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CHAPTER 1 Introduction of Language

Learning Objectives

Chapter Outline

After completing this unit, you will be able

to do the following:

\/have the general idea about definition and
the knowledge of language

\/recognize the functions of language

\/ analyze branches of linguistics study

\/master the important distinctions in
linguistics

V have the general idea about grammar of

language

Linguistic Vocabulary

The following are the main sections in this
chapter:

Introduction

1.1 What is language?

1.2 Knowledge of language

1.3 Functions of language

1.4 What is linguistics?

Academic Vocabulary

In this chapter, you will learn the meanings
of the terms listed below.

* the definition of language

* the original of language

* design features of language

* functions of language

* main branches of linguistics

* the definition of linguistics

* important distinctions in linguistics

The listed below are some words appearing
in this chapter that you should make part of
your vocabulary.

* signify

* neurophysiological

* voluntarily produced
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Introduction

This chapter continues to be a concise introduction to the general study of language. It
contains many “hooks” for engaging students in language study, including the fundamental
contents, such as the definition of language, the origin of language, design features of
language, functions of language, main branches of linguistics and important distinctions in
linguistics; the universal properties of languages including signed languages of the deaf; a
consideration of animal “languages”; and the occasional silliness of self-appointed mavens of
“good” grammar who beg us not to carelessly split infinitives and who find sentence-ending
with prepositions an abomination not to be put up with. This chapter provides an overview of
how linguists approach the study of language. It describes language as one of many different
systems of communication, a system that is unique to human beings and different from, for
instance, the systems of communication that animals employ. Language exists in three modes:
speech, writing, and signs (the last of which are used by people who are deaf). Although all
languages (with the exception of sign languages) exist in spoken form, only some have written
forms. To study language, linguists focus on two levels of description: pragmatics, the study
of how context (both social and linguistic) affects language use, including competence and
performance, etc., and grammar, the description of how humans form linguistic structures,
from the level of sound up to the level of sentence, including traditional grammar and modern
grammar, micro linguistics and macro linguistics, etc.

Language is many a thing—a system of communication, a medium for thought, a vehicle
for literary expression, a social institution, a matter for political controversy, a catalyst for
nation building. All human beings normally speak at least one language and it is hard to
imagine much significant social, intellectual, or artistic activity taking place in its absence.
Each of us, then, has a stake in understanding something about the nature and use of language.
This chapter also provides a basic introduction to linguistics, the discipline that studies these

matters.

1.1 What is language?

Language is a system of arbitrary vocal symbols used for human communication. Given
the huge range of forms of communication, it is important that before we embark on our study
of language we have a clear understanding of what we mean by the term of language. Our first
response might be that language relates to communication between human beings and not to
communication between animals, and that is certainly a useful first step towards a definition.

However applause in a theatre, an expression of friendship by means of a smile or attracting



somebody’s attention by means of a “cough” any more a part of language than are the alarm
calls of verve monkeys which distinguish from snakes, leopards and eagles?

An American linguist Charles F. Hockett enumerated a number of features which, as
he argued, constituted human language. Other communication systems might exhibit one or
more of their features but only human language has them all. This definition has revealed
five essential factors of language: systematic, arbitrary, vocal, symbolic and most importantly
human-specific.

So how do we define the term of language? Another American linguist, Edward Sapir,
gave a definition in 1921. He supported the hypothesis that related human language with
cultural transmission, so Sapir considered that it was “non-instinctive” and “voluntarily
produced”. Thus for him language does not include such instinctive forms of communication
as laughing and cries of sadness. His definition is as follows:

Language is a purely human and non-instinctive method of communicating ideas,
emotions, and desires by means of a system of voluntarily produced symbols.

For comparison, we may look at a definition of language given by a British linguist,

abenbue Jo uononpoul | ¥ILdVHO

David Crystal (1989), who wrote as follows:

The discussion may be summarized by referring to language as human vocal noise (or the
graphic representation of this noise in writing) used systematically and conventionally by a
community for purposes of communication.

Steven Pinker (1994) used the word “instinct” to give a definition of human language,
who expressed the idea like the following:

Whether one considers language to be instinctive or not depends on precisely what one
is talking about. Language is instinctive in so far as we are all born with a predisposition to
speak, we all acquire a language without tuition and when we speak we do not consciously
convert our thoughts into speech. Language is, however, non-instinctive in that we can choose
what to say or whether to say anything at all; it is not instinctive in the way that removing
one s hand form a very hot plate is, done before we are even aware of the situation.

And R.H.Robins pointed out that although there was a danger of definitions of language
being simplistic, it might help us to focus our study of language if we tried to distil a
definition. Such a definition might be something like the following: language is a form of
human communication by means of a system of symbols principally transmitted by vocal
sounds, or more simply like language is a system of arbitrary vocal symbols used for human

communication.



1.2 Knowledge of language

raspo- S35

All languages share certain fundamental properties, and children naturally acquire these
languages—whether they are spoken or signed. Both modalities are equally accessible to
children because human language is designed for human beings. Design features refer to the
defining properties of human language, but we may find it hard to specify what makes our
language advantageous over animal language. A framework was put forward by the American
linguist Charles Hockett.

He specified twelve design features. The following are the frequently discussed ones.
As is mentioned before, there is no logical connection between meanings and sounds. For
example:

A dog might be a pig if only the first person or group of persons had used it for a pig.

Another typical example to illustrate the arbitrariness of language is a famous quotation
from Shakespeare’s play:

As Julie says in Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet:

What's in a name? That which we call a rose

By any other name would smell as sweet.

—RBEAANEEMt 24T, HERREE .

When you know a language, you can speak and be understood by others who know that
language. This means you are able to produce strings of sounds that signify certain meanings
and understand or interpret the sounds produced by others. However, language is much more
than speech. Deaf people produce and understand sign languages just as hearing persons
produce and understand spoken languages. The languages of the deaf communities throughout
the world are equivalent to spoken languages, differing only in their modality of expression.
A child can walk without understanding or being able to explain the principles of balance and
support or the neurophysiological control mechanisms that permit one to do so. The fact that

we may know something unconsciously is not unique to language.

1.2.1 Knowledge of the sound system

Part of knowing a language means knowing what sounds (or signs) are in that language
and what sounds are not. One way of this unconscious knowledge revealed is by the way
speakers of one language pronounce words from another language.

Knowing the sound system of a language includes some more than knowing the inventory
of sound. It means also knowing which sound may start a word or end a word, and follow each
other. The name of a former president of Ghana was Nkrumah, pronounced with an initial
sound like the ending in the English word “sink”. While this is an English sound, no word in
English begins with the “nk™ sound. Speakers of English who have occasion to pronounce this
name often mispronounce it (by Ghanaian standards) by inserting a short vowel sound, like



Nekrumah, making the word correspond to the English system. Children develop the sound
patterns of their language very rapidly. A one-year-old baby learning English knows “a word
cannot begin with “nk”, just as a Ghanaian child of the same age knows that it can in his

language. We will learn more about sound system in Chapter 2.

1.2.2 Knowledge of words

Sounds and sound patterns of our language constitute only one part of our linguistic
knowledge. Beyond that we know that certain sequences of sounds signify certain concepts
or meanings. Speakers of English understand what “boy” means, and that it means something
different from “toy” or “girl” or “pterodactyl”. We also know that “toy” and “boy” are words;
that is, you know which sequences of sounds relate to specific meanings and which do not.

Arbitrary Relation of From and Meaning

The minute set eyes on an animal I know what it is. I don 't have to reflect a moment, the
right name comes out instantly. I seem to know just by the shape of the creature and the way
it acts what animal it is. When the dodo came along he (Adam) thought it was a wildcat. But 1
saved him. Just spoken up in a quite natural way and said, “Well, I do declare if there isn't the
dodo!” MARK TWAIN, Eve's Diary, 1906

If you do not know a language, the words (and sentences) of that language will be mainly
incomprehensible, because the relationship between speech sounds and the meanings they
represent is, for the most part, an arbitrary one. When you are acquiring a language, you have
to learn that the sounds represented by the letters of “umbrella” signify the concept; if you

abenbue jo uononponu| | Y31dVHD

know French, this same meaning is represented by “parapluie”; if you know Japanese, by “ &
& %> & 7. Similarly, is represented by “sun” in English; “solei” in French. The same sequence
of sounds can represent different meanings in different languages.

These examples show that the words of a particular language have the meanings they do
only by convention. Despite what Eve would have us believe in Mark Twain’s satire in Eve’s
Diary, a pterodactyl could have been called ron, blick, or kerpunkity.

Arbitrariness is the core feature of language, which refers to the fact that there is no
logical or intrinsic connection between a particular sound and the meaning which it is
associated with. It is not entirely arbitrary at all levels. Some words, such as the ones created in

the imitation of sounds are motivated in a certain degree.

1.2.3 Knowledge of sentences and non—sentences

Our knowledge of language not only allows us to produce and understand an infinite
number of well-formed (even if silly and illogical) sentences, but also permits us to distinguish
well-formed (grammatical) from ill-formed (ungrammatical) sentences. This is further

evidence of our linguistic creativity because ungrammatical sentences are typically novel, not
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sentences we have previously heard or produced, precisely because they are ungrammatical!

Consider the following sentences:

a. John kissed the little old lady who owned the shaggy dog.

b. Who owned the shaggy dog John kissed the little old lady.

c. John is different to love.

d. It is different to love John.

e. John is anxious to go.

f. It is anxious to go John.

g. John, who was a student, flunked his exams.

h. Exams his flunked student a was who John.

If you were asked to put an asterisk or star before the examples that seemed ill-formed or
ungrammatical or “not good” to you, which would you mark? Our intuitive knowledge about
what is or what is not an allowable sentence in English convinces us to star b, fand 4. Which
did you star?

Would you agree with the following judgment?

a. What he did was climb a tree.

b. What he thought was want a sports car.

c. Drink you beer and go home?

d. What are drinking and go home?

e. I expect them to arrive a week from next Thursday.

f. *I expect a week from next Thursday.

g. Linus lost his security blanket.

h. *Lost Linus security blanket his.

If you find the starred sentences unacceptable, as we do, we see your linguistic creativity
at work.

These sentences including the starred ones illustrate that not every string of words
constitutes a well-formed sentence in a language. Sentences are not formed simply by placing
one word after another in any order, but by organizing the words according to the rules of
sentence formation of the language. These rules are finite in length and finite in number so that
they can be stored in our finite brains. Yet, they permit us to form and understand an infinite set
of new sentences. They also enable us to judge whether a sequence of words is a well-formed
sentence of our language or not. These rules are not determined by a judge or a legislature, or
even taught in a grammar class. They are unconscious rules that we acquire as young children
as we develop language and they are responsible for our linguistic creativity. Linguists who
refer to this set of rules as the grammar of language.



The Creativity of Linguistic Knowledge

Knowledge of a language enables you to combine sounds to form words, words to
form phrases, and phrases to form sentences. You cannot buy a dictionary or phrase book of
any language with all the sentences of the language. No dictionary can list all the possible
sentences, because the number of sentences in a language is infinite. Knowing a language

means being able to produce and understand new sentences never spoken before. This is the

creative aspect of language. Not every speaker can create great literature, but everybody who
knows a language can create and understand new sentences.

A longer sentence can be formed, and then there is no limit to the length of sentences. In
English you can say:

The old man came.

Or

The old, old, old, old, old, old man came.

How many “olds” are here? How many “olds” are too many? Six? Twenty-two?

It is true that the longer these sentences became, the less likely we would be hear or say
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them. When we are talking and writing, it is unusual for us to make a sentence with so many
“old” in it, however, such a sentence is theoretically possible, because English nouns can take
any number of adjectives as modifiers.

All human languages permit their speakers to increase the length and complexity of
sentences in these ways; creativity is a universal property of human language. Creativity
means language is resourceful because of its duality and its recursiveness, which enables
human beings to produce and understand an infinitely large number of sentences in our native
language, including the sentences which have never been heard before. This ability is one of
the things that set human language apart from the kind of communication that goes on, for
example, between birds, which can only convey a limited range of messages (Thomas & Shan,
2004: 7)

Language is resourceful because of its duality and its recursiveness. We can use it to
create new meanings. Words can be used in new ways to mean new things, and can be instantly
understood by people who have never come across that usage before. Birds, bees, crabs,
spiders, and most other creatures communicate in some way, but the information imparted is
severely limited and confined to a small set of messages. Because of duality human 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. The recursive nature of language provides a potential to create
an infinite number of sentences. For instance:

He bought a book which was written by a teacher who taught in a school which was

known for its graduates who...
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Linguistic Knowledge and Performance

Speakers of all languages have the knowledge to understand or produce sentences of any
length. Here is an example from the ruling of a federal judge:

We invalidate the challenged lifetime ban because we hold as matter of federal
constitution law that a state initiative measure cannot impose a serve limitation on the peoples
fundamental rights when the issue of whether to impose such a limitation on these rights is put
to the voters in a measure that is an ambiguous on its face and that fails to mention in its text,
the proponents ballot argument, or the state's official description, the severe limitation to be
imposed.

Theoretically there is no limit to the length of a sentence, but in practice very long
sentences are highly improbable, the verbose federal judge not-withstanding. Evidently, there
is a difference between having the knowledge required to produce or understand sentence of a
language and applying this knowledge. There is a difference between our knowledge of words
and grammar, which is our linguistic competence, and how we use this knowledge in actual
speech production and comprehension, which is our linguistic performance.

Our linguistic knowledge permits us to form longer and longer sentences by joining
sentences and phrases together or adding modifiers to a noun. However, there are psychological
and physiological reasons that limit the number of adjective, adverbs, clauses, and so on
that we actually produce and understand. Speakers may run out of breath, lose track of what
they have said, or die of old age before they even finish. Listeners may become tired, bored,

disgusted, or confused, like poor Alice being interrogated by the Red Queen.

1.2.4 Knowledge of displacement

Displacement means that human languages enable their users to symbolize objects, events
and concepts which are not present (in time and space) at the moment of communication.
Displacement benefits human beings by giving them the power to handle generalizations and
abstractions. This property provides speakers with an opportunity to talk about a wide range of
things, free from barriers caused by separation in time and place.

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, calls stop.

Human languages enable their users to symbolize objects, events and concepts which
are not present (in time and space) at the moment of communication. Thus, we can refer to
Confucius, or the North Pole, even though the first has been dead for over 2550 years and the
second is located far away from us. Animal communication is normally under “immediate
stimulus control”. For instance, a warning cry of a bird instantly announces danger. Human
language is stimulus-free. What we are talking about need not be triggered by any external



