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and psycholinguistics devoted to the study of meaning. Finally, for the conversation to 
work, there must be some flow or give-and-take. Listeners must pay attention and make 
certain assumptions, and speakers must craft their contributions in ways that will make 
listeners’ job feasible. This aspect of language, pragmatics, will conclude our discussion 
of the structure of language. Keep in mind throughout that although the various aspects 
of language will be discussed separately, in actual conversation they must work together.

We will repeatedly encounter the idea of different linguistic rules (such as phonological 
rules and syntactic rules) in this section. These rules make up the grammar of the lan-
guage and, taken together, define the way a language works. It is important to note that 
linguists and psychologists use the term grammar in a very restricted sense, meaning 
“the set of rules for a language.” In particular, grammatical in this context has nothing to 
do with the “rules” of “good English” such as “Don’t use ain’t” and “Use end punctua-
tion at the end of a complete statement.” To a linguist or a psycholinguist, the sentence 
“I ain’t going to happily do it” is perfectly meaningful and “legal”—that is, it follows 
the “rules” of English that native speakers observe—and is therefore grammatical. (You 
understand it perfectly well, right?) Here grammar refers not to polite ways of speaking 
but rather to ways of speaking that form intelligible phrases or utterances recognizable 
as examples of language that a native speaker of the language might produce.

Linguists and psychologists distinguish between people’s explicit and implicit knowl-
edge of linguistic rules. It is doubtful, for instance, that most of us could state with 
precision or accuracy just what the rules for English syntax are. (If it were easy, many 
linguists would be out of a job!) Still, most of us can easily and almost immediately 
detect violations of the rules—for example, syntactically ill-formed sentences such as 
“Ran the dog street down cat after yellow the very the.” Moreover, not only would we 
recognize the example as ungrammatical, but we would also never produce such gross 
violations (although we frequently produce sentences with minor grammatical viola-
tions). Our knowledge of the rules therefore is not explicit (we cannot articulate what 
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 Figure 10.1: An analysis of a simple English sentence. As this example shows, verbal 
language has a hierarchical structure. At the base of the hierarchy are the phonemes, which 
are units of vocal sound that do not, in themselves, have meaning. The smallest units of 
meaning in a language are morphemes, which include not only root words but also such 
meaning-carrying units as the past-tense suffix -ed and the plural -s. Complex rules of syntax 
govern how the words constructed from morphemes may be combined into phrases and 
phrases may be combined into meaningful statements, or sentences.


