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Introduction to the theory of grammar

1. Grammar as  part of language and a linguistic discipline

2. Language and speech. 
3. Parts of grammar. Paradigmatic and syntagmatic relations of grammatical units.
1.Grammar as  part of language and a linguistic discipline


Human beings have probably been speaking for as long as we have existed. They have been using their  language as a means of communication. The language fulfills the functions of forming, storing and exchanging ideas as reflections of reality. Being inseparably connected with the people who create and use it, language is social and psychological by nature.

 Language must be expressed through a medium. A primary medium is one in which a mother tongue can be acquired. This is speech. The second medium is writing in which a spoken language is converted into permanent marks on paper or another solid surface.  But no language can be written down until its speakers have first analyzed it.

It was only around 3 thousand years ago that anybody began to be curious about language and started examining it. This happened independently in 2 places: in ancient India (Panini – 5th century B.C.) and among Ancient Greeks (Aristotle (384-322 B.C.)). Though an Indian tradition was much more sophisticated of the two, it was the Greeks who founded the European tradition. After the Roman conquest of Greece in the mid-second century BC, Roman scholars began to apply the same analysis of the language to Latin. When Europeans finally began to be interested in writing descriptions of their own languages in the 14th and 15th  centuries, they mostly tried to impose the description of Latin onto their own languages. Since those times scientists have been writing descriptions of their own languages. 

We may observe that the structure of any language is highly organized. Practically speaking, the facts of any language are too complex to be handled without arranging them into a system. 

Language is a functional whole and all its parts are fully describable only in terms of their relationship to the whole. 

This is the way every spoken language is built up: a small number of meaningless phonemes can be combined into meaningful sequences (words). The word is the smallest naming unit. Several words may form the sentence, which is the smallest unit of communication. The phoneme, the morpheme, the word and the sentence are units of different levels of language structure. They are studied by the corresponding linguistic disciplines: phonology, lexicology and grammar. It is due precisely to them that language is able to give material linguistic form to human thoughts. The above-mentioned three levels of study should not be thought of as isolated from each other. 

We will concentrate on the system of grammar and on its manifestation in speech where of course it can never appear isolated from phonology and lexicology and in many cases it is based on the knowledge you received studying the above-mentioned disciplines.

Grammar as a linguistic discipline may be practical or theoretical (scientific).
Practical grammar, whose subject matter is the organization of words into various combinations, presents a set of rules of combining words into utterances, of modifying the forms of the words for particular purposes and for interpreting the results. Every language has a lot of grammar. There is no language with little or no grammar at all. But the rules of grammar differ from language to language. Thus, we may say that Grammar belongs to language. 

Theoretical grammar gives a scientific explanation to the nature and peculiarities of the grammatical system of the language. To achieve this aim it is necessary to scientifically analyze and define its categories and study the mechanisms of grammatical formation of utterances in the process of speech production.  The main purpose of taking the course of Theoretic Grammar by the students is to introduce them to the many linguistic problems connected with grammatical structures and to the modern methods applied in dealing with them. In some cases the views of scholars on this or that problem appear to be so far apart as to be hardly reconcilable. The task of the student will be to consider the main arguments of various views, to weigh each of them, and to find out the most convincing way of solving the particular problem involved. 
The aims of the course  are: 
· to arm students with theoretical knowledge which will stimulate their active approach to the understanding  of complex grammar phenomena;
·  to enable students to clearly understand specific linguistic literature;
· to prepare them for carrying out their own research. 
As a result the student is meant to acquire the ability to form his own ideas on this or that question.

3 Language and speech

The distinction between language and speech was first introduced by I.A.  Beaudoin de Courtenay (the end of 19th c.)  and  Ferdinand de Saussure  in his book on general linguistics at the beginning of the 20th c..  It has become the cornerstone   of modern linguistics as far as the subject of linguistics is concerned.            

Language and speech are inseparable, they form an organic unity. In other words, any material for analysis which we have in written or  in oral form is always a product of speech, namely, something pronounced or written by some  person. Thus, in stating that English nouns have a distinction of two numbers, singular and plural, and that there are several ways of expressing the category of plural number in nouns, we are stating facts of language, that is, elements of that system on which a speaker or writer of English has to draw.
Language is the system (phonological, lexical and grammatical) that lies at the base of all speaking. It is the source  which every speaker has to draw upon  if he wants to  be understood correctly by other speakers of the language.


Speech, on the other hand, is the  manifestation of language, or its use  by various speakers and writers of the given language. 
The system of language includes the body of material units - sounds, morphemes, words, word-groups, and a set of regularities or "rules" of the use of these units. Speech comprises both the act of producing utterances and the utterances themselves, i.e. the text made up of lingual units of various status. Language in the narrow sense of the word is a system of means of expression, while speech is a manifestation of the system of language in the process of communication.

There is no other way for a scholar to get at language than through its manifestation in speech. At the same time, any utterance, pronounced by the speaker, is the result of organizing words taken from the language word stock, according to a pattern drawn from  its grammatical system. Thus, the task of a scholar is to analyze the speech facts which are at his disposal  in such a manner as to get through them to the underlying language system, without which they could not have been pronounced.


3 Parts of grammar.  Paradigmatic and syntagmatic relations of grammatical units

Traditionally, the main units of grammar are considered the word and the sentence. A word may be divided into morphemes, it fulfils a nominative function. A sentence may be divided into word groups (phrases, word-combinations). The sentence fulfils the functions of nomination and predication (communication). To these we can add the text as the highest unit which is comprised by sentences and it fulfils four main functions: the functions of nomination, communication (predication), topicalization, and stylization. 

 A morpheme, a word, a phrase, a sentence and a text are units of different levels of grammatical structure. 

Grammar consists of two parts: morphology and syntax. The usual definition of morphology is this: Morphology is the part of grammar which deals with the forms of words.  As for the usual definition of syntax, it may be said to be this: Syntax is the part of grammar which studies phrases and sentences. Though the difference and the boundary between morphology and syntax seem obvious enough, the facts in a given language sometimes prove to be of some difficulty. Let us consider a few cases of this kind in Modern English.

These definitions are based on the assumption that we can clearly distinguish between words and phrases. This, however, is far from being the case. Usually the distinction, indeed, is quite evident. E. g. In the sentence 

I’ll never remember the girl-I-saw-yesterday’s smile.  
“girl-I-saw-yesterday’s” and “has been found” looks like a phrase since it consists of three words and thus it would seem to fall under syntax, but it is also a form of the verb find and thus it would seem to fall under morphology. 

Of course many more examples might be given of a phrase being at the same time a form of a word. It is obvious that we have here a kind of overlapping of syntax and morphology. 

The problem becomes more complicated still if we take into account such formations as has been often found, where one word (often) comes to stand between two elements of the form of an​other word (find). Such formations will have to be considered both under morphology and under syntax.

There is also another way of approach to the problem of distin​guishing between morphology and syntax. According to a modern view, the relation between morphology and syntax is not so simple as had been generally assumed.  To understand it, it is necessary to consider the question of paradigmatic and syntagmatic relations.

  Grammatical units have two types of relations: paradigmatic and syntagmatic. Syntagmatic relations appear in speech. Syntagmatic relations are immediate linear relations between units in a segmental sequence (string). They are relations in the utterance. One of the basic notions in the syntagmatic analysis is the notion of syntactic syntagma. A “syntactic syntagma” is the combination of 2 words or word-groups one of which is modified by the other. 

Syntagmatic relations are opposed to paradigmatic relation. They exist between elements of the language system outside the strings in which they co-occur. These relations find their expression in the fact that each language unit is included in a set of series of connections based on different formal and functional properties. 

 Let us take as an example the sentence 

Could you take me in to town? (GALSWORTHY)

The word take which is used in this sentence can be considered from two different viewpoints. On the one hand, we can consider it in its surroundings in the sentence, namely in its connection with the word you, which de​notes the doer of the action, with the word me, which denotes the object of the action, etc. This would be analysing the syntagmatic connections of the word take.


On the other hand, we can consider take as part of a system including also the forms takes, taking, took, taken; we can observe that this system is analogous, both in sound alternation and in meanings, to the system forsake, forsakes, forsaking, forsook, for​saken, and, in a wider perspective, to the system write, writes, writing, wrote, written; sing, sings, singing, sang, sung, etc., and in a wider perspective still, to the system live, lives, living, lived; stop, stops, stopping, stopped, etc. This would be analyzing the paradigmatic connections of take, and this gradually opens up a broad view into the morphological system of the language. 

So we may say that Morphology studies the paradigmatic relations of words and sentences, while Syntax studies the syntagmatic relations of words and  sentences.

In this view, we ought to distinguish between two angles of research:

1  a) paradigmatic morphology,  b) syntagmatic morphology

2  a) paradigmatic syntax, b) syntagmatic syntax

According to this view, whenever we talk of parts of speech (substantives, adjectives, etc.), we remain within the sphere of morphology. Thus the statement that “an adjective is used to modify a substantive”, or that “an adverb is used to modify a verb”, is a statement of syntagmatic morphology. Syntax should have nothing to do with parts of speech: it should only operate with parts of sentence (subject, predicate, etc.).

Of these four items, the first and the last require no special explanation. Paradigmatic morphology is what we used to call mor​phology, and syntagmatic syntax is what we used to call syntax. The two other items, however, do require some special comment. Syntagmatic morphology is the study of phrases: "substan​tive + substantive", "adjective + substantive", "verb + substan​tive", "verb + adverb", etc.

Paradigmatic syntax, on the other hand, has to deal with such phenomena as variations (forms) of one and the same sen​tence (the sentence paradigm): 

My friend has come. 
My friend has not come.


Has my friend come? My friend will come.


My friend will not come. Will my friend come?

