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LANGUAGE IN ITS SOCIAL CONTEXT 

Tamme and Elizabeth Wittermans 

The Master said: ‘‘What is the good of being ready with the 
tongue? They, who meet men with smartnesses of speech, 
for the most part procure themselves hatred.’’ (The Analects 
of Confucius, trans. J. Legge) 

1. VARIOUS APPROACHES TO LANGUAGE 

Interest in language is nota recent development, as shown bv the oldest 
grammar we know, the one written by Paninic.a. 300 B.C., in which he ana- 

lvses the speech sounds of Sanskrit and its grammatical structure. In the 
course of time the phenomenon of language has puzzled and attracted people’s 

minds in so many different ways that it will be possible to mention only a few 
here, 

Interest in the numerous languages of the world has led to the scientif- 
ic study of linguistic phenomena, particularly in their morphological aspects. 
This has given rise to two main types of classification--a structural type, 

based on the relative degree of synthesis of the words and the way in which 
various parts ofa word are attachedto it, and a genetic type of classification. 

The genetic classification is based oncomparative studies with regard 
to phonetic and structural changes. Through a careful study of phonetic 
changes and changes invocabulary, atheoretical reconstruction may be made 
of the original language from which the present existing languages have 
stemmed, or (since the interest in the origin of languages has faded) of the 
distribution of languages and dialects. These studies may also prove a 
valuable aid in studying the patterns of population changes. 

Such studies necessitate thorough investigation not only ofthe phonetic 
or sound elements but also of the phonemes or functionally significant units 

which make up a language pattern. Apart from this scientific use, the study 
of speech sounds has its practical application inthe field of language teaching. 

The psychologists have studied language from a different angle. Their 
contribution lies in the psychology of communication. Generally this field 
ranges from the mechanical aspects (phonetics, perception of speech) to the 
socio-psychological patterns of communication and barriers to communica- 
tion, learning habits, and distortion of testimony or of rumor. 

For many the study of language means the only key to the world of lit- 
erature. They struggle valiantly to master speech sounds, grammatical 
rules, idiom and vocabulary, but their ultimate aim is to enjoy the literary 
efforts of others or to express themselves in that way. 

The various aspects of language are all interrelated. Therefore the 
special approaches should not be seen as separate fields of study, but rather 
as a specific emphasis. The sociological emphasisis on language as part of 
a social system. The quotation from Confucius at the head of this article 
aptly illustrates the point that language may be regarded not only as a tool 
but as social action calling forth counter-action. 

In the subsequent paragraphs we shall discuss this approach more in 
detail. 
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2. COMMUNICATION 

The communicative aspect of language has impressed various authors 

and indeed for many people the social aspects of language are predominantly 
contained in those of communication between individuals or groups. Such 
a statement however has to be qualified, for obviously communication 
is possible without the use of language while language may be used for other 
reasons than direct communication. There is in fact at present a tendency 
to over-estimate the communicative aspect at the cost of a more inclusive 

approach to language. 

At the same time the concept of communication has been narrowed 

down to its practical component of transfer and exchange of information 
and ideas. Thus language, and more particularly speech, is often popularly 
thought of as a kind of magic, hard to achieve but worth striving for in 
a perfectionistic manner, for the more refined the tool the better the com- 

munication. This however is only part of the picture. Preceding the 

concept of communication is the approach to language as an abstraction 

from the social situation, in other wordsasa system of significant symbols, 
referring to a social context. 

The manipulation of these symbols makes out the main body of social 
activities. Language then is in the first place social action. It is as 
a form of behavior, viz. symbolic behavior that (it) arouses the interest 
of social scientists. This approach is a natural concomitant of the devel- 

opment of the social sciences, in the same way that in earlier times the 
main interest in language was centered around the origin of languages or 
the question of whether language was divine or rational in character. The 

modern social scientist, studying language as social action, may distinguish 
more than one type of communication: 

(1) the direct external type of communication in whicha message 

is communicated from one individual to one or more others; 

(2) a more indirect or diffuse external type in which communica- 

tion takes place regardless of the message communicated; 

(3) the internal type viz. the communication taking place between 
an individual and himself. 

External Communication 

In Mead’s terms, gestures (including language or vocal gesture) 
‘‘become significant symbols when they implicitly arouse in an individual 
making them the same responses which they explicitly arouse or are supposed 

to arouse in other individuals.’’ (Mead, p. 47)1 In this threefold relation- 

ship between (1) social situation, which serves as a referent, (2) symbols 

used by the speaker, and (3) response ofthe hearer, there are various levels 

of abstraction. 

Thus a man pointing to a steaming dish of food may remark to someone 
else that it is hot. The hearer observing the same visual signs and hearing 
the remark will agree. The interpretation is based on the recurrence of a 
similar social situation or a whole series of similar situations in the past. 

lAll references in the text are to items in the Master Biblio- 

graphy, as explained in the Foreword. 
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