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Chapter 1 Introduction

1.1 what is language?

Hardly can we imagine a human world without language. We have been on this
earth for millions of years, and we have always been depending on language to
develop for this long. When we speak, we use language. When we write, we also
use language. Indeed, language is essential to mankind. Today, even machines are
“learning” to use language. It is language, so to speak, that makes the world go
round. .

Up to now, we have known much more about things around us (the sun, the
moon, the earth, etc) than those things inside our brains. Language comes to every
normal person so naturally that we seldom stop to ask any basic questions about
language. For example, “What is language?” “Where does language come from?”
“How does language work?” “What language did the first group of human beings
speak?” “Why do people in the world speak different languages?” “ What is
language like in the future?” “Why does language change?” Obviously, we cannot
answer these questions easily, though we use language every day, if not every
minute, '

Some people are quite interested in these questions and have been trying to
work out the answers. Their work brings about the birth of a discipline that is

called “linguistics”—the science of language. These people are called “linguists”.

1.1.1 Definition of ianguage

s

As said above, the question “What is language?” seems so simple that few of

us would want to think about it. Yet, this everyday phenomenon is far more.
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complex than most of us could imagine, and thus it is rather difficult to give a
satisfactory definition.

When we define “language”, like to define a flower, we have to find out its
distinctive characteristics, i. e. , what is it like? These characteristics must best
describe what language (the “flower”) actually is. The problem is that while the
“flower” is a concrete, natural thing, language is man-made (though it is called
“natural language”) and abstract. .

Some linguists, philosophers and psychologists have tried to define
“language”, but they observe language from different angles, and cannot make a
“perfect” definition that covers all characteristics of “language”. When we try, in
our effort, to describe what language is, the following aspects cannot be neglected;

1) Any language is governed by some “rules”. For example, in English, we
always put the definite article “the” before a noun or an adjective, as in “the apple”
and “the rich”. This is one of the many “rules” of the English language. According
to this rule, we may say,

Ex. 1-1 The apple is red.

Ex.1-2 The rich should help the poor.

So, the following “sentences” are not correct although they have the same words;

Ex.1-3 * Apple the is red.

Ex.1-4 * Rich the help should poor the.

From these examples we may see that language is a rule-governed system.

2) We use language to express ourselves and understand others, So, language

is for communication. This is the most important function of language. Take the

"telephone conversation as an example. The message goes from the speaker’s mouth
to the hearer’s ears through the line. The speaker produces the message in a certain
language. On the other side of the line, the hearer shares the same language and so
he understands what the speaker says. This process of communication continues till
the end of their conversation.

3) There is no necessary relation between a word and the notion it stands for.
Different 1anguages ‘use different words to refer to the same thing. Take the

chemical substance “H,0” as an example. It is water in English, “7K” in Chinese,
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and eau in French. If the ancient English had used * awter to mean “H,0”, we
would have been using this word ever since. We may conclude, therefore, that
language is arbitrary. This example also shows that different languages associate
objects, actions, ideas, etc with different “symbols”.

4) There is no doubt that the written form of language came much later than
its spoken form. The written form was “invented” to record the spoken language
when there was the need. Moreover, even today, some languages do not have their
written forms. On the other hand, every normal child is a “born listener”. He
listens and learns to speak before he can read and/or write. So, language is, first of
all, a system of sounds, i.e., a vocal system.

After we have discussed the above features of language, we can define

“language” as a system of arbitrary vocal symbols used for human communication.
1.1.2 Distinctive features of language

If you catefully think about the definition of language, perhaps you will ask,
“Why is language only for human communication?” or “Do animals have
languages?” These questions raise another interesting issue in the study of
language.

Maybe none of us would believe that a cat can “talk” with a mouse except in
cartoon shows of Disney. But it seems that the same kind of animals can “talk”
among themselves. When you are walking your dog in the park and meet another
dog, they might bark at each other. They appear to be saying “Hello!” or “Shut
up, you fool!” or anything that can only be understood by dogs. Naturally you will
think the dogs have their own language as “Dog-ish” or “Dog-ese”. Whatever you
call it, it is obvious that they can communicate with each other. And the dog is not
the only animal that “talks”. You may also find bees, ducks, and lions “talking”,
or “buzzing”, or quacking, or roaring.

A lot of scientists want to find out how animals communicate among their own
kinds. The “bee-dance”, for example, arouses their interest. Some other scientists
make a research of “the dolphin’s signals”. However, up to now, we have not

found out much about the animal’s communication systems. This field leaves much
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room for further study.

On the other hand, however, linguists know more and more about human
language. Their research has proved that language has its own features that
distinguish it from any animal communication system, In other words, “being able
to use language” is one of the human characteristics that separate man from
animals. (Other human features are walking erectly, being able to use tools, etc. )

Charles Hockett, an American linguist, named these distinctive characteristics
of language “design features”. These design features distinguish language from any
“animal communication system”. That is to say, these features are “human
specific”. In this part, we shall discuss some of them so as to reach a better
understanding of the nature of language.

1. Arbitrariness

As mentioned earlier, language is arbitrary. This means there is no logical
connection between meanings and sounds. Why should we use the sound [bi:]
(bee) in English to refer to the dancing, honey-collecting insect? No reason at all.
Why should we use the similar sound [bi] (%) in Chinese to mean the tool for
writing? No reason, either.

We live in this world with a lot of things around us. When we meet anything
new, we first build up a “notion” of it. And then we need to give a “name” or
“label” to this “notion”. This is the process of connecting meanings with symbols.
Such a process, in most cases, without any significant reason, occurs at our free
will, so to speak, quite arbitrarily. The feature of arbitrariness is obvious in all
human languages. It is the arbitrariness of language that enables man to create
numerous symbols to meet the needs in the social development of human beings.

You may find, however, that language is not completely arbitrary. First,
every language has certain words which imitate natural sounds, such as bang,
meow and wowwow in English, “B¢”, “M”, and “YEHE” in Chinese. These words
are in accordance with the sounds they imitate. Therefore, they are not arbitrary.
Second, some compound words are not entirely arbitrary, either. For example,
since there already exist the words “news” and “paper”, then the paper on which

news is printed is called “newspaper”. The reason for how such words and names
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came into being is obvious.

Also, we can easily find non-arbitrary examples in Chinese. Take the symbol
“AK” for example. It looks like the shape of a tree and means “wood” which comes
from the plant “tree”. In this sense, the symbol “A” is not arbitrarily made. And
then, if we put two such symbols together, we have another symbol “#”, which
means “woods”. Furthermore, when three such symbols are combined, as in the
shape of “#”, the meaning becomes “a forest”.

From this example we can see that when we are creating a name for a notion,
sometimes, there does exist some logic or reason instead of arbitrariness,

Again, we have to point out that these “logically made” symbols only form a
small portion of the vocabulary of a language. Let’s put it more clearly with the
following example:

In Chinese, a single horizontal line “—” means “one”, two horizontal lines

“Z” means “two” and three horizontal lines “=" means “three”. But, we cannot
make an analogy that four horizontal lines means “four” or ten horizontal lines
means “ten”. This example shows that by form/shape, such symbols as “—7,
“Z”, and “=7” are not arbitrarily made. However, if we think about their sounds,
we cannot find any reason why they are pronounced [yi], [ér], and [san]
respectively, So, these symbols are not completely arbitrary in that they are
arbitrary in sound ( phonologically arbitrary) but non-arbitrary in form
(morphologically non-arbitrary). Thus, with the feature of arbitrariness of
language, we may come to the conclusion that language is arbitrary in nature, with
more or less non-arbitrary elements.

It is the arbitrariness of language that enables man to create an infinite number
of “names” for countless “notions”, no matter how abstract the notions are. But
animals are not as able. However loudly a dog may bark, he cannot tell you his
father, an old male dog, is poor but honest. Nor can a lion sadly tell you that he is
old and lonely and needs a new wife.,

2. Productivity

Language is productive in the sense that language users can understand and

produce sentences they have never heard before. Much of what we say and hear
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happens for the first time, but we can understand these messages perfectly well,
even if some messages may be beyond our knowledge.

As a matter of fact, not only can we deal with messages about our daily life,
we are also able to produce and understand sentences in strange contexts. If we
read or hear such a sentence as “The three-eyed horse is smoking in Mr. Black’s
bedroom closet”, we may feel this sentence is surely “new”, only possible in a fairy
tale. However, there seems to be no problem of understanding. This also owes to
the productivity of language. With this feature, we are able to publish new books,
tell new stories, enjoy new songs, teach new lessons, etc.

Productivity is unique to human language. In other words, no animal
communication system has such a featurg. Although animals can transmit messages
among themselves in one way or another, the messages they send and receive are
quite limited in number. Their “topics” of communication, if any, are highly
restricted by their basic needs as searching for food, warning of danger, desire for
mating, etc. We do not believe that a dog is able to ask his baby, “Is this bone long
enough to make a rafter of our new house?”

3. Duality

As said earlier, language is a system made up of sounds, i.e. , a vocal system.
Our speech organs, including the tongue, the lips, the teeth, the nose, etc, can
produce a lot of sounds. But, in any language, only SOME of them are used, no
matter how complex that language is. And, certain sounds are used in one language
but not in another. For instance, {tr] and [dr] are used in English, but not in
Chinese. We have [nja] and [gja] in Japanese, but they are not found in English.
This is one of the basic concepts we should bear in mind. Therefore, basic sound
units in a language are limited in number, and these sound units, such as [tr] and
[dr], do not have any meaning. They are just vocal symbols. Language is based on
these fundamental sound units. In other words, these basic units of sound combine
to form larger, meaningful units, by certain “rules™, so as to make up a language.

Let’s take the English language as an example. Though it is very complex as a
system, it has only 48 basic sound units such as [i:], [t], [m], etc. These sound

units themselves are meaningless. They are lying at the “lower level” of the
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language system, according to linguists. If the English language only stayed at this
“lower level” and gave each of the 48 sounds a meaning, for example [i{]=1, [t]=
love, [m] = you, etc, then English would have only 48 meaningful units!
Obviously, these 48 units can never vcompletely express all that we want to say.

Fortunately, however, the 48 basic sound units at the “lower level” can be put
together, according to some rules, to form larger meaningful units. The three
sound units in the above example can be combined in the following ways;

(id4+[tJ—(it] eat

[J+[i:]—[ti:] tea

[m]}+[i:]—>[mi] me

[J+[i)+[m)}—[tiim] team

[m]+[id+[t]—>[mit] meet .

These “rule-governed” combinations arrive at the “higher level”. Thus, English,
as a system, has “two levels of structures”. The meaningful units at the “higher
level”, such as “teach” and “cheat”, may also be arranged and rearranged, by
certain “rules”, into as many sentences as we need. It is the same case with any
other languages. This feature of language is what we mean by “duality”.

Animals do not enjoy this feature in their communication system. They can
transmit some information with different kinds of signals, but their signals are
always at the “lower level”, i.e. , they cannot set up a “rule” or “rules” to arrange
their signals to fit in with the “higher level”. To be more exact, there is only “one
level” of signals in animals’ communication system.

4. Displacement

Young parents often amuse their babies with stories. Many of the stories are
fairy tales. Some of the stories begin like this, “Long, long ago, there was a small
rabbit in the forest. He was clever but naughty. And his mother loved him very
much...” ,

Obviously, those details in such stories are not real in life. They are imagined.
However, a normal child has no difficulty in understanding them and is always
carried away to some wonderful fairyland. On the other hand, children sometimes

create stories by themselves. And, when they make mistakes, they even tell lies!



