The question is, what did the archbishop find?”

LEWIS CARROLL, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, 1865

Content Words and Function Words  35



Morphemes: The Minimal  
Units of Meaning

“They gave it me,” Humpty Dumpty continued, “for an un-birthday present.”

“I beg your pardon?” Alice said with a puzzled air.

“I’m not offended,” said Humpty Dumpty.

“I mean, what is an un-birthday present?”

“A present given when it isn’t your birthday, of course.”

LEWIS CARROLL, Through the Looking-Glass, 1871

36 CHAPTER 2 Morphology: The Words of Language 



A B

Morphemes: The Minimal Units of Meaning  37



The Discreteness of Morphemes 

9 CHICKWEED LANE © 2011 Brooke McEldowney. Reprinted by permission of Universal Uclick for UFS. All rights reserved.

38 CHAPTER 2 Morphology: The Words of Language 



Bound and Free Morphemes 

LUANN © (2005) GEC Inc. Reprinted by permission of Universal Uclick for UFS. All rights reserved.

Morphemes: The Minimal Units of Meaning  39



Prefixes and Suffixes 

40 CHAPTER 2 Morphology: The Words of Language 



Infixes 

Nouns/Adjectives Verbs

Circumfixes 

Morphemes: The Minimal Units of Meaning  41



Affirmative Negative

Roots and Stems 

42 CHAPTER 2 Morphology: The Words of Language 



Bound Roots 

It had been a rough day, so when I walked into the party I was very chalant, despite my 
efforts to appear gruntled and consolate. I was furling my wieldy umbrella . . . when I saw 
her. . . . She was a descript person. . . . Her hair was kempt, her clothing shevelled, and she 
moved in a gainly way.

JACK WINTER, “How I Met My Wife” by Jack Winter from The New Yorker, July 25, 1994. 
Reprinted by permission of the Estate of Jack Winter.

Rules of Word Formation 
“I never heard of ‘Uglification,’” Alice ventured to say. “What is it?” The Gryphon lifted 
up both its paws in surprise. “Never heard of uglifying!” it exclaimed. “You know what to 
beautify is, I suppose?” “Yes,” said Alice doubtfully: “it means—to make—prettier.” “Well, 
then,” the Gryphon went on, “if you don’t know what to uglify is, you are a simpleton.”

LEWIS CARROLL, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, 1865

Rules of Word Formation  43



Derivational Morphology 

Macnelly/King Features Syndicate
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Noun to Adjective Verb to Noun Adjective to Adverb

Noun to Verb Adjective to Noun Verb to Adjective

Adjective to Verb

Noun to Noun Verb to Verb Adjective to Adjective

Rules of Word Formation  45



Inflectional Morphology 

Zits Partnership/King Features Syndicate
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English Inflectional Morphemes Examples

Rules of Word Formation  47



Inflectional Derivational

Grammatical function Lexical function
No word class change May cause word class change
Small or no meaning change Some meaning change
Often required by rules of grammar Never required by rules of grammar
Follow derivational morphemes in  
a word

Precede inflectional morphemes in  
a word

Productive Some productive, many nonproductive

ch in cheese; the š    
sh in shoe; the j y in yet):  

48 CHAPTER 2 Morphology: The Words of Language 



The Hierarchical Structure of Words 

(ENGLISH) MORPHEMES

BOUND FREE

OPEN CLASS

(CONTENT OR

LEXICAL)

WORDS

nouns (girl)
adjectives (pretty)
verbs (love)
adverbs (away)

INFLECTIONALDERIVATIONAL

PREFIX

pre-
un-
con-

SUFFIX

-ly
-ist
-ment

SUFFIX

-ing -er   -s
-s    -est  -’s
-en
-ed

ROOT

-ceive
-mit
-fer

AFFIX CLOSED CLASS

(FUNCTION OR

GRAMMATICAL)

WORDS

conjunctions (and)
prepositions (in)
articles (the)
pronouns (she)
auxiliary verbs (is)

FIGURE 2.1 | Classification of English morphemes.

Adjective
3

3

un Adjective

Noun atic

g

system

Rules of Word Formation  49



Adverb
4

Adjective ly

4

Adjective al

4

un Adjective
3

Noun atic

g

system

Noun
3

un Noun
g

system
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Verb
4

Verb s

4

Verbre

4

izeAdjective
g

final

Adjective Adjective
33

un Adjective ableVerb
3 3

Verb able un

lock

Verb
gg

lock

or un + feasability. The large soft-drink company whose ad campaign pro-

Rules of Word Formation  51



Rule Productivity 

“Curiouser and curiouser!” cried Alice (she was so much surprised, that for the moment 
she quite forgot how to speak good English).

LEWIS CARROLL, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, 1865

BABY BLUES © 2011 BABY BLUES PARTNERSHIP. KING FEATURES SYNDICATE
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Rules of Word Formation  53



Exceptions and Suppletions 
The exception gives Authority to the Rule

GIOVANNI TORRIANO, A Common Place of Italian Proverbs, 1666

of ‘encircle,’ is derived from the noun ring, and as a verb it is regular. We say 

54 CHAPTER 2 Morphology: The Words of Language 



Lexical Gaps 

United Feature Syndicate

Rules of Word Formation  55



Other Morphological Processes 

Back-Formations 
[A girl] was delighted by her discovery that eats and cats were really eat + -s and cat + -s. 
She used her new suffix snipper to derive mik (mix), upstair, downstair, clo (clothes), len 

STEVEN PINKER, Words and Rules: The Ingredients of Language, 1999

(lens), brefek (from brefeks, her word for breakfast), trappy (trapeze), even Santa Claw.
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Compounds 
[T]he Houynhnms have no Word in their Language to express any thing that is evil, except 
what they borrow from the Deformities or ill Qualities of the Yahoos. Thus they denote 
the Folly of a Servant, an Omission of a Child, a Stone that cuts their feet, a Continuance 
of foul or unseasonable Weather, and the like, by adding to each the Epithet of Yahoo. 
For instance, Hnhm Yahoo, Whnaholm Yahoo, Ynlhmnawihlma Yahoo, and an ill contrived 
House, Ynholmhnmrohlnw Yahoo.

JONATHAN SWIFT, Gulliver’s Travels, 1726

Adjective Noun Verb

Rules of Word Formation  57



Meaning of Compounds 

(1) Noun (2) Noun

Noun Noun Adjective Noun

Adjective rack top NounNoun Noun

rackhathattop

FAMILY CIRCUS © 2009 BIL KEANE, INC. KING  
FEATURES SYNDICATE
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Universality of Compounding 

Redcoat (slang for ‘British soldier’ during the American Revolutionary War). 

Rules of Word Formation  59



“Pullet Surprises” 

Word Student’s Definition

Sign Language Morphology 

60 CHAPTER 2 Morphology: The Words of Language 



Morphological Analysis: Identifying 
Morphemes 
Case study 1

Adjective Meaning

Morphological Analysis: Identifying Morphemes  61



Case study 2
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Case study 3

Case study 4

Morphological Analysis: Identifying Morphemes  63



touch starve watch buy call live play

The st step is often merely to rearrange the data, grouping commonali-
ties. Here we see, after (possibly considerable) perusal, that the data involve 
seven stems, which we group by meaning. We also note that there are exactly 
four forms for each stem (in nitive, I (1st person singular), they (3  person 
plural) and the noun form or gerund) and we fold that into the reorganization. 
We even alphabetize to emphasize the orderliness. Thus rearranged the data 
appear less daunting: 

rd
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Summary

Summary  65



References for Further Reading

Exercises
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A B

A B

Exercises  67
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Root Infinitive Past Participle

Exercises  69
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Word Definition

Exercises  71



Words Nonwords
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