LECTURE 2

THE  ENGLISH  WORD

Outline:

Word as the basic unit of the language

Criteria of defining a word

Review of different definitions of the word

Word as the basic unit of the language. Lexicology studies various lexical units: morphemes, words, variable word-groups and phraseological units. The units of the vocabulary or lexical units are two-faced elements possessing form and meaning.

Uniting meaning and form, word is composed of one or more morphemes, each consisting of one or more spoken sounds or their written representation. Morphemes are also meaningful units but they cannot be used independently, they are always parts of words whereas words can be used as a complete utterance (e. g. Listen!). The combinations of morphemes within words are subject to certain linking conditions. When a derivational affix is added a new word is formed, thus, listen and listener are different words. In fulfilling different grammatical functions words may take functional affixes: listen and listened are different forms of the same word. Different forms of the same word can be also built analytically with the help of auxiliaries. E.g.: The world should listen then as I am listening now (Shelley).
So, we proceed from the assumption that the word is the basic unit of language system, the largest on the morphologic and the smallest on the syntactic plane of linguistic analysis. The word is a structural and semantic entity within the language system.

It should be pointed out that there is another approach to the concept of the basic language unit. The criticism of this viewpoint cannot be discussed within the framework of the present study. Suffice it to say that here we consistently proceed from the concept of the word as the basic unit in all the branches of Lexicology. Both words and phraseological units are names for things, namely the names of actions, objects, qualities, etc. Unlike words proper, however, phraseological units are word-groups consisting of two or more words whose combination is integrated as a unit with a specialised meaning of the whole. To illustrate, the lexical or to be more exact the vocabulary units tattle, wall, taxiare words denoting various objects of the outer world; the vocabulary units black frost, red tape, a skeleton in the cupboard are phraseological units: each is a word-group with a specialised meaning of the whole, namely black frostis ‘frost without snow or rime’, red tapedenotes bureaucratic methods, a skeleton in the cupboardrefers to a fact of which a family is ashamed and which it tries to hide.
It is very difficult to make a universal definition of the term “word”, applicable to all languages. A convenient dictionary definition of a word is “the smallest unit of speech that has meaning when taken by itself”. Yet it is not entirely clear. In dictionaries you will find that there are different units given in an alphabetical order like, for instance, “to”, “by”, “in spite of” etc.

All this leads to the fact that the word as the main linguistic unit of lexicology still attracts much attention of different linguists. For the sake of simplicity, the word is assumed to exist objectively as a separate and definitely formed linguistic unit which takes in as much or as little of the conceptual material of the whole thought as the unit of the language cares to allow. 

Functionally the word is the potential minimum of the sentence capable of being directly corresponding to a thing meant as a reverberation of a given segment of objective reality. If it is as simple as that, it will be useful to define the word as a linguistic sign. A sign in general is any observed phenomenon which points to another, as when we say that clouds are a sign that rain is coming or a red light at a traffic crossing is a sign that a driver will get into trouble if he moves his car in the direction thus marked. So a sign signifies some thing, object or phenomenon, etc. The words denote them, give names. But we may wonder from time to time how the decision is made about the identification of words as units and the drawing of boundaries between these units. 

English is particularly interesting in this respect. The factors are so numerous, and our knowledge as yet so limited, that we cannot risk generalizations with regard to such matters. Anyone can see that the word “nevertheless” is made up of three units which also exist independently in the language, namely never-the-less. In this case we observe a process of grouping separate, still readily. Others are less obvious. In the English word “together”, for instance, the first element “to” – is easily recognized as identical with the “to” – in the word “today” or in the phrase “run to cover”. But the second element, namely “gether” is not as easily recognized as a variant of the familiar word “gather”, which it is.

But there may also be elements in words, though often recurrent and therefore recognizable as individual units in the vocabulary of the English language, having definable functions attached to them, nevertheless are not to be found in independent positions. Thus  the negative prefix “un” can never appear alone. It is always attached to another element to form a linguistic unity; and here we can speak of the separation of free forms from those that are bound to others.  

Free forms may appear by themselves in various positions. They represent relatively independent elements, while bound forms on the other hand appear only in conjunction with others. In English the proportion of free forms is relatively high, that of bound forms relatively low. Of course the borderline between free and bound forms is not very rigid. Bound forms are associated with and in a sense subordinate to others. They havebecome traditionally classified under three categories: prefixes, suffixes and infixes,depending on whether they appear before, after or in the midst of others. This does notmean, however, that a form bound in one context may not be free in another, nor that thecentral form is always itself free. Some prefixes may function as free forms. For instancethe word "outgoing" is divisible into two units, namely "out" and "going" and both, of them may function as free forms.

In other words, bound forms (prefixes, infixes and suffixes) cluster about a central one which is commonly called the root of the word. Sometimes it is easily recognizable as potentially free form. Thus the word "inflame", when stripped of its prefix, gives the independent form flame; but the related word "inflammable", when deprived of both prefix "in" and suffix "able" gives an element -"flamm" - which does not exist independently. It is always bound. Yet it is sufficiently similar to "flame" to show a clear linguistic kinship. Such problems are not very numerous, but they mean that it is really a very difficult matter indeed to develop a notion of "word".

2. Criteria of defining a word. The views of words as"units of sense" provide one suggestion, but this does not help very much, as there aremany units of sense which consist of more than one word ("spick and span", "to beat about the bush", etc.). However, a number of formal criteria can be suggested. In writing, for instance, a word is something which has a space on either side. But in speech, there is no exact equivalent of this; we do not pause after every word when we speak. Then one such criterion in writing is leaving a space and in oral speech it is a potential pause which often coincides with the spaces in writing.

Another criterion is that words are the smallest units in a language that can be usedalone as a sentence. We can say "Go". "Here". "Men". We cannot use the bits of words assentences, as with "un -","- ize","- ing".

Yet another criterion for word identification is in terms of "minimal unit of positional mobility" - which is simply a precise way of saying that the word is the smallest unit which can be moved from one position to another in a sentence - bits of words cannot be so moved.

A more reliable way of trying to "get at" words is to view them as units which have fixed internal structure. Technically this characteristic is often referred to as "internal stability". If we want to insert fresh information into a sentence, then it is between the words that this information goes and not within them. Words interrupt; they are not interruptable.

Another technique may be helpful in identifying separate words in a language, namely the use of formulas of speech or frame sentences. The learner may say “This is a ..." followed by various free forms such as pen, book, house, etc. and if he is understood he will assume that he has in each case employed a recognizable word of the language.

Descriptivists did not seek to distinguished, consistently and conclusively, between language and speech, “running” words and their emic counterparts, lemmatization and on-to-one analysis of ultimate syntactic units, etc. Russian linguists who were involved into prodigious lexicographic activity approached the “problem of the word” in a different way. I was proved that to a greater or less degree, all lexical units possess the qualities of both “separability” and “separateness”, i.e. the word differs from the morpheme, on the one hand, and the word-combination, on the other, and can be singled out in the flow of speech as an independent unit.

It is dear from all that has been said that the problem of the definition of the word offers many problems for future investigation. It may be said, in fact, that we have just made a beginning in the study of this fascinating field of linguistic research though we have tried to point out some existing but rather formal criteria of the word, namely - the phonetic criterion (pause, accent, intonation), the acoustic identity of the word, the criteria of separability, replaceability and displaceability, the semantic criterion, the criterion of isolatedness and reproducibility.

One more problem that is connected with the problem of the definition of the word is the existence of homonymous forms. In this case it is difficult to say whether it is one word or different words. As an example let’s take a sentence "Of all the saws I ever saw I never saw a saw as that saw saws" - Сколькояневиделкакпилятпилы, яникогданевидел, чтобыпилапилилатак, какпилитэтапила. Here we deal with two different words: the noun "saw" and the verb "saw”, because they have two different paradigms. Paradigm is an example of a conjugation or declention showing a word in all its inflexional forms. In other words it is the system of the grammatical forms of a word. It means that though they are identical in sound and spelling, they are different in meaning, distribution (usage) and origin (beginning). The same can be said about the unit "fast" in two word combinations: 1. To stand fast - стоятьнеподвижно and 2. to run fast - бежатьбыстро.

3. Review of different definitions of the word. The word has always been a sort of focus for the problems of phonology, morphology, syntax and lexicology as it has a sound form because it is a certain arrangement of phonemes, it has its morphological structure being also a certain arrangement of morphemes, when used in actual speech, it may occur in different word forms, different syntactic functions and signal various meanings. But not all words seem to have the same kind of meaning. A very familiar distinction is that made by the English grammarian Henry Sweet ("A New English Grammar, Logical and Historical.” Oxford, 1940) between "full" words and "form" words. Examples of full words are tree, sing, blue, gently and of form words it, the, of, and. Only full words seem to have meaning of the kind we are interested in. The form words seem to belong to grammar. They can still be said to have meaning, but meaning of a grammatical kind.

Thomas Hobbes, one of the great English philosophers, revealed a materialistic approach to the problem of nomination when he wrote that words are not mere sounds but names of matter. Three centuries later the great Russian physiologist I.P. Pavlov examined the word in connection with his studies of the second signal system, and defined it as a universal signal that can substitute any other signal from the environment in evoking a response in a human organism. One of the latest developments of science and engineering is machine translation. It also deals with words and requires a rigorous definition for them. It runs as follows: a word is a sequence of graphemes which can occur between spaces, or the representation of such a sequence on morphemic level.
A purely semantic treatment will be found in S.Ullmann’s explanation: with him connected discourse, if analysed from the semantic point of view, “will fall into a certain number of meaningful segments which are ultimately composed of meaningful units. These meaningful units are called words.”

Within the scope of linguistics the word has been defined syntactically, semantically, phonologically and by combining various approaches.
It has been syntactically defined for instance as “the minimum sentence” by H. Sweet and much later by L. Bloomfield as “a minimum free form”. This last definition, although structural in orientation, may be said to be, to a certain degree, equivalent to Sweet’s, as practically it amounts to the same thing: free forms are later defined as “forms which occur as sentences”.
E. Sapir takes into consideration the syntactic and semantic aspects when he calls the word“one of the smallest completely satisfying bits of isolated ‘meaning’, into which the sentence resolves itself”. 
The semantic-phonological approach may be illustrated by A.H. Gardiner’s definition: “A wordis an articulate sound-symbol in its aspect of denoting something which is spoken about."
The eminent French linguist A. Meillet combines the semantic, phonological and grammatical criteria and advances a formula which underlies many subsequent definitions: “A wordis defined by the association of a particular meaning with a particular group of sounds capable of a particular grammatical employment."
S. Potter, who writes that “unlike a phoneme or a syllable, a word is not a linguistic unit at all."3 He calls it a conventional and arbitrary segment of utterance, and finally adopts the already mentioned definition of L. Bloomfield.

Thus the word is one of the fundamental units of language. It is a dialectical unity of form and content. Its content or meaning is not identical in notion, but it may reflect human notions and in this sense may be considered as the form of their existence. Notions fixed in the meaning of words are formed as generalized and approximately correct reflections of reality, therefore in signifying them words reflect reality in their content. The acoustic aspect of the word serves to name the objects of reality, not to reflect them. In this sense the word may be regarded as a sign. This sign, however, is not arbitrary, but motivated by the whole process of its development. That is to say, when a word first comes into existence it is always built out of the elements already existing in the language and according to the existing patterns, otherwise it cannot be understood and will be useless in the process of communication. So the word is the basic unit of language which directly corresponds to the object of thought (referent) and which is a generalized reverberation of a certain "slice", "piece" of objective reality (concept) - and by immediately referring to it names the thing meant.
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