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Linguists have not reached an agreement on how to define language. Consider the following two
definitions:
“Language is a purely human and non-distinctive method of communicating ideas, emotions, and

desires by means of voluntarily produced symbols.” (Sapir 1921)
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“Language is human vocal noise or the graphic representation of this noise in written used
systematically and conventionally by a community for purposes of communication.” (David Crystal 1989)

Both definitions refer to the element of system and both allude to the fact that the association
between the words used and the things that they denote is not inherent, Sapir by using the word
symbols and Crystal by referring to the fact that the association is the result of convention. Crystal, in
referring to the vocal noise, is more specific about the principal way in which the message is physically
transmitted.

These definitions, though different, are based on the same assumption that only human beings
have language. To give the barest of definition, language is a means of verbal communication. It is
instrumental in that communicating by speaking or writing is a purposeful act. It is social and
conventional in that language is a social semiotic and communication can only take place effectively if
all the users share a broad understanding of human interaction.

Many linguists hold that human language is specific (unique). A question that has been pursued
is: What properties make human language unique?

And there are more understanding on the definitions of language, which are given in different
respects.

Language can mean

1) what a person says, e.g. bad language, expressions;

2) the way of speaking or writing, e.g. Shakespeare’s language, Luxun’s language;

3) a particular variety or level of speech or writing, e.g. language for special purpose, colloquial

language;

4) the abstract system underlying the totality of the speech/writing behavior of a community, e.g.

Chinese language, first language;

5) the common features of all human languages, e.g. He studies language;

6) a tool for human communication. It explains language’s social function.

7) a set of rules.

[BT] #—9: HF2aREZT? AT EZHFRTEIHEL, RELSBETFRNBLE
X EREER—K, RELRR, KEHRARLAMET RAALA BT HER,

anp
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1.2 Design Features of Language iE= /Y2 FR4FE

Design features refer to the defining properties of human language that distinguish it from any

animal system of communication. By comparing language with animal communication systems, we
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can have a better understanding of the nature of language. A framework was proposed by the American
linguist Charles Hockett. He specified 12 design features, five of which will be discussed here.

[T 2 =% ESHARME (BAHIE), B3 HAARERBARET Ry THMMH%
RARAGHZURAFIE, RABL SN R ALRAILE, KNS LRERBIR
EETWHAM, AR IEY £EHEZ % K Charles Hockett 4231, EF|ETEZTHEA
RARBHAE, Qs %R, WEH, A (B2H), #4048, FEd,

1.2.1 Arbitrariness {FE Pk

The widely accepted meaning of this feature which was discussed by Saussure, first refers to the
fact that the forms of linguistic signs bear no natural relationship to their meaning. A good example is
the fact that different sounds are used to refer to the same object in different languages.

This also explains the symbolic nature of language words are just symbols; they are associated
with objects, actions, ideas, etc., by convention. This conventional nature of language is well illustrated
by a famous quotation from Shakespeare’s play Romeo and Juliet: “A rose by any other name would
smell as sweet.” However, we should also aware that language is not entirely arbitrary, certain words are
motivated. The best examples are the onomatopoeic words, such as rumble, crash, cackle, and bang in
English. Besides, some compound words are also not entirely arbitrary, e.g. “photo” and “copy” are
both arbitrary, but the compound word “photocopy” is not entirely arbitrary.

Why do you call me “Rose”?

When we read the following pictures, it is very easy for us to identify
these pictures stand for what. Picture 1 stands for Renminbi (RMB), Picture 2
stands for that it is designed for the disabled persons, Picture 3 stands for
“love” and obviously Picture 4 is the symbol of Olympics.
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Arbitrariness of language makes it potentially creative, and conventionality of language makes
learning language laborious. For learners of a foreign language, it is the conventionality of a language

that is more worth noticing than its arbitrariness.

[RF] A& FEREXLANXARYRIBRPALN, AESFHRER, IHXA
AR ERR, RRTZ, EERIREFTRPEALIANRARAHANGEY,
BAVE FFC T ATHRLZEZA § RfeRTELHKA,

1.2.2 Duality W #HH:

“By duality is meant the property of having two levels of structures, such that units of the primary
level are composed of elements of the secondary level and each of the two levels has its own principles
of organization.” (Lyons 1982: 20)

At the low (secondary) level there is a structure of sounds which are meaningless. But the sounds
of language can be grouped and regrouped into a large number of units of meaning such as morphemes
and words, which are found at the high level of the system. In the lines of Keats, “The murmurous haunt
of flies on summer eves”, for example, there is a repetition of sounds which are associated with the letter
“s”. One of these sounds is voiced in the words flies and eves, and the other unvoiced as in summer. The
same distinction corresponds to spelling differences in the case of “v” (voiced as in eves) and “f”
(unvoiced as in flies). These distinctions are part of the sound system of English. But the sounds don’t
themselves have meaning. What they do is to combine in all manners of ways to form words which are
meaningful. So although we can attribute no meaning to the sounds /s/ and /z/ or /f/ and /v/ as such,
they serve to make up words which are different in meaning, as for example:

face/feis/& phase/feiz/; safe /seif/ & save /seiv/.

Obviously this duality provides language with productive power: A relative small number of
elements at one level can enter into thousands of different combinations to form units of meaning at
the other level.

Many animals communicate with special calls, which have corresponding meanings. That is, the
primary units have meanings but cannot be further divided into elements. So we say animal
communication systems do not have this design feature of human language—the property of duality.
Consequently, the communicative power of animal language is highly limited.

[BAT] MEh: ETRX—ANAL, CRUBELHIANEBHRY., ARAYHIE LMY
Eat, BLBZE—NETLEN, OFRAR; LRIV ERAAREARXNE
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1, Hebdil, ETHERRDAMLASTHARLNET, AE—IRREAE
LA A Z ROA LG R, HBHHEFFRARRY, EAETARR
HEL, PAEREIBRARNGLE,

1.2.3 Creativity (Productivity) 8% (H8y=:)

Language is creative in the sense that users can understand and produce sentences they have never
heard before. If I say “A three-eyed white monkey is sleeping soundly on bed of the king of France.”
None of those who have heard it would have any difficulty understanding it, though it is remotely
possible that anyone could have heard it before.

Creativity is unique to human language. Most animal communication systems appear to be highly
restricted with respect to the number of different signals that their users can send and receive.

The creativity of language partly originates from its duality which we just discussed in the above
section, namely, because of duality the speaker is able to combine the basic linguistic units to form an
infinite set of sentences, most of which are never before produced or heard.

Language is creative in another sense, that is, its potential to create endless sentences. The
recursive nature of language provides a theoretical basis for this possibility. For instance, we can write a

sentence like the following and go on endlessly:

This is the farmer sowing the corn that kept the cock that crowed in the morn that waked the priest all
shaven and shorn that married the man all tattered and torn that kissed the maiden all for torn that milked the
cow with the crumpled horn that tossed the dog that worried the cat that killed the rat that ate the malt that. ..

The following example also shows a sentence can be expanded in a way of recurring.

He came into a room (that had a big shelf (which was full of books (which were covered by thick layers
of magazines (which were put there by the lady (who used to...

In conclusion, productivity is peculiar to human languages, and the users of language can
understand and produce sentences they have never heard before. We can speak an endless number of
sentences with a limited vocabulary and one sentence can expand into endless theoretically possible
sentences in the way of recurring.

[fF4T] €l (B 2d): RN ARAA MR EICEAE ARG F, FL—AGFEZLLET
VAZ % % R8T, RS RAESRANTHE. BT R 8942 F — kA 2|85 4) F
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1.2.4 Displacement ik

“Can you talk with me?”

Displacement means that language can be used to refer to things which
are present or not present, real or imagined in the past, present or future or in
far-away places (time place). Thus, I can refer to Confucius, or the North Pole,
even though the first has been died for over 2,550 years and the second is
situated far away from us.

In contrast, no animal communication system possesses this feature. Animal

calls are mainly uttered in response to immediate changes of situation, i.e. in

contact of food, in presence of danger, or in pain. Once the danger or pain is

gone, call stops.

[RRAT] A5 45dk: HEIEARBE T TULRAARATALSH (HEARA) H14ANRK,
F Aol b, AR T ANV Aot Z00HE 7), SR 04 ik i SIA AR 694E /)

1.2.5 Cultural Transmission 3Cfbf:EEtE

While human capacity for language has a genetic basis, i.e., we were all born with the ability to
acquire language, the details of any language system are not genetically transmitted, but instead have to
be taught and learned. An English speaker and a Chinese speaker are both able to use a language, but
they are not mutually intelligible. This shows that language is culturally transmitted. It is passed on
from one generation to the next through teaching and learning, rather than by instinct. In contrast,
animal call systems are genetically transmitted, i.e., animals are born with the capacity to produce the
set of calls peculiar to their species.

That means language can transmit culture which the language contains.

Human children grow up speaking the language they hear in their immediate surroundings.
Human language is transmitted by the culture we live in, not by parents. If the Chinese infant is
adopted by an Italian couple living in Italy, he or she will grow up speaking perfect Italian.

[T Cfetedtd: 38 T XM —3 ey, XUHERRUAETHEAY; ANEETLE
HERFITN, HAARELAR, AHIRGES I T L RS,



