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Chapter 7: Grammar

1. Introduction to Grammar

Grammar is the structural framework that governs how words, phrases, and clauses are
organized to convey meaning in human language. It encompasses the principles and rules that
enable speakers to form coherent and meaningful sentences, allowing communication to function
systematically. According to Yule, grammar serves as the backbone of linguistic competence, as
it provides the means through which thoughts are expressed in an intelligible and socially
acceptable manner. It is not confined to the level of individual words but extends to the
hierarchical organization of linguistic units within a sentence. The study of grammar enables
linguists to understand how languages differ in structure yet share universal patterns of meaning
and expression. Moreover, grammar operates as both a cognitive and social tool, reflecting the
interaction between human thought and communication. Through grammatical systems,
language users generate infinite expressions from a finite set of rules, demonstrating the creative
nature of language. In essence, grammar is a rule-governed system that underlies all verbal
behavior and distinguishes meaningful speech from random word sequences.

2. Traditional Grammar

Traditional grammar represents one of the earliest systematic attempts to describe the
structure of language. Originating from the grammatical traditions of Latin and Greek, it
classifies words into distinct categories known as parts of speech, such as nouns, verbs,
adjectives, adverbs, pronouns, prepositions, conjunctions, and articles. Each category performs a
unique grammatical function within the sentence, contributing to meaning and coherence. For
instance, nouns denote people, places, or objects, while verbs express actions, events, or states of
being. Adjectives modify nouns by providing descriptive detail, and adverbs serve to qualify
verbs, adjectives, or other adverbs. Yule explains that this classification provides a framework
for analyzing how words relate to one another within sentence structure. Traditional grammar
also focuses on concepts such as tense, number, gender, agreement, and voice, which govern
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relationships among linguistic elements. Although prescriptive in nature, traditional grammar has
influenced modern language teaching and continues to provide essential terminology for
describing sentence structure. It emphasizes correctness and adherence to established forms
rather than linguistic variation or evolution.

3. Prescriptive vs. Descriptive Grammar

Yule draws a clear distinction between prescriptive and descriptive approaches to
grammar. Prescriptive grammar is concerned with setting rules for what speakers ought to say,
often reflecting the preferences of a particular social or educational group. For example,
traditional grammarians discourage certain usages such as ending sentences with prepositions or
splitting infinitives. In contrast, descriptive grammar seeks to document and explain how
speakers actually use language in real communicative situations, regardless of whether their
usage conforms to prescriptive norms. Descriptive linguistics recognizes that all varieties of a
language have consistent internal rules that govern their grammatical structure. Yule highlights
that linguists favor the descriptive approach because it reflects the natural and dynamic evolution
of language as a living system. The descriptive perspective also values linguistic diversity,
acknowledging regional and social variations as legitimate forms of expression. Therefore, while
prescriptive grammar is often normative and conservative, descriptive grammar is analytical,
inclusive, and empirical, providing a scientific understanding of how language truly functions.

4. Parts of Speech and Word Classes

In his discussion of word classes, Yule revisits the eight fundamental grammatical
categories that constitute the structure of sentences. These include nouns, verbs, adjectives,
adverbs, pronouns, prepositions, conjunctions, and articles. Each class is defined by both its
syntactic role (its position in a sentence) and its semantic function (its contribution to
meaning). Yule notes that a single word may shift from one class to another depending on its
grammatical context—for instance, work can function as a noun (“I have much work™) or as a
verb (“They work hard”). This flexibility demonstrates the dynamic nature of grammatical
categorization. Understanding word classes helps linguists analyze how words combine to form
larger grammatical units and how sentence meaning emerges from these combinations.
Moreover, the classification of words allows for comparison across languages, revealing both
similarities and differences in grammatical organization. Thus, recognizing the categories and
roles of words is central to comprehending how syntax and semantics interact in the production
of meaningful language.

5. Phrases and Sentence Structure

Grammar extends beyond individual words to examine how they group into phrases and
how these phrases combine to form sentences. A phrase functions as a single grammatical unit,
such as a noun phrase (the happy child) or a verb phrase (is running quickly). Yule emphasizes



that sentence structure, or syntax, governs how these elements are arranged to produce coherent
meaning. English generally follows a Subject-Verb—Object (SVO) word order, as in “She reads
books,” but other languages, such as Japanese or Arabic, may employ different syntactic patterns
like SOV or VSO. This variation highlights how grammatical rules are language-specific yet
universally constrained by human cognition. Sentence structure determines not only the
grammaticality of expressions but also the relationships between ideas within a discourse.
Understanding syntax enables linguists to explain why certain constructions sound natural while
others do not. Furthermore, phrase structure analysis provides the foundation for parsing,
translation, and computational models of language, linking grammar to both theoretical and
practical applications.

6. Grammatical Relations and Agreement

Yule explains that grammatical relations—such as subject, object, and predicate—
define the roles that words play within a sentence. These relations establish the logical
connections between sentence elements, clarifying who performs an action and who receives it.
In English, agreement is a central grammatical rule requiring that verbs correspond to their
subjects in number and person (e.g., He runs vs. They run). Grammar also encodes temporal and
aspectual distinctions through tense and aspect, which express when an event occurs and how it
unfolds over time. Another important category is voice, distinguishing between active and
passive constructions, where the subject either performs or receives the action. These
grammatical mechanisms provide precision and clarity in communication. Yule emphasizes that
such systems vary across languages but serve a universal function: to organize meaning and
maintain coherence in expression. Understanding these grammatical relations allows linguists to
analyze how syntactic form interacts with semantic interpretation, thereby deepening our
understanding of language as a rule-governed system.

7. Word Order and Typology

Word order refers to the sequence in which grammatical elements such as subjects, verbs,
and objects appear in a sentence. Yule identifies English as a Subject-Verb-Object (SVO)
language, while others—Ilike Japanese (SOV) or Arabic (VSO)—follow different dominant
patterns. These typological distinctions play a crucial role in shaping the grammatical and
communicative properties of each language. Word order affects not only sentence meaning but
also emphasis, focus, and pragmatic interpretation. For example, rearranging sentence elements
can change the informational structure or highlight different parts of a message. Linguistic
typology studies these cross-linguistic variations to identify universal patterns and constraints in
grammar. Yule notes that while word order tends to be stable within a language, it can also
exhibit flexibility, especially in languages with rich morphological systems. Understanding word
order typology allows linguists to compare grammatical structures across languages, revealing
the diversity and universality of human linguistic capability. It demonstrates how languages
employ different syntactic strategies to achieve similar communicative goals.



8. Why Grammar Matters

Yule argues that grammar plays an essential role in shaping meaning, clarity, and stylistic
effectiveness in language. It governs the logical relationships between words and phrases,
ensuring that communication is precise and comprehensible. Without grammatical structure,
language would lack coherence and fail to convey intended meanings. Grammar also serves as a
foundation for language learning and teaching, as it helps learners understand how sentences are
formed and why certain patterns are more acceptable than others. Moreover, grammatical
knowledge enhances literacy, writing, and comprehension skills. Yule emphasizes that grammar
reflects both the cognitive processes of the mind and the social conventions of speech
communities. It enables speakers to produce novel expressions, demonstrating the creativity
inherent in language use. Understanding grammar also fosters cross-linguistic awareness, helping
learners recognize structural similarities and differences among languages. Ultimately, grammar
matters because it links form and meaning, providing the essential framework through which
human communication becomes possible.

9. Grammar and Acceptability

In distinguishing between grammaticality and acceptability, Yule points out that a
sentence may be grammatically well-formed yet socially or semantically inappropriate. For
example, “The table laughed” is grammatically correct but nonsensical because it violates
semantic expectations. Conversely, informal or nonstandard sentences such as “Me and him went
there” may be ungrammatical according to prescriptive norms but remain acceptable in everyday
communication. This distinction reveals that grammar interacts with pragmatics, meaning, and
social context. Acceptability depends on factors such as region, register, and speaker identity.
Yule argues that linguistic analysis must consider both grammatical correctness and social usage
to capture the full complexity of language. Language is not a fixed code but a flexible system
that adapts to communicative needs. Therefore, studying acceptability expands the understanding
of grammar beyond formal rules, highlighting how real speakers balance structure, meaning, and
social appropriateness in actual discourse situations.

10. Conclusion

In conclusion, Yule presents grammar as a dynamic and integral component of linguistic
knowledge that governs how meaning is structured and conveyed. Grammar is not a static
collection of prescriptive rules but a living system that reflects the creativity and adaptability of
human communication. It encompasses both form and function, linking the abstract structures of
language with their practical use in context. Through the study of grammar, linguists uncover the
universal principles that underlie all human languages and explore the variations that give each
language its unique identity. Yule’s discussion underscores that grammar is essential not only for
linguistic description but also for understanding cognition, communication, and culture. By
mastering grammar, speakers gain the ability to express complex ideas clearly and effectively.



Ultimately, grammar represents the bridge between thought and language, illuminating the
systematic yet flexible nature of human linguistic expression.



