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Introduction 

Ronald Macaulay is a professor of linguistics at Pitzer College and has authored many books, his 

first being “Language, Social Class and Education” in 1977. His most recent 2006 publication, 

“The Social Art: Language and Its Uses (2nd edition)”, is comprised of 35 chapters that cover a 

variety of linguistic topics, including areas such as syntax, morphology, semantics, pragmatics, 

language acquisition, sociolinguistics, and language origins. It provides an introductory look at 

linguistics in language accessible to the general reader who may be unfamiliar with the field. 

Content 

The first edition of this book originated from Macaulay’s short work “Generally Speaking: How 

Children Learn Language” (now out of print), so it is not surprising that children’s language 

acquisition and use is emphasized throughout the text. Macaulay also indicates in his preface that 

he found little in the first edition that he wanted to update so most of the book is unchanged, an 

exception being the addition of chapters on theories of language development and the evolution 

of language (chapters 11 and 24). The second edition also includes a new Appendix that looks at 

some linguistic theoretical issues as influenced by Saussure, Bloomfield, and Chomsky. 

Following the Appendix, Macaulay provides a section of suggested reading for each chapter in 

the book, glossary of linguistic terminology covered in the text, chart of Phonetic Symbols for 

English, References, and an Index. 

Beginning with a chapter entitled “Give a Dog a Name”, Macaulay uses discussion of two 

cartoons about animals and their names to argue that humans tend to communicate with certain 

expectations about their language use that may not reflect reality. As Macaulay puts it, we expect 

other people “to understand what we have said in the way that we mean it”, “we probably attach 

more importance to words than is justified”, and “language is only part of the communication” 

(5). From this starting point, Macaulay presents a series of very short chapters (4-9 pages long) 

that cover a myriad of linguistic topics to unpack ideas of how humans acquire and use language 

in their daily lives and communicative acts. 



 

 

The main linguistic themes that are covered in this text include children’s language acquisition in 

chapters 2-4, syntax and morphology in chapters 5-8, semantics and pragmatics in chapters 9-10, 

theories of language development in chapter 11, language variation in chapter 12-14, orthography 

and literacy in chapter 15, sociolinguistic variation in chapters 16-18, discourse analysis in 

chapters 19-22, second language acquisition in chapter 23, the origin and evolution of language 

in chapter 24, language change and the history of various languages in the world in chapters 

25-28, psycholinguistics in chapter 29, pronouns and noun-classes in chapters 30-31, pidgins and 

creoles and language origins in chapter 32, literary criticism in chapter 33, and a further look at 

children’s language use in chapter 34. 

Chapter 35, the final chapter of the book, is entitled “Envoi: Confessio Amantis” and contains a 

brief auto-biography of Macaulay’s journey through learning new languages, career exploration, 

and eventual involvement in language research in his homeland of Scotland. He concludes “The 

Social Art” with an admonition that is fitting to a book that covers such a diversity of topics in a 

relatively short span: “…we may not know as much as we think. It is something to keep in mind 

when making any general statement about language” (194). 

Review 

This book is very useful as a brief introduction to topics related to language (both spoken and 

signed) and could be an excellent addition to an Introduction to Linguistics course, covering 

basic and frequently discussed linguistic terminology and theory in an accessible way for the 

general reader. Macaulay includes jokes, anecdotes, quotations, and many examples that help to 

clarify and make basic linguistic ideas interesting. Because it is written in short chapter segments, 

readers can pick up the book and read for brief amounts of time without getting bogged down by 

details or lost in long description. Many chapters can stand alone and be understood without 

requiring information from previous chapters. In addition, the reading suggestions and the 

glossary at the end of the book serve as a useful resource and guide to works that expand on the 

brief discussion provided in the text. 

I have three complaints with this book. First, the majority of examples that explain linguistic 

principles in the text are about English, with only a few related to other languages. Non Indo-

European languages are briefly addressed in a single chapter entitled “Languages of the World” 

but examples from these languages are mostly restricted to this chapter and not used to help 

explain other topics in the text. Because English examples are used to explain the theoretical 

discussions of topics such as syntax and phonetics, main points of each chapter may be difficult 

to grasp by readers who are not very familiar with the English language and its nuances. 

Second, I found the book to be poorly organized and some of the chapter titles to be too general 

to deduce what would be covered within. For example, chapter 31 is entitled “Gender”, which 

suggested that it may discuss how gender affects language use, but is actually about noun 

classes. A further complication is the way that the chapters are organized. For example, although 

syntax and morphology are discussed early in the book, pronouns and noun class systems are not 

addressed until chapters 30 and 31, and a series of sociolinguistic and language origin issues are 

sandwiched between. 



 

 

Finally, the title of the book is somewhat misleading. Although it purports to be a general text on 

language and its uses, a disproportionate time is spent on children’s acquisition and use of 

language, especially in the book’s first half, to not have that clearly stated in the title. With 

chapters no longer than nine pages in length, content areas in each linguistic topic that could be 

covered are not addressed because of the emphasis on children’s language use. 

Conclusion 

I recommend “The Social Art: Language and Its Uses (2nd edition)” to the new linguistics 

student or anyone interested in seeing if the study of language and its use may interest them. In 

particular, this book would be very good for those who are interested in children’s language use 

and acquisition and how this fits into the field of linguistics, especially in an English-speaking 

context. The strength of Macaulay’s text is his clear writing style that makes the world of 

linguistics accessible and interesting to a wide audience. 

 


