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Note to the Teacher

This fifth edition of our text evolved from our continuing collaboration in
teaching introductory linguistics at the University of Arizona. Classroom
experience, as well as valuable feedback from students and colleagues,
revealed ways in which the material from the fourth edition could be
further improved.

Like the fourth edition, this one is divided into two parts. Part I deals
with the structural and interpretive parts of language: morphology, pho-
netics, phonology, syntax, semantics, variation, and change. Part II is
cognitively oriented and includes chapters on pragmatics, psychology of
language, language acquisition, and language and the brain.

In this edition most chapters have been revised and/or updated. Many
of them include sections on special topics of particular interest, which are
set off at the end of the chapter so that the tiow of discussion is not
disturbed. The new structure of chapter 2, “Morphology,” stresses the
creative aspect of English vocabulary (or the vocabulary of any language,
for that matter). The primary transcription system used in chapter 3,
“Phonetics and Phonemic Transcription”—indeed, throughout the book
—is now the International Phonetic Alphabet. A new section in chapter
4, “Phonology,” discusses the interaction of full and reduced vowels and
their relationship to metrical feet. This discussion will permit students to
understand the patterns of full and reduced vowels in English and con-
sequently to write any English word they know how to pronounce.
Chapter 5, “Syntax”; chapter 6, “Semantics”; chapter 9, “Pragmatics”;
chapter 11, “Language Acquisition in Children; and chapter 12, “Lan-
guage and the Brain,” have been reworked and updated. We have also
added a “Further Reading” section at the end of chapters 2—-12 and the
appendix to assist the student in learning more about the topics dis-
cussed in those chapters.
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Despite these revisions, certain aspects of the text remain unchanged.
First, as in earlie;? editions, the chapter on morphology appears before
the chapters on pl{ionetics and phonology. Though this is not the “tradi

and their properties may not be.

Second, we must emphasize once again our concern with imparting
basic conceptual foundations of linguistics and the method of arg
tation, justiﬁcatioh, and hypothesis testing within the field. In no way is
this edition intended to be a complete survey of the facts or putative
results that have occupied linguists in recent years. On the contrary, we
have chosen a small set of linguistic concepts that we understand tp be
among the most fundamental within the field at this time; and in |pre-
senting these condepts, we have attempted to show how to argue for lin-
guistic hypotheses. By dealing with a relatively small number of tdpics
in detail, students can get a feeling for how work in different aregs of
linguistics is done. If an introductory course can impart this feeling for
the field, it will hjve largely succeeded.

Third, we have drawn the linguistic examples in this edition,
earlier ones, almost exclusively from English. Once again we should note
that we recognizq" the great importance of studying language universals
and the increasingly significant role that comparative studies play in
linguistic researc . However, in presenting conceptual foundations of lin-
guistics to students who have never been exposed to the subject before,

in following the text and in doing exercises. This is not merely for |con-
venience, to set up as few obstacles as possible in an introductory course;
rather, we feel that it is essential that students be able to evaluate [criti-
cally our factual claims at each step, for this encourages a healthy skep-
ticism and an aqtive approach toward the subject matter. Given| that
the majority of our readers are native speakers of English, our focus on
English examples provides benefits that we feel far outweigh the lack of
data from otherjanguages. Obviously, the general principles we discuss
must be applicable to all languages, and some teachers may wish t¢ em-
phasize universal$ and crosslinguistic data in their lectures. Such malerial
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can be found in A Linguistics Workbook (4th ed.), by Ann K. Farmer
and Richard A. Demers, also published by The MIT Press.

LESSON PLANS

We have organized this edition to give teachers maximum flexibility in
designing a linguistics course for their own (and their students’ own)
special needs. The individual chapters are designed with numerous sub-
sections and in such a way that core material is often presented first, with
additional material following as special topics. In this way, teachers who
can spend only a week on a certain chapter are able to choose various
subsections, so that students are exposed to the material most relevant
for that particular course—in short, the book can be used in a modular
fashion. We will take up some specific examples.

For teachers working in the quarter system, this edition can be used
easily for a one-quarter course. For a course oriented toward more tradi-
tional topics in linguistics, the following is a possible format (with varia-
tions depending on the teacher):

Chapter 2: Morphology

Chapter 3: Phonetlcs and Phonemlc Transcription
Chapter 4: Phonology

Chapter 5: Syntax

Chapter 7: Language Variation

Chapter 8: Language Change

The chapters cited do not depend crucially on the ones that have been
skipped over; thus, we have ensured that a traditional core exists within
this edition.

For a one-quarter course with an emphasis on psycholinguistics, cogni-
tive science, or human communication, the following is a possible format

Chapter 2: Morphology,

Chapter S5: Syntax —

Chapter 6: Semantics -

Chapter 9: Pragmatics

Chapter 11: Language Acquisition in Children
Chapter 12: Language and the Brain

Teachers working within the semester system (or teaching courses that
run two quarters in the quarter system) will find that this edition can be
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used quite comfortably within a 14- or 15-week term. For example,

or a

one-semester lingpistics course oriented toward more traditional topics,

the following is a possible format:

Chapter 2: Morphology

Chapter 3: Phonetics and Phonemic Transcription
Chapter 4: Phonology

Chapter 5: Syntax

Chapter 6: Semantics

Chapter 7: Language Variation

Chapter 8: Language Change

Chapter 9: Pragmatics

Obviously, teachers with other interests will pick different modlules.
For example, foq a course with a psycholinguistic, cognitive sciende, or
human communication orientation, the following choice of topics seems

reasonable:

Chapter 2: Morphology

Chapter 5: Syntax

Chapter 6: Semantics

Chapter 9: Pragmatics

Chapter 10: Psychology of Language

Chapter 11: Language Acquisition in Children
Chapter 12: Language and the Brain

topics, teachers ﬁ'om diverse backgrounds and in diverse academic dpart-

In short, by varying the selection of chapters, subsections, and %&ial

ments will be abﬂe to design an introduction to linguistics that is custom-

made for their purposes.




PART I

'THE STRUCTURE OF HUMAN LANGUAGE



INTRODUCTION

In this section we will examine the structure of human language, and in

\ doing so we will discover a system that is highly complex. Beginning stu-
dents of linguistics are often surprised to find that linguists spend consider-
able time formulating theories to represent and account for the structure
(as well as the functioning) of human language. What is there, after all, to
explain? Speaking one’s native language is a natural and effortless task,
carried out with great speed and ease. Even young children can do it with
little conscious effort. From this, it is commonly concluded that aside
from a few rules of grammar and pronunciation there is nothing else to
explain about human language.

But it turns out that there is a great deal to explain. If we “step out-
side” language and look at it as an object to be studied and described
and not merely used, we discover an exciting sphere of human knowledge
previously hidden from us.

In beginning the study of the structural properties of human language,
it is useful to note a common theme that runs throughout part I: the
structural analysis of human language can be stated in terms of (1) dis-
crete units of various sorts and (2) rules and principles that govern the
way these discrete units can be combined and ordered. In the sections on
morphology (chapter 2), phonetics (chapter 3), phonology (chapter 4),
and syntax (chapter 5), we will discuss the significant discrete units that
linguists have postuilated in the study of these subareas of linguistics. In
addition to isolating discrete units such as morphemes, phonetic features,
and syntactic phrases, we will be discussing the rules and principles by
which words are formed, sounds are combined and varied, and syntactic
units are structured and ordered into larger phrases.

In addition to discussing the core areas of morphology, phonology,
syntax, and semantics (chapter 6), we will discuss two subfields of linguis-
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tics that draw heavily on those core areas, namely, language varigtion
(chapter 7) and language change (chapter 8). In these chapters we| will
consider the ways in which language varies across individual speakers
and dialect groups (regionally, socially, and ethnically) and how |lan-
guages vary and relate to each other historically. Thus, having isolated
important structural units and rules for combination in chapters 2-3, we
will then examine how such units and rules can vary along a numbgr of
dimensions.

The subfields represented in chapters 2-6 form the core of wha has
classically been known as structural linguistics (as practiced in the United
States from the 1930s to the 1950s), and they continue to form a tral
part of transformational|generative linguistics, the theoretical perspective
we adopt here. The latter dates from the publication of Noam Chomsky’s
1957 work Syntactic Structures and has been the dominant school lin-
guistics in the United States since that time. It has also come to|be a
dominant school in Western Europe and Japan and has increasing {nflu-
ence in several Eastern European countries as well.

Assuming that the majority of our readers are native speakers of
English, we have drawn the language data used in this book almost
exclusively from ‘sEEnglish (see A Linguistics Workbook, also published by
the MIT Press, fLr exercises based on over 20 languages). We encolrage
you to use your native linguistic judgments in evaluating our arguments
and hypotheses. ilt is important that you test hypotheses, since this|is an
important aspect of doing scientific investigations. We should also jstress
that the general aspects of the linguistic framework we develop hefe are
proposed to hold for all languages, or at least for a large subset lan-
guages, and we encourage you to think about other languages you may
know as you study the English examples.




Chapter 1
What Is Linguistics?

The field of linguistics, the scientific study of human natural language, is
a growing and exciting area of study, with an important impact on fields
as diverse as education, anthropology, sociology, language teaching, cog-
nitive psychology, philosophy, computer science, neuroscience, and arti-
ficial intelligence, among others. Indeed, the last five fields cited, along
with linguistics, are the key components of the emerging field of cogni-
tive science, the study of the structure and functioning of human cognitive
processes. g

In spite of the importance of the field of linguistics, many people, even
highly educated people, will tell you that they have only a vague idea of
what the field is about. Some believe that a linguist is a person who
speaks several languages fluently. Others believe that linguists are lan-
guage experts who can help you decide whether it is better to say “It is I”
or “It’s me.” Yet it is quite possible to be a professional linguist (and
an excellent one at that) without having taught a single language class,
without having interpreted at the UN, and without speaking any more
than one language.

What is linguistics, then? Fundamentally, the field is concerned with
the nature of language and (linguistic) communication. It is apparent that
people have been fascinated with language and communication for
thousands of years, yet in many ways we are only beginning to under-
stand the complex nature of this aspect of human life. If we ask, What is
the nature of language? or How does communication work? we quickly
realize that these questions have no simple answers and are much too
broad to be answered in a direct way. Similarly, questions such as What
is energy? or What is matter? cannot be answered in a simple fashion,
and indeed the entire field of physics is an attempt to answer them. Lin-
guistics is no different: the field as a whole represents an attempt to break
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down the broad questions about the nature of language and communi-
cation into smaller, more manageable questions that we can hope to
answer, and in so doing establish reasonable results that we can build on
in moving closer to answers to the larger questions. Unless we limit our
sights in this way and restrict ourselves to particular frameworks for
examining different aspects of language and communication, we cahnot
hope to make progress in answering the broad questions that have fasci-
nated people for so long. As we will see, the field covers a surprisingly
broad range of topics related to language and communication.

Part I of the text contains chapters dealing primarily with the struc-
tural components of language. Chapter 2, “Morphology,” is concerned
with the properties of words and word-building rules. Chapter 3, “Pho-
netics and Phonemic Transcription,” introduces the physiology invelved
in the produmof speech sounds as well as phonemic and phopetic
transcription systems that are used to represent the sounds of English.
Chapter 4, “Phonology,” surveys the organizational principles that deter-
mine the patterns the speech sounds are subject to. Chapter 5, “Synfax,”
presents a study of the structure of sentences and phrases. Chapter 6,
“Semantics,” surveys the properties of linguistic meaning. Chapter 7,

“Language Variation,” deals with the ways speakers and groups of
speakers can dxﬂer from each other in terms of the various fo s of
language that they use. Chapter 8, “Language Change,” exarhines
how languages change over time and how languages can be hlstoncally
related.

Having examined certain structural properties of human languagze in
part I, we turn to functional properties in part II. Chapter 9, “Prag-
matics,” explores some of the issues involved in describing human com-
munication and proposes certain communication strategies that people
use when they talk to each other. Chapter 10, “Psychology of |Lan-
guage,” examines how language is produced and understood. Chapter
11, “Language Acquisition in Children,” studies the stages involved in
language acquisition by humans with normal brain function and reyiews
the evidence for positing a genetically endowed “Language Acquisition
Device.” Finally, chapter 12, “Language and the Brain,” deals with how
language is stored and processed in the brain.

To turn now from the particular to the general, what are some ¢f the
background assumptions that linguists make when they study langhage?
Perhaps the most important fundamental assumption is that humar lan-
guage at all levels is rule- (or principle-) governed. Every known language
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has systematic rules governing pronunciation, word formation, and gram-
matical construction. Further, the way in which meanings are associated
with phrases of a language is characterized by regular rules. Finally, the
use of language to communicate is governed by important generalizations
that can be expressed in rules. The ultimate aim in each chapter, there-
fore, is to formulate rules to describe and account for the phenomena
under consideration. Indeed, chapter 7, “Language Variation,” shows
that even so-called casual speech is governed by systematic regularities
expressible in rules.

At this point we must add an important qualification to what we have
Just said. That is, we are using the terms rule and rule-governed in the
special way that linguists use them. This usage is very different from the
layperson’s understanding of the terms. In school most of us were taught
so-called rules of grammar, which we were told to follow in order to
speak and write “‘correctly”—rules such as “Do not end a sentence with
a preposition,” or “Don’t say ain’t,” or “Never split an infinitive.” Rules
of this sort are called prescriptive rules; that is to say, they prescribe, or
dictate to the speaker, the way the language supposedly should be written
or spoken in order for the speaker to appear correct or educated. Pre-
scriptiveules are really rules of style rather than rules of grammar.

In sharp contrast, when linguists speak of rules, they are not referring
to prescriptive rules from grammar books. Rather, linguists try to for-
mulate descriptive rules when they analyze language, rules that describe
the actual language of some group of speakers and not some hypothetical
language that speakers “should” use. Descriptive rules express general-
izations and regularities about various aspects of language. Thus, when
we say that language is rule-governed, we are really saying that the study
of human language has revealed numerous generalizations about and
regularities in the structure and function of language. Even though lan-
guage is governed by strict principles, speakers nonetheless control a
syStem that is unbounded in scope, which is to say that there is no limit to
the kinds of things that can be talked about. How language achieves this
property of effability (unboundedness in scope) is addressed in chapters 2
and 5, “Marphology” and “Syptax.”

Another important background assumption that linguists make is
that various human languages constitute a unified phenomenon: linguists
assume that it is possible to study human language in general and that
the study of particular languages will reveal features of language that are
universal. What do we mean by universal features of language?
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So far we have used the terms language and human language
referring to any specific language, such as English or Chinese. St
are sometimes pﬁzzled by this general use of the term language; it ould
seem that this’ mw is rarely found outside of hngulsncs-related s.

French or Russian. Further, specnﬁc human languages appear on the sur-
face to be so different from each other that it is often difficult to under-
stand how linguists can speak of language as though it were a ingle
thing.
Although it is obvious that specific languages differ from each other on
the surface, if we look closer we find that human languages are rpris-
ingly similar, For instance, all known languages are at a similar level of
complexity and detail—there is no such thing as a primitive human lan-
guage. All languages provide a means for asking questions, making
requests, making assertions, and so on. And there is nothing that ¢an be
expressed in one language that cannot be expressed in any other. Obvi-
ously, one language may have terms not found in another language, but
it is always possible to invent new terms to express what we mear: any-
thing we can imagine or think, we can express in any human language.-
Turning to more abstract properties, even the formal structures of
language are similar: all languages have sentences made up of
phrasal units, these units in turn being made up of words, which arg them-
selves made up of sequences of sounds. All of these features of human
language are so obvious to us that we may fail to see how surprisipg it is
that languages share them. When linguists use the term language, pr nat-
ural human language, they are revealing their belief that at the |xmract
level, beneath the surface variation, languages are remarkably similar in
form and function and conform to certain universal principles.
In relation to what we have just said about universal principies, we
should observe once again that most of the illustrative examples|in this
book are drawn from the English language. This should not mislead you
into supposing that what we say is relevant only to English. We |will be

they are empirically well founded. Linguistics, perhaps more
other science, provides an opportunity for the student to parti
the research process. Especially in chapter 5, “Syntax,” you will
to assess the accuracy of the evidence that bears on hypothesis formation,
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and after having followed the argumentation in the chapter, you will be
in a position to carry out similar reasoning processes in the exercises at
the end.

Finally, we offer a brief observation about the general nature of lin-
guistics. To many linguists the ultimate aim of linguistics is not simply
to understand how language itself is structured and how it functions.
We hope that as we come to understand more about human language, we
will correspondingly understand more about the processes of human
thought. In this view the study of language is ultimately the study of the
human mind. This goal is perhaps best expressed by Noam Chomsky in
his book Reflections on Language (1975, 3-4):

Why study language? There are many possible answers, and by focusing on some
I do not, of course, mean to disparage others or question their legitimacy. One
may, for example, simply be fascinated by the elements of language in themselves
and want to discover their order and arrangement, their origin in history or in the
individual, or the ways in which they are used in thought, in science or in art, or
in normal social interchange. One reason for studying language—and for me
personally the most compelling reason—is that it is tempting to regard language,
in the traditional phrase, as “a mirror of mind.” I do not mean by this simply that
the concepts expressed and distinctions developed in normal language use give us
insight into the patterns of thought and the world of “common sense’ constructed
by the human mind, More intriguing, to me at least, is the possibility that by
studying language we discover abstract principles that govern its structure
and use, principles that are universal by biological necessity and not mere histor-
ical accident, that derive from mental characteristics of the species.*A human
language is a system of remarkable complexity. To come to know a human lan-
guage would be an extraordinary intellectual achievement for a creature not spe-
cifically designed to accomplish this task. A normal child acquires this knowledge
on relatively slight exposure and without specific training. He can then quite
effortlessly make use of an intricate structure of specific rules and guiding princi-
ples to convey his thoughts and feelings to others, arousing in them novel ideas
and subtle perceptions and judgments. For the conscious mind, not specifically
designed for the purpose, it remains a distant goal to reconstruct and comprehend
what the child has done intuitively and with minimal effort. Thus language is a
mirror of mind in a deep and significant sense. It is a product of human intelli-
gence, created anew in each individual by operations that lie far beyond the reach
of will or consciousness.

Bibliography
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Chapter 2
Morphology: The Study of the Structure of Words

2.1 WORDS: SOME BACKGROUND CONCEPTS

We begin our study of human language by examining one of the most
fundamental units of linguistic structure: the word. Words play an inte-
gral role in the human ability to use language creatively. Far from being
a static repository of memorized information, a human vocabulary is a
dynamic system. We can add words at will. We can even expand their
meanings into new domains.

How many words do we know? As it turns out, this is not an easy
question to answer. We all have the intuition that our vocabulary cannot
be too enormous since we don’t remember having to learn a lot of words.
Yet when we think about it, we realize that the world around us appears
to be infinite in scope. How do we use a finite vocabulary to deal with the
potentially infinite number of situations we encounter in the world? We
will learn that the number of sentences at our disposal is infinite (chapter
5). Our vocabulary also has an open-endedness that contributes to our
creative use of language.

So again, how many words do we know? According to Pinker (1999, 3),
children just entering school “‘command 13,000 words. ... A typical high-
school graduate knows about 60,000 words; a literate adult, perhaps
twice that number.” This number (120,000) may appear to be large, but
think, for example, of all the people and all the places (streets, cities,
countries, etc.) you can name. These names are all words you know. In
sum, anyone who has mastered a language has mastered an astonishingly
long list of facts encoded in the form of words. The list of words for any
language (though not a complete list, as we will see) is referred to as its
lexicon.
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When we think about our native language, the existence of words
seems obvious. After all, when we hear others speaking our native lan-
guage, we hear tﬁem uttering words. In reading a printed passage,
words on the page, neatly separated by spaces. But now imagine yourself
in a situation where everyone around you is speaking a foreign language
that you have ju?t started to study. Suddenly the existence of words no
longer seems obvious. While listening to a native speaker of Fren
Navajo, or Japanese, all you hear is a blur of sound, as you s

words without effort. This ability would not be possible if you dii not
know and understand many properties associated with words.
What do we kp’ow when we know a word? To put it another way,
kinds of information have we learned when we learn a word? It t
that the information encoded in a word is fairly complex, and we
that a word is ‘:Pssociated with different kinds of information.
cussing these types of information, we will in fact be referring to
the subfields of linguistics that will be dealt with in this book:
I3 Phonetic/P}mnoIogical information. For every word we know, we
have learned a pronunciation. Part of knowing the word tree is knowing
certain sounds—more precisely, a certain sequence of sounds. Phapnetics
and phonology al‘e the subfields of linguistics that study the structure and
systematic ws in human language (see chapters 3 ahd 4).
2. Lexical structure information. For every word we have learngd, we
intuitively knowzsomething about its internal structure. For example, our
intuitions tell us that the word 7ree cannot be broken down intp any
meaningful parts. In contrast, the word trees seems to be made up ¢f two
parts: the word free plus an additional element, -s (known as the “pjural”

ending). Morphalogy is the subfield of linguistics that studies the infernal
structure o and the relationships among words.
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3. Syntactic information. For every word we learn, we learn how it
fits into the overall structure of sentences in which it can be used. For
example, we know that the word reads can be used in a sentence like
Mark reads the book, and the word readable (related to the word read)
can be used in a sentence like The book is readable. We may not know
that read is called a verb or that readable is called an adjective; but we
intuitively know, as native speakers, how to use those words in different
kinds of sentences. Synfgx is the subfield of linguistics that studies the
Jinternal structure of sentences and the relationships among the internal
parts (see chapter 5). 4

4. Semantic information. For virtually every word we know, we have
learned a meaning or several meanings. For example, to know the word
brother is to know that it has a certain meaning (the equivalent of “male
sibling”). In addition, we may or may not know certain extended mean-
ings of the word, as in John is so friendly and helpful, he's a regular
brother to me. Semantics is the subfield of linguistics that studies the
nature of the mganing.ofindividual words, and the meaning of words
grouped into phrases and sentences (see chapter 6).

5. Pragmatic information. For every word we learn, we know not only
its meaning or meanings but also how to use it in the context of discourse
or conversation. For instance, the word brother can be used not only to

N 0 /{79{, 77 refer to a male sibling but also as a conversational exclamation, as in

gif _& “Oh brother! What a mess!” In some cases, words seem to have a use but
no meaning as such. For example, the word hello is used to greet, but it
seems to have no meaning beyond that particular use. Pragmatics is the
subfield of linguistics that studies the use of words (and phrases and sen-
tences) in the actual context of discourse (see chapter 9).

In addition to being concerned with what we know when we know a
word, linguists are interested in developing hypotheses that constitute
plausible representations of this knowledge. As a starting point, one
could ask if Webster's II: New Riverside Dictionary is a good representa-
tion of a speaker’s knowledge of words. Do the dictionary entries repre-
sent what we know about words? For example, is the entry for the word
baker a good representation of what we know about that word? Consider
the following dictionary entry for bake:

bake (bak) v. baked, bak-ing. 1. to cook, esp. in an oven, with dry heat.

2. to harden and dry in or as if in an oven {bake pottery) —n. A social
gathering at which baked food is served. —bak'er n.
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At least three issues arise. First, the only information given for b
that it is a noun; the entry provides neither a definition for baker
means for deducing its meaning from that of bake. (There is no
entry for baker where this information is given.) The meaning of the
is somehow relamd to the meaning of the verb, but what exactly i

know that a bakar is someone who bakes and not, for example, the
that gets baked; yet again, the dictionary does not represent how o
we pick one option rather than the other.

Second, representing our knowledge of words as simply consis i
entries of the type offered above fails to capture the relatedness of
that have the same form—say, [verb] + er. Thus, weave, v./weav
pout, v.|pouter, n., and bake, v./baker, n. are independent, app:
unrelated entries. This is counterintuitive, however. In all cases the
ing of the verb is predictably related to the meaning of the no
[verb] + er is “one who [verb]s.” The separate-entry approach fails to
capture what all these words have in common.

Third, the dictionary is a finite list and the information it contdins is
finite as well. How novel words behave cannot be accounted for. For
example, gork does not appear in Webster's II. Neither does gorier—
and yet a native speaker of English, upon encountering this previously
unheard and unseen pair, can tell you that a gorker is “one who gorks.”
Webster's II, then, cannot account for the scope of what humans ar: able
to do in creating new words or analyzing existing ones.

Besides the types of information outlined here—information that we
assume any native speaker must have learned about a word in order to
know it—there are other aspects of words that linguists study, which may
or may not be known to native speakers. For example, words and their
uses are subject to variation across groups of speakers. In Amgrican
English the word bonnet can be used to refer to a type of hat; in British
English it can be used to refer, as well, to the hood of a car. ords
and their uses are also subject to variation over time. For exampie, the
English word deer was once the general word meaning “animal|” but
now it is used to refer only to a particular species of animal. Thesé facts
about word variation and historical change may not be known t¢ most
native speakers—even for highly educated speakers, the history and dia-
lectal variation of most words remain obscure—but such facts form the
subject matter of other important subfields of linguistics, namely, lan-
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guage variation and language change, which we will explore in chapters 7
and 8.

We have seen that words are associated with a wide range of informa-
tion and that each type of information forms an important area of study
for a subfield of linguistics. In this chapter we will be concerned with the
subfield known as morphology. First we will introduce certain basic con-
cepts of morphology. Then we will discuss how new words are created,
and finally we will motivate the postulation of rules and principles of word
formation that will address the problems discussed above with respect
to the inadequacies of the dictionary as a representation of a speaker’s
knowledge of words.

Some Basic Questions of Morphology
Within the field of morphology, it is possible to pose many questions
about the nature of words, but among the more persistent questions have
been the following:

What are words?

What are the basic building blocks in the formation of complex words?
How are more complex words built up from simpler parts?

How is the meaning of a complex word related to the meaning of its
parts?

How are individual words of a language related to other words of the
language?

These are all difficult questions, and linguists studying morphology
have not yet arrived at completely satisfactory answers to any of them.
Once we begin to construct plausible answers, we quickly discover that
interesting and subtle new problems arise, which lead us to revise those
answers.

We can see this process of constructing and refining answers by look-
ing at our first question, What are words? To begin to answer this ques-
tion, we note that the word brother is a complex pattern of sounds
associated with a certain meaning (“‘male sibling”). There is no necessary
reason why the particular combination of sounds represented by the
word brother should mean what it does. In French, Tohono O’odham
(a Native American language of southern Arizona and northern Mexico),
and Japanese, the sounds represented by the words frére, we:nag, and
otooto, respectively, share the meaning “male sibling.”” Clearly, it is not
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the nature of the sound that dictates what the meaning ought to be:
hence, the pairing of sound and meaning is said to be arbitrary. It i§ true
that every language contains onomatopoeic words (i.e., words whose
sounds imitate or mimic sounds in the world about us: meow, bowswow,

of the words of any given language; for the vast majority of wo

sound-meaning pairing is arbitrary. Thus, as a first definition, we

say that a word is an arbitrary pairing of sound and meaning.
However, there are at least two reasons why this definition is i

splash, bang, hoot, crash, etc.). But such words form a very limited ‘I:set

s the
ight

1ade-

quate. First, it does not distinguish between words and phrases of sen-

tences, which are also (derivatively) arbitrary pairings of sounc

and

meaning. Second,, a word such as it in a sentence such as It is snowing has

no meaning. Thg word is simply a placeholder for the subject
of the sentence. Therefore, not all sound sequences are words,

ition
not

all sound sequences that native speakers would identify as words| have
a meaning. We pave intuitions about what is and is not a word in our
native language, but as yet we do not have an adequate definition for the

term word. |
In the next sef:tion we will consider initial answers to the second

tion on the list, What are the basic building blocks in the formati

complex words?

ques-
on of

It has long been recognized that words must be classed into at least two
categories: simple and complex. A simple word such as tree seems to be a

minimal unit; there seems to be no way to analyze it, or break it
further, into me&ningful parts. On the other hand, the word rrees is

down
made

up of two parts: the noun tree and the plural ending, spelled -s in this
case. The following lists of English words reveal that the plural -s (or -es)

can be attached to nouns quite generally:

(1) | ﬂﬂ'g;fm‘a‘k ho S

Noun Plu%al Form (+s5)

boy boyF

lr.ake rakgs & |
ip lips. -

dog dogs

bush bushes

brother brothers
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(2)

a nadder an adder
anorange — 4 orange
anapron — g apron

A very interesting nove] analysis comes from Swabhili, involving the
English-based expression kipileft; “traffic circle, If you Pronounce the
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determine why kipilefti means «“raffic circle.” An important characteris-
tic of Swabhili is that it possesses 2 rich set of prefix pairs that are
with different classes of nouns. One prefix pair is ki- and vi-, where is
used in the singular and vi- is used in the plural. You now have enough
information 1o form the Swahili plural meaning «traffic circles.”
Morphemes are categorized into two classes: free morphemes nd
bound morphemes. A free morpheme can stand alone as an independent_

morpheme cannot stand alone but must be .attached to another
pheme—3as, for q‘xample, the plural morpheme -5, which can only
attached to nouns, or cran-, which must be combined with berry (or,
recently, with apple, grapé: or some other fruit). Certain bound /mor-
phemes are known as affixes (e.g -5 others as bound base morphemes
(e.g., cran-)- Affixes are referred to as prefixes when they are 2 ched
to the beginning of another morpheme (like re- in words such redo,
rewrite, rethink) and as suffixes when they are attached to the nd of
another morpheme (like -ize in words such as modernize, equalizz, cen-
tralize). The morpheme 10 which an affix is attached is the base ( stem)
morpheme. A base morpheme may be free (like tree; tree is thus/both 2
free morpheme and a free base) or bound (like cran-). A basic € ifica-
tion of English morphemes 1 summarized in figure 2.1,

Certain languages also have affixes known as infixes, which are
attached Mtlﬁn another morpheme. For example, in Bonto Igorot, 2
Janguage of the Philippines. the infix -in- is used to indicate the|product
of a comple{ed action (Sapir 1921). Taking the word kayu, meaning
“wood,” one can insert the infix _in- immediately after the first consonant

MORPHEMES
FR{EE BOUND
INDEPENDENT AFFIXES BOUND CONTRACTED
BASES BASES FORMS
PREFIXES SUFFIXES
Figure 2.1

A basic classification of English morphemes
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k to form the word kinayu, meaning “gathered wood.” In this way, the
infix -in- fits into the base morpheme kayu in the internal “slot” k- -ayy
(hence, kinayu). In addi tion, the infix -um- is used in certain verb forms to
indicate future tense; for example, -um- can be added within a morpheme
such as rengao, meaning “to celebrate a holiday,” to create 2 verb form
such as tumengao-ak, meaning “I will have 2 holiday” (the suffix -ak
indicates the first person “I”). Here, the infix -um- fits into the base
morpheme tengao in the internal “slot” immediately following the first

consonant (¢~ -engao). Infixation is common in languages of Southeast

sentences such as They will go, or in a contracted form, spelled 1, in
sentences such as They 'l go. The form '/l is a bound morpheme in that it
cannot occur as an independent word and must be attached to the pre-
ceding word or phrase (as in they'll or The birds who flew away'll return
Soon, respectively). Other contractions in English include ’s (the con-
tracted form of is, as in 7 he old car’s not running anymore), 've (the con-
tracted from of have, as in They've gone Jogging), 'd (the contracted form
of would, as in I'd like 10 be rich), and several other contracted forms of
auxiliary verbs. These contracted forms are all bound morphemes in the
same sense as '//. "

To sum up, then, we have seen that words fall into two general classes:
simple and complex. Simple words are single free morphemes that cannot
be broken down further into recognizable or meaningful parts. Complex
words consist of two or more morphemes in combination.

Grammatical Categories (Parts of Speech)
Each word belongs to a grammatical category. For example, daffodil is a
noun, compute is a verb, Jamous is an adjective, up is a preposition, and
quickly is an adverb. A word such as daffodil shares various properties
with the word disk. For example, the plural suffix -s can be attached to
each of these words, to form the plural daffodils and disks. This suffix
attaches to words classified as nouns and produces plural nouns. Though
there are exceptions—for instance, irregular plurals (children and not
childs) and mass nouns (rice and not rices)—most nouns can be plural-
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ized in this fashion, whereas a word such as famous cannot be. Thus,
there exists morﬂhological evidence for distinguishing nouns from words
belonging to other categories.

Morphologicd evidence also exists that differentiates the other| cate-
gories from one [another.

Verbs take the suffix -s (as in bake—bakes, walk-walks, hit=hits) in the
present tense. This is known as the “third person singular” form, because
this is the form of the verb that occurs when the subject of the sentence is
third person singular. The following present lense verb forms illstrate
this:

(€)

Singular Plural
1st person 1 walk. We walk.
2nd person You walk. You walk.
3rd person  She walks.  They walk.
" He walks.
It walks.

Notice that the verb form remains the same in all cases, except when the
subject is third person singular.

Verbs can also take the suffix -ing, as in bake—baking, walk walking,
hit—hitting, si[ng—singing, illustrated in sentences such as They arg baking,
She is singing.

Adjectives can usually take the suffixes -er and -est (as in big-bigger—
biggest, red-redder—reddest, wise—wiser—wisest). Some adjectiyes occur
not with -er or -est but with the comparative words more and most
(beautiful-more beautiful-most beautiful ).

Adverbs share many of the properties of adjectives and |are often
formed from adjectives by the addition of the suffix -ly. For ex mple, the
adjective quick can be converted into an adverb by adding -y, to form
quickly (an4 similarly for pairs such as easy—easily, ferocious— rociously.
obvious—obyiously). (But note that adverbs are not the only clags of words
in English that can end in -ly. Adjectives can 100 witness [pnely man,
loneliest man.)

Prepositions have DO positive morphological evidence| for their
classification.

The quefsﬁon now arises, Are these categories (pan~of-sperech classes)
found in all languages, or just in English? The answer is by no means
simple. However, linguists generally assume that certain “major’ cate-
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gories—in particular, nouns and verbs—exist in most, if not all, lan-
guages. (Evidence exists, though, that in the lexicon of some of the
Native American languages of the Northwest, the noun/verb distinction
is instantiated in a very abstract fashion.)

By and large, the grammatical properties of a given part-of-speech
class are quite specific to a given language or small group of languages.
For example, the property particular to nouns of taking a plural suffix,
which defines English nouns, obviously cannot be used as a general de-
fining property for nouns across languages. Although some other lan-
guages have a plural suffix for nouns (note, e.g., German Frau “woman”
vs. Frauen “women”), other languages have no special affix for indicat-
ing a plural form for nouns. For example, in Japanese a noun like hon
“book, books™ can be used with either singular or plural meaning. In
other languages the plural form for nouns is derived by a process known
as reduplication, in which a specific part of the singular form is redupli-
cated (repeated) to construct the plural form. For example, in Tohono
O’odham we find pairs such as daikud “‘chair”-dadaikud “‘chairs,”
kawyu “‘horse”-kakawyu “horses,” gogs “dog”-gogogs “dogs,” in which
the first consonant + vowel sequence of the singular form is repeated at
the beginning of the word to construct the plural form. Hence, there is no
single affix to indicate plurality in these cases. We see, then, that in some
languages there is no morphological indication of plural form for nouns;
in other languages the plural is morphologically indicated by an affix or
by reduplication (among other ways). In short, in terms of our intuitive
notions we can probably say that nouns exist in many languages; but it
must be kept in mind that the specific grammatical properties associated
with nouns can vary across languages.

Though it may be true that most, if not all, languages share the cate-
gories noun and verb (and possibly a few others), it is also clear that
other categories are found in some languages but not others. For exam-
ple, Japanese has a class of bound morphemes known as particles, which
are attached to noun phrases to indicate grammatical function. In a Jap-
anese sentence such as John-ga hon-o yonda “John read the book(s),” the
particle -ga indicates that John functions as the subject of the sentence
(the “doer” of the action), and the particle -o indicates that hon “book,
books™ functions as the object (that which “undergoes” the action) of the
verb yonda “read.” English has no such particles to indicate subject or
object; instead, such grammatical functions are indicated most often by
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word order. The subject of an English sentence typically precedes he
verb and the object typically follows it, as in John read the book.

Conversely, English has grammatical categories not found in Japangse.
For example, English has a class of words known as articles, including
the (the so-called definite article) and a (the so-called indefinite article), as
in the book or a baok. Articles are not found in Japanese, as the ex ple
sentence John-ga hon-o yonda illustrates. The noun hon is followed by the
particle -o (indicating its object function), but it is accompanied by no
morphemes equivalent to the English articles. This is not to say that
Japanese speakers cannot express the difference in meaning between the
book (definite and specific) and a book (indefinite and nonspecific). In
Japanese this difference is determined by the context (both linguistic| and
nonlinguistic) of the sentence. For example, if & certain book has peen
mentioned in previous discourse, speakers of Japanese interpret Jc:jn-ga
hon-o yonda as meaning “John read the book™ rather than “John read a
book.”

To sum up, whether or not all languages share certain part-of-speech
categories, we nevertheless expect to find groups of words wi in any
given language that share significant grammatical properties. To ac¢ount
for these similarities, we hypothesize that words sharing significant prop-
erties all belong to the same category. Such categories are traditi nally
labeled noun, verb, and so on, but we must remain open to the possibility
that a given language may have a grammatical category not found in
others. The existence of part-of-speech categories shows that the lexicon
of a language is not simply a long, random list. Rather, it is strugtured

ies).

In discussions about words, a distinction is sometimes made bgtween
open-class words and closed-class words (sometimes referred to as dontent
words and function words, respectively). Examples of open-class \words
include the English words brother, run, tall, quickly. The open-cla words
are those belonging to the major part-of-speech classes (nouns, | verbs,
adjectives, and adverbs), which in any language tend to be quite large
and “‘open-ended.” That is, an unlimited number of new words can be
created and added to these classes (recall gork/gorker).

In contrast, ¢losed-class words are those belonging to grammatical, or
function, classes (such as articles, demonstratives, quantifiers, conjunc-
tions, and prepositions), which in any language tend to include 4 small
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number of fixed elements. Function words in English include conjunc-
tions (and, or), articles (the, a), demonstratives (this, that), quantifiers
(all, most, some, few), and prepositions (o, from, at, with). To take one
specific case, consider the word and. The essential feature of the word and
is that it functions grammatically to conjoin words and phrases, as seen
in the combination of noun phrases the woman and the man. Any change
in membership of such a class happens only very slowly (over centuries)
and in small increments. Thus, a speaker of English may well encounter
dozens of new nouns and verbs during the coming year; but it is extremely
unlikely that the English language will acquire a new article (or lose a
current one) in the coming year (or even in the speaker’s lifetime).

One familiar variety of language in which the distinction between
open-class words and closed-class words is important is known as zele-
graphic speech (or telegraphic language). The term telegraphic derives
from the kind of language used in telegrams, where considerations of
space (and money) force one to be as terse as possible: HAVING WON-
DERFUL TIME; HOTEL GREAT: RETURNING FLIGHT 256;
SEND MONEY; STOP. Generally speaking, in telegraphic forms of
language the open-class words are retained, whereas the closed-class
words are omitted wherever possible. Telegraphic forms of language are
not limited to telegrams and postcards but can also be observed in early
stages of child language, in the speech of people with certain brain dis-
orders known as aphasic brain syndromes, in classified advertising, in
certain styles of poetry, in newspaper headlines, and generally in any use
of language where messages must be reduced to the essentials.

- The morpheme classifications discussed in this section are summarized
in figure 2.2. Note, incidentally, that affixes could also be classified as
belonging to “closed classes.” For example, the classes of prefixes and
suffixes also consist of a small number of fixed elements, augmented or
changed only very slowly over time. Both are sometimes grouped together
and referred to as grammatical morphemes. It has been customary to use
the term closed class to refer to function words (rather than to bound
affixes), however, and we adopt that usage in figure 2.2.

2.3 NEOLOGISMS: HOW ARE NEW WORDS CREATED?

How can our finite vocabulary be expanded and altered to deal with our
potentially infinite world? First, new words can be added, and the mean-
ing of already existing words can be changed. Second, new words can



Chapter 2

24

(-uonoe pajadwod e Jo yonpoid

a1} 2)BJIpUI O} PIsn “-ul- Xyui jo308] ojuog 2 1d2o¥ ysiAug wouj e sodurexa 1) "sewaydiow jo UONEBIYISSE[ 3 JO Arewnung
: 77 mdy

(awos ‘J1p) s1oynuend

(s52] ‘a40ut) saaneredwio)
(10 ‘woaf “‘o1) suonisodaid SQIAPY
(yoys *s1yz) SIANRNSUOWR(] $9ANIPY

ww. : G
P azi- -un . (p ‘o) sapPIY SQIaA
1. (40 ‘pup) ‘wuosua: fuo) SUNON
SAAOM SAOM

SSVID-adso1d SSVID-NAdO

<

CER.El




25

Morphology

enter a language through the operation of word formation rules, (The
part of language study that deals with word formation rules is also called
derivational morphology.)

Creating New Words and Changing the Meaning of Words

Creating New Words (Neologisms)

Speakers continually create new words using the processes listed below.
Under the right conditions these can be adopted by the larger linguistic
community and become part of the language.

Coined Words Entirely new, previously nonexistent words keep entering
a language. This often happens when speakers invent (or coin) new
words. (In terms of the two components of words (sound and meaning),
speakers coin a new word by inventing a new sound sequence and pair-
ing it with a new meaning.) For example, adolescent slang has given us
words such as geek and dweeb.

Acronyms The words radar and laser are acronyms: each of the letters
that spell the word is the first letter (or letters) of some other complete
word. For example, radar derives from radio detecting and ranging, and
laser derives from light amplification (by) stimulated emission (of ) radi-
ation. It is important to note that even though such words are originally
created as acronyms, speakers quickly forget such origins and the acro-
nyms become new independent words. The world of computers offers a
wealth of acronyms. Here are just a few;

4

Acronym Source

URL (pronounced “earl”) uniform resource locator

GUI (pronounced “gooey”) graphical user interface

DOS (pronounced “doss™) |, disk operating system

SCSI (pronounced “skuzzy”) small eomputer system interface
LAN (pronounced “lan”) local area network

GIF (pronounced “jiff™") graphics interchange format

Acronym formation is just one of the abbreviation, or shortening,
processes that are increasingly common in American society (and perhaps
internationally) as a means of word formation.
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Alphabetic Abbreviations For many speakers of American English, j:ne-
time abbreviations such as CD, ER, and PC have entirely replaced longer
words, such as compact disc (or certificate of deposit), emergency rgom,
and personal computer (ot politically correct), respectively, in most
styles of speech; through this process new, previously nonexistent W rds
have come into use. Characteristic of these alphabetic abbreviations (or
initialisms) is that each of their letters is individually pronounced (they

contrast with acronyms in this respect).

Computer-inspired alphabetic abbreviations now number in| the
thousands. Here are some well-known (and perhaps not so well known)
examples:

(5)

Abbreviation Source

WWW World Wide Web

IT information technology

HTML hypertext markup language

OO0P object-oriented programming

HDL hardware description language

1/0 input/output

IP Internet Protocol

FTP file transfer protocol/file transfer program

Clippings “Clipped” abbreviations such as prof for professor, f for
facsimile, and photo op for photographic opportunity are¢ now in common
use. There are also orthographic abbreviations such as Dr. (doctor), Mr,
(mister), AZ (Arizona), and MB (megabyte), where the spelling of & word
has been shortened but its pronunciation is not (necessarily) alte

Blends New words can also be formed from existing ones by arious
blending processes: for example, motel (from motor hotel), infoiercial
(from information and commercial), edutainment (from education and
entertainment), brunch (from breakfast and lunch), cafetorium| (from
cafeteria and auditorium), Monicagate (from Monica ( Lewinsky) and
Watergate), netiquette (from network etiquette), trashware (from #r
software), and bit (from binary and digit).

Generified Words The words kleenex and xerox illustrate another tech-
nique for creating new words, namely, using specific brand ngmes of
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products as names for the products in general (generification). Hence,
kleenex, a brand name for facial tissue, has come to denote facial tissue
in general. Xerox is the name of the corporation that produces a well-
known photocopying machine, and much to the dismay of the company,
the term xerox has lost its specific brand-name connotation and has come
to be used to describe the process of photocopying in general (1 xeroxed a
letter). Hence, in casual speech we can commit the grave sin of talking
about buying a Canon xerox machine.

Proper Nouns Not infrequently, a trait, quality, act, or some behavior
associated with a person becomes identified with that person’s name,
typically his or her last name: for example, hooker (from the prostitutes
who followed the troops of General George Hooker) and guillotine (an
instrument of execution named after its inventor, Dr. Joseph Guillotin).
Thousands of such words are now part of English; in many cases the
word remains and the connection to the person has been lost.

Borrowings: Direct Yet another way to expand our vocabulary is to
“borrow” words from other languages. Speakers of English aggressively
borrow words from other languages. We have kindergarten (German),
croissant (French), aloha ( Hawaiian), and sushi (Japanese), among many
others. We have even borrowed words that were themselves borrowed.
The-Aztec language contributed many words to Spanish, which have now
become part of English. The following Aztec words are known to most
English speakers living in the United States:

(6)

avocado guava saguaro
cocoa macho taco
chocolate maize tamale
coyote mesquite tequila
enchilada Mexico tomato

guacamole ocelot

And these Aztec words will be familiar to many English speakers living
in the southwestern part of the United States:

(7
cholla ocotillo
horchata pozole
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javalina . pulque
metate quetzal
mezcal Tecate
mole (pronounced

MOH-lay)

Borrowings: Indirect An interesting type of borrowing occurs when an
expression in one language is translated literally into another language.
For example, the borrowed terms firewater and iron horse area:'ieral
translations of Native American words meaning “alcohol” and “rai oad
train.”” Other such indirect borrowings (also known as calques or loan
translations) are worldview and superman from German Weltanschauung
and Ubermensch..

Changing the M?ning of Words
A new meaning ¢an become associated with an existing word. Thete are
numerous ways this can come about:

+ The grammatical category of the word changes (change in part of
speech).
+ The vocabulary of one domain is extended to a new domain (jmeta-
phorical extension).

- The meaning of a word broadens in scope (broadening).
- The meaning of a word narrows in scope (narrowing).

- The meaning of a complex word involves restricting the more general
compositional meaning of the complex word (ssmantic drift).
+ The meaning of a word changes to the opposite of its original meaning
(reversal).

Change in Part of Speech A word can be modified by changing its
grammatical category. For example, the nouns Houdini, porch, pdnytail,
and people can be used as verbs: to Houdini one’s way out of a closet, to
porch a newspaper, to ponytail her hair, and to people an island. [In this
way a new meaning can be associated with and related to an gxisting
word. For example, ponyail, the noun, refers to hair that is tied together
at the back of ;the head, whereas to ponytail, the verb, refers to the pro-
cess of making a ponytail. In cases involving proper names, the eaning
of the new word does not derive from the meaning of the previously
existing word (i.e., the name, which may not even have a meanin ) but is
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based on associations with that name. To Houdini is one example. To
mesmerize derives from the name “Mesmer.”

Metaphorical Extension Metaphorical extension is yet another way in
which the meaning of an existing word is modified, thus resulting in new
uses. When a language does not seem to have Just the right expression
for certain purposes, speakers often take an existing one and extend its
meaning in a recognizable way. The language does not gain a new word
as such, but since a word is being used in a new way, the language has
been augmented, as though a new word had been added. To take one
example: it is interesting to note that speakers of English have adopted
many existing terms from the realm of ocean navigation to use in talking
about space exploration. For instance, we use the word ship to refer to
space vehicles as well as to ocean-going vessels; we speak of a spaceship
docking with another in a way related to the way an ocean-going ship
docks; we speak of navigation in both types of transportation; we could
certainly speak of a spaceship sailing through space, even though no wind
or sails are involved; we speak of certain objects as floating in space and
of ships as floating on water; we speak of a captain and a crew for
both kinds of ships; and we have carried over the names of ship parts,
such as hull, cabin, hatch, and (at least on television shows) deck. 1t is
striking that terms that basically derive from the historical epoch of wind-
powered ocean navigation have with great ease been extended into the
realm of space navigation. The technology in the two realms is radically
different, yet we apparently perceive enough similarities to use already
existing terms, in new ways, to describe the new phenomena. This is
an important fact, for it shows that technological changes in a society
will not necessarily result in the addition of previously nonexistent
words to its language. Indeed, speakers of all human languages show
great creativity and imaginative power in extending the existent lan-
guage into new realms of experience. Just think of how the meanings of
existing words have been extended to accommodate the rapidly changing
world of high technology; for example, you “surf,” or “navigate,” the
“web.”

Another interesting case is the metaphorical extension of words from
the physical realm of food and digestion into the mental realm of ideas
and interpersonal exchange of ideas. For example, consider the following
sentences:
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(8) 1

a. T'll have to chew on that idea for a while.

b. They just wouldn't swallow that idea.

c. She’ll give us time to digest that idea.

d. On the exam, please don’t merely regurgitare what I've told you.
e. He bit off more than he could chew. (speaking of someone’s reseafch
project) !
f. Will you stop féeding me that old line!
g. All right, spit it out.

In these examples, one realm (roughly, a realm involving ideas) is de-
scribed in terms bf words from another realm (food and digestion). A
feature of this particular case is that words from a physical realm are
being extended into a mental realm, perhaps because the physical vdcab-
ulary provides a &miliar and public frame of reference for discussing our
private mental life.
r

Broadening Metaphorical extension is not the only mechanisth by
which already existing words can be put to new uses. Sometimes use
of existing words can become hroader. For example, the slang wo cool
was originally part of the professional jargon of jazz musician§ and
referred to a specific artistic style of jazz (a use that was itself an ex-
tension). With the passage of time, the word has come to be applied to
almost anything conceivable, not just music; and it no longer refers just
to a certain genr} or style, but is a general term indicating approval jof the
thing in question.

Narrowing Cogllversely. the use of a word can narrow as well. A typical
example is the word meat. At one time in English it meant any solid
consumable food (a meaning that persists in the word nutmeat), but now
it is used to refer only to the edible solid flesh of animals.

Semantic Drift = Over time the meanings of words can change, or drift. A
rather striking example of change has occurred in the word ladyj. This
word was originally a compound made up of the two words hlaf and
dighe. Hlaf wfihe Old English word for “bread”” (related to the fhodern
word loaf ). anq dighe was the word for “kneader” (related to the tnodern
word dough). Thus, the original “kneader of bread” has experignced a
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rather remarkable increase in status. (Semantic drift is discussed more
fully in “*Special Topics: The Meaning of Complex Words.”)

Reversals  Finally, reversals of meaning can occur. In certain varieties of
American slang, the word had has come to have positive connotations,
with roughly the meaning “emphatically good.” Hollywood movies of
the 1930s and 1940s reveal that the words square and straight had posi-
tive connotations, meaning “honest” and “upright,” meanings that sur-
vive in the phrases square deal and play it straight. During the late 1950s
and into the 1960s, the word square came to have a negative connotation,
referring to anyone or anything hopelessly conventional and uncompre-
hending of “in™ things. By the late 1960s this use of square had itself
come to be regarded as old-fashioned and the word dropped out of favor
(which, incidentally, illustrates the rapid rate at which so-called slang
terms enter and leave a language). In the same period the word straight
came to be used in a wide range of areas, always with the general mean-
ing of adhering to conventional norms: for example, a straight person is
one who doesn’t take drugs; who is heterosexual rather than homosexual;
who is generally “out of it”’; and so on.

We have discussed various kinds of extensions and modifications of
meaning as a way to create new uses for already existing words. Although
this is one of the most interesting areas of word meaning, we unfortu-
nately have very little understanding of the exact mechanisms of meaning
change and extension. For one thing, we have very little idea whar the
meaning of a word is: Is the meaning an abstract idea, a concept? Is it an
image? When we describe the meaning of the word, are we describing the
thing that the word denotes? Or is meaning best described neither as an
idea nor as a referent, but as the use of a word in some context? We will
discuss these possibilities in more detail in chapter 6, which deals with
semantics. Suffice it to say here that because it is not known precisely
what the meaning of a word is and because theories in the psychology of
human thought are still at a rudimentary level, we can currently say very
little about the exact nature of metaphorical extension or other meaning
shifts. However, this area, especially the study of so-called slang, will be
extremely important for future research because it provides fundamental
evidence about speakers’ linguistic creativity.

By way of summary, table 2.1 lists the mechanisms by which new
words can enter a language and by which the meaning of existing words
can change.






