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Abstract 
The debate about whether linguistics is a science or arts has lasted for quite 
long time. We argue that the interdisciplinary nature of linguistics is an appro-
priate answer based on the exploration of the study scopes of major branches in 
linguistics, such as computational linguistics, psycholinguistics, second lan-
guage acquisition, social linguistics etc. Besides, the analysis of research me-
thods used by major linguists also proof our argument. In the end, we con-
clude that the interdisciplinary nature of linguistics is more suitable. 
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1. Introduction 

In the history of linguistics, there has always been a debate about the nature of 
linguistics as a science or an arts discipline, such as in Koster (2006) and Sealey 
& Carter (2004). This debate is still inconclusive due to the intricate and inclu-
sive research domains from phonetics to phonology, morphology to semantics, 
syntax to pragmatics, social linguistics to computational linguistics. The cause is 
mainly due to the overlapping fields linguistic questions involved (Linguistic So-
ciety of America). However, it is crucial to shed light on this issue since the es-
sence of a discipline determines the research domain, define the boundaries, in-
fluence the choice of methodology and differentiate it from other subjects. 
Therefore, this paper explores the core attributes of linguistics to clarify the 
doubts about its classification from the traditional dichotomy of science and 
arts. To effectively resolve this dispute, we can find answers in exploring the re-
search topics and methods for major branches of linguistic studies. It is quite 
possible to reach a conclusion that linguistics is a combination of science and 
arts subject, with obvious interdisciplinary characteristics. 
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2. The Scientific Features of Linguistic Branches 

Linguistics displays scientific features mainly in the following research fields, 
such as, computational linguistics, psycholinguistics and syntax (to name a few 
as examples). In these fields, the researchers follow the scientific paradigm of 
putting forward hypotheses, collecting data to justify or falsify the hypotheses 
and then reaching the conclusions. This is undeniably the typical procedures of 
solving an inquiry in most of the science subjects. The scientific essence of lin-
guistics can also find its’ evidence in the 19th century when linguist August 
Schleicher (Andersen & Bache, 1976) associated language with living organism 
and applied the evolutionary theory to the explanation of language development. 
Although this theory was latter challenged by Wallace (Wallace, 1870), who 
doubted the critical functions language might play in the survival of human spe-
cies, the tradition of using scientific methods to solve language issues remained 
in the linguistics domain. Thus, it explains linguists’ anxious desire to build 
strong relationship between linguistics and science.  

The first example that the author might use to designate the scientific attributes 
of linguistics is from computational linguistics. The author checked Web of 
Science for the ranking of SSCI (Social Science Citation Index) source journals 
of 2021. It was discovered that two computational journals, Transactions of the 
Association for Computational Linguistics and Computational Linguistics 
were on the top of the ranking with exceptional high impact factors of 9.194 
and 7.778, outperformed most of the other journals in the category of linguis-
tics. As is indicated by the website of Association for Computational Linguis-
tics (https://acl-org.github.io/), computational linguistics is the “scientific 
study of language from a computational perspective”. In this field, computa-
tional models are generated in order to process natural languages in terms of 
the speech recognition, text-to-speech synthesis, and automated voice response 
(https://aclweb.org/portal/). Obviously, the research focuses of computational lin-
guistics are closely related to computer programming, which is generally re-
garded as a science subject.  

Other examples are from the psycholinguistic branch. The author browsed the 
recent articles published in Journal of Psycholinguistic Research, a Q2 (the 
second quartile) journal of SSCI in the category of linguistics of 2021. Research 
methods of articles published in the journal are very close to medical science, 
such as, functional near-infrared spectroscopy (a non-invasive tool for detecting 
of human brain activations) (Zhao et al., 2021), eye-tracking (Barattieri et al., 
2022; Zeng et al., 2021), Event-relevant Product (ERP) (Saloranta et al., 2022; 
Zhang et al., 2019), lattice algorithm (Zhu & Clark, 2022), and questionnaires 
(Zhang et al., 2022; Kim & Kim, 2020) with advanced statistical methods. Ap-
parently, it is quite prevalent for psycholinguists to use advanced technological 
research methods to probe the truth of language related with psychological de-
velopment. 

An unquestionable fact about the scientific nature of linguistics distinctly ex-
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ists in transformational generative grammar. As is noted by Chomsky (1995), he 
was dedicated to find an approach which studied language as natural world 
components, which could be used to answer the empirical questions. Thus, his 
endeavor to apply the universal grammar (UG) to different language variations 
is more closely related to mathematics, which is generally regarded as a science 
subject for most of the times. Although the UG is still developing and is far from 
perfect, it is no worse off than chemistry and physics, which are also inadequate 
and need to be promoted so as to be infinitely close to the fact.  

In the language educational branch, such as first and second language acquisi-
tion and language teaching fields, inferential statistical methods and qua-
si-experiments have gained great popularity ever since last century (e.g., Aljaaf-
reh & Lantolf, 1994; Gardner, 1985). Nowadays, the experiments are getting 
much more sophistication in the design. The statistical methods used by these 
experiments are more advanced to make accurate interpretations (e. g., Costache 
et al., 2022; Kormos & Csizér, 2014; Liu, 2021). Other advanced methods are also 
adopted in discovering the intricate development of language learning process 
for either normal or abnormal children (e.g., Zhou et al., 2019; Zhou et al., 
2020). However, in second language acquisition area, ethnographic studies (e.g., 
Gong et al., 2020; Morita, 2004) about students’ perception of identity and mo-
tivation of learning a second language have also gained much recognition and 
reputation among language researchers. And these qualitative studies clearly 
share the sociological and ethnographical approach and display the dynamics 
and complexity of foreign language learning motivation. Therefore, it might be 
more appropriate to conclude that both scientific and humanistic approaches are 
highly acceptable in this domain of linguistic study. This again supports the ar-
gument of interdisciplinary nature of linguistics. 

3. The Humanistic Characteristics of Linguistic Branches 

At the same time, we can’t deny that in many branches of linguistics, such as so-
ciolinguistics, semantics and pragmatics, philosophical reflections and case stu-
dies are still the dominating research approaches. Take the “social semiotics” 
journal as an example. This is a Q2 SSCI journal in linguistics category. A quick 
glimpse of the papers published in this journal revealed that a lot of researchers 
are still relying reflections and logical reasonings as their major paradigms 
(Snajdr & Trinch, 2022; Boogers et al., 2022). Because language as the major tool 
of human communication is umbilically associated with culture, politics and so-
cial interactions. The examination of linguistics concerning with these humanis-
tic fields can be very heterogenous and fuzzy. The subtle investigation can ex-
tend our explanation of human perception and feelings. The complexity and vi-
gorousness of these subjects make it difficult to condense the complicated data 
into simple modelling. And to simplify the intricate human world into concise 
equation can be misleading and distorting. Thus, generalization of real linguistic 
behaviors might eradicate the abundance and flexibility of real-life complexity. 
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However, while examining the ideas of influential linguists in history, such as 
Saussure (1916/1959), language is mainly treated as a psychological form not a 
substance. Since the research subject of linguist is language, which is not con-
crete according to Saussure (1916/1959), it would be quite hard to draw a con-
clusion that linguist is science rather than arts. It is clear that historically re-
nowned linguists and language philosophers still disagree on the nature of lan-
guage, which makes it hard to simply categorize linguistics into science or arts.  

4. The Interdisciplinary Traits of Linguistic Methods 

A glimpse of research method guidance books of linguistics can also reveal the 
interdisciplinary nature of this subject. For example, Research Methods in Lin-
guistics (Podesva & Sharma, 2013) published by Cambridge University Press is a 
widely recommended guiding book on linguistic research in recent years (Falter, 
2014). In this book, the authors introduced methods, among which experiments, 
survey, corpora, statistics, modelling are thoroughly discussed. These methods 
are usually used to generalize the common features of natural and social pheno-
mena and are in essence very scientific. On the other hand, methods, such as, 
interview, ethnography, historical texts are also introduced, which are usually 
helpful in detailed understanding of the diversity and dynamics of human beha-
viors. These methods are quite predominant in traditional humanistic fields, 
such as sociology, history, and anthropology. Compared to the objective me-
thods, these approaches are relatively subjective, heavily relying on the percep-
tion and sensitivity of the investigators for reaching convincing and persuasive 
results. Although, the objectivity of these methods is often questioned, the flou-
rishing of these qualitative methods reflects the chaos and randomness of human 
society. And they are also valuable in unveiling the subtleness and delicacy of so-
cial phenomena. The list of the above methods is all unbiasedly used by modern 
linguists, affiliating linguistics with both science and arts. Particularly, the 
emerging of digital humanities in recent years has largely break the boundary 
between science and arts. Big data and artificial intelligence are widely used in 
the dealing with humanistic hypotheses and expand the scope of linguistic inves-
tigations. 

5. Conclusion 

Based on the above analysis, we may reach an obvious conclusion that linguistics 
enjoys the merits of both science and arts. Undeniably, the combination of 
scientific philosophy with artistic beliefs could bring about fruitful results in 
linguistic fields and create the most flowery of linguistic studies. The manifesta-
tion of the interdisciplinary nature of linguistics could help linguists in selecting 
the promising research topics, adopting effective methodology, and reaching il-
luminating conclusions. This paper could expand linguists in their research 
scope and benefit the most cutting-edge research results. Therefore, the future of 
linguistics is bright and limitless. 
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