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Bruce Biggs

The distinctively American approach to linguistics has
developed from the study of unfamiliar spoken languages. It is, in
part, the outcome of problems raised by such study. Although most
linguistic work being done in America today is descriptive and syn-
chronic therc arc intercsting marginal fields of research, involving
gcholars from othor ficlds, and a good dcal of co-oporation betwecon
linguists, mathcmaticians, psychologists, communications enginecors

and so on.

In articulatory phonctics K.L. Pike's work has provided
for descriptions of sounds not allowed for in such systems of des-
cription as, for instancc, tho Intcrnational Phonctic Alphabet.
Since 1943 tho prospects for acoustic, rather than articulatory
doscriptions of specch sounds, arc much cnhanced by tho dovelopmonts
in acoustic physics, and communications engincoring. Linguists aro
using such instrumcnts as thc sound spectrograph to decide tho
distinctive sound fcaturcs crucial to phoncmic differentiation in
spiCific languages.

Rescarch into machine translation is fostercd by govern-
ment funds, and thcre socms to bo no rcason to doubt the ultimate
success of rcscarch in this ficld. This success howover is dopendont
upon complctc doscriptions, bascd on formal fcaturcs, for languages

concornocd.

The intorrclationships betweon language and culturc are
tho subject of currcnt co-oporation botween linguists and psychologists
and anthropologists, Much of thc intercst in such rescarch has boon
arousod by B.L. Whorf's provocative thesis that the structure of the
language onc uscs influenccs onc's perccption and undeorstanding of tho

roal world.

In tho ficld of historical and comparativo linguistics
Morris Swadosh has propounded the theory that certain arcas of vocab-
ulary, known as the basic vocabulary, tcnd to changc at o slow and
fairly uniform ratc for all languages, at all times. This has in-
terostod the culturc historians and anthropologists and they rather
than straight linguists have shown tho groatest intercst. Polynosian
languagos and othor branches of Malayo-Polynesian arc being studicd
from this point of view. Again, howover, succossful research will
depend upon adequate sourco matorial to be provided in most cases by

doscriptive linguists.
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In spite of this apparont divorsity thoro is a common arca
of theory and principlo from which most Amorican linguists work. Tho
Ancricanist socus linguistics as dividod fairly cloarly into two main
branches, tho doscriptive and synchronic, and tho historical. They
arc couplemcntary, not antagonistic fiolds, but tho methodological
importanco of disvinguishing botweon thom is gcnerally recognisod.

The formal, rathor than the semantic critorion for dis-
tinguishing categorics in languago is tho cardinal principlo of modern
linguistics. At loast as funuamental is the roecognition that object-
ively difforont sounds may bo linguistically thc same—this is tho
phonemic principlo.

Racent dovolopments suggest that distinctive foaturcs,
rethor than tho bundles of sound wo call phonomos, urc crucial in tho
linguistic codos of all languages. If this is so it is probable that
all languages are claboratc codcs built up from fowor than twonty

difforont signnls.

In analysing & language tho descriptivist usually dis-
tinguishes cleoarly betwoen soveral leovels of analysis, almost always
betwoon phonomics (the significant sounds), and morphemics (tho smallcst
moaningful scquonce of phonomos; and their arrangoments in somo such
unit as tho word;)and usually botwoon morphemics ané syntax (the
arrangemonts of worcds within largor units?

Tho techniquos and principles of phonomics may fairly claim
to be sciontific, in that tho rosults obtaincd by “hem aro.susccptiblo
to tosting, and in that differont linguists will come up with eanalysos
which arc comparable, if not idontical. Morphomi9s is loss wgll dov=-
oloped, but a groat amount of work has boen dono with in?orostlng
rosults, in the past thirty yoars. E3pocial}y intercsting is tho work
of C.F. Voogolin and his studonts who, following an carlicr model sot
by tho anthropologist and linguist Franz Boas, oxpross morphological
arrengonont as quasi-mathematical formulac.  Thoe problom of gyntactioal
statomeonts hus not boon solved, and many linguists at this point will

abandon formal for somantic critoria.
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