Grammar and Meaning 

Week 1 

1. What do we mean by grammar? 

2. A brief history 
Last half of the 20 century revolutionised how we approach grammar: Before then, during the nineteenth century, investigations into the history of language had discredited the notion of a single, universal grammar. Up until then, linguists had assumed that all languages fitted the same or common grammar, which was one based upon the structure of Latin, and called ‘universal grammar’ which assumed that all languages were fundamentally alike.  So, the first grammars of English, written during the eighteenth century were based on language theories of the time, which were prescriptive, and viewed rules as ‘correct’, ‘right’, and that language use which fitted the rules was ‘better than’ or superior to’ that which did not. 

It was perceived as axiomatic that learning about the structures of one’s own language, in this case English, would be identical to learning about the structures of an ancient one such as Latin. The grammar of English, therefore, was thought to operate along similar principles as those applied to Latin. The methods used to teach Latin were also applied to teaching English. Rules intended for Latin were transferred and applied to English in an attempt to make the language fit the rules. Where it did not, the language was altered so that it would be made to fit, such as the rules established by Lowth (1762) that sentences ought not to end with a preposition or that infinitives should not be split.  (Can anyone give me an example?)

One grammar which did attempt to account for usage more descriptively was William Cobbett's  immensely popular A Grammar of the English Language, first published in 1818, ending with a  fortieth edition  in 1923. William Cobbett is better known as a nineteenth century radical journalist, but he recognised the importance of the power language can confer on its users and its relationship with knowledge. He wrote the grammar as a series of invented letters to a fourteen-year-old son assuming   no prior knowledge of either Greek or Latin. He drew upon the work of established grammarians of the time, and although written in a prescriptivist tradition, it drew on the political writings of radicals to point out the political conflict present in language. His grammar was intended to provide ordinary people with the knowledge they needed in order to express themselves clearly, so that they could play a greater part in the affairs of the nation. In his first letter, Cobbett writes:

The particular path of knowledge, to be pursued by you, will be of your own choosing; but, as to knowledge connected with books, there is a step to be taken before you can fairly enter upon any path. In the immense field of this kind of knowledge, innumerable are the paths, and Grammar is the gate of entrance to them all...The actions of men proceed from their thoughts. In order to obtain the co-operation, the concurrence, or the consent, of others, we must communicate
our thoughts to them. The means of communication are words; and grammar teaches us how to make use of words. (1818:31) 

Unusually for the time, Cobbett was aware that the registers of language inevitably changed in response to wider, socio-cultural changes and that how a person speaks and writes is also socially and culturally influenced. Therefore, although Cobbett was highly sceptical and mocking of standard English as the ‘refined’ language, he recognised its importance as the language of power. He was not so much concerned with writing an alternative grammar, as with using the existing models of the time to make his point. It was not until over a hundred years later, during the 1970s, that alternative grammars came to be written that took account of social and cultural context. 

As said earlier, by the end of the nineteenth century, linguists had realised that their assumptions about a universal grammar were wrong, and that languages did not all fit the same pattern. However, in England, because nothing immediately came forward to fill the gap, Latinate grammar continued to bet taught in schools right up until the 1960s.  

The American linguist Noam Chomsky (1957) demonstrated how grammar could be studied in a scientific way. He did this by building completely explicit formal models of grammar generated by language and testing them against ‘the facts’. The fundamental shift in thinking evident in Chomsky’s grammar was the formulation of transformative rules based on those which occurred in language, rather than making language conform to rules. Generative and transformational grammars of the kind proposed by Chomsky make a precise distinction between the structures they allow and those they do not. Such a theory of language, therefore, may be useful to the scientific study of language in general, but when applied to how a particular language is actually used, may fall short in describing all the structures possible in it. Although highly technical, Chomsky’s categories, on their own, do not allow for a complete description of a specifically English grammar.

To account for these structures, Chomsky proposed the idea of an innate, language acquisition device (LAD) with which all children are born, emphasising the biological, rather than social, nature of language learning.  This view has been recently supported by Pinker (1994), who has argued that language learning is an instinctive activity (can read a summary p.2-6 in Thompson). So, it concentrates on grammar as FORM rather than MEANING.  For example, TG starts with the simple insight that every verb has a subject, and that understanding a sentence means above all identifying the subject for each verb: for example, The cat sat on the mat; John is eager to please. Someone tell me the verb in each sentence; the subject. In English, the subject usually comes before the verb.

But, there are many cases where the subject does not appear in this ‘right’ position or does not appear at all. (e.g. Help!; The mat was sat on by the cat). What TG aims to do, is to discover rules which govern how constituent parts of language can be put together to form grammatically correct sentences and to apply rules in as general way as possible. Ideally, TG aims to come up with rules that can apply to all human language rather than individual languages. Consequently, each sentence is analysed  in isolation from others and from any situation in which it might be used.  But, what TG ignores is what most if us see as the real purpose of language, which is communicating meaning in particular contexts. 

A grammar which is concerned with the social and functional nature of language rather than its innateness, is functional grammar.  In the late 1960s and early 1970s the British linguist Michael Halliday published his work on functional grammar. Functional grammar is concerned with all aspects of language, its functions as its form. In contrast to Chomsky, he was also concerned with how children acquire grammatical concepts, thereby making his theories applicable to the teaching of grammar.. He also stressed the wide range of human needs that language serves, stressing its social aspect:

What is common to every use of language is that it is meaningful, contextualised, and in the broadest sense social....The child is surrounded by language, but not in the form of grammars and dictionaries, or of randomly chosen words and sentences, or of undirected monologue. What he encounters is ‘text’ or language in use; sequences of language articulated each within itself and with the situation in which it occurs....The child’s awareness of language cannot be isolated from his awareness of language function, and this conceptual unity offers a useful vantage point from which language may be seen in a perspective that is educationally relevant. (Halliday, 1973: 20)

Grammars such as Halliday’s were complemented by studies into the relationship between language and thought that provided evidence for the belief that language was as much a social product as an innate ability (Sapir Whorf). 

So, as Thompson sums up on p.10: TG as a form based approach finds the answer to explain why language has the features it does in the way our brains are structured.  FG, as a meaning-based approach finds the answer in the way in which out social context is structured. TG takes linguistics towards biology, SF takes it towards sociology and, as Thompson says, which means studying the relevant features in the culture and society that form the context within which language is used, in a systematic way. 
Week 1 lecture: quotes 
1. The particular path of knowledge, to be pursued by you, will be of your own choosing; but, as to knowledge connected with books, there is a step to be taken before you can fairly enter upon any path. In the immense field of this kind of knowledge, innumerable are the paths, and Grammar is the gate of entrance to them all...The actions of men proceed from their thoughts. In order to obtain the co-operation, the concurrence, or the consent, of others, we must communicate
our thoughts to them. The means of communication are words; and grammar teaches us how to make use of words. (Cobbett, 1818:31) 

2. What is common to every use of language is that it is meaningful, contextualised, and in the broadest sense social....The child is surrounded by language, but not in the form of grammars and dictionaries, or of randomly chosen words and sentences, or of undirected monologue. What he encounters is ‘text’ or language in use; sequences of language articulated each within itself and with the situation in which it occurs....The child’s awareness of language cannot be isolated from his awareness of language function, and this conceptual unity offers a useful vantage point from which language may be seen in a perspective that is educationally relevant. (Halliday, 1973: 20)
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