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Chapter 1

Properties of Languaée

1. Introduction—Nature or Nurture?

When we reflect on the nature of language, one of the basic questions
that we tend to ask is whether language is a natural ability of human beings.
What is a natural ability, then? Well, walking can be seen as a natural ability
of humans. When a baby is about 12 months old, it begins to develop the
ability to walk without explicit instructions from adults. Similarly, most species
of birds develop the ability to fly as they mature. The walking of humans and
the flying of birds are abilities that come about naturally to individuals of the
human species and most birds species respectively. On the other hand, a
person’s ability to play the piano or to do arithmetic must be taught, so must
an elephant’s ability to waltz or a parrot’s ability to say “hello”. We might just
as well reformulate our initial question as whether language is an ability
comparable to humans’ walking/birds’ flying or to humans’ piano-playing/
elephants’ dancing.

No one would deny that “learning” plays a very important part in a child's
mastery of a particular language, be it English, Chinese, or Navajo. The
crucial question is whether children are born with “blank sheets” in their head
as far as language is concerned or whether they are “hard-wired” with certain
fundamental aspects of the structure of language that enable them to pick up
the language around them effortlessly.

To put it in a more technical way, is language partly due to nature or is it
wholly due to learning or nurture? This so-called nature-nurture controversy
has been discussed for centuries. For example, it was the topic of one of



Plato’s dialogs, Cratylus. A commonly held view among the ancient Greeks,
expressed by Socrates in this dialog, is that at some ancient time there was a
“legislator” who gave the correct, natural name to everything, and that words
“echoed” the essence of their meanings.

Despite all the contrary evidence, the idea that the earliest form of
language was initiative, or “echoic”, was maintained up to the 20th century.
Called the bow-wow theory, it claimed that a dog was designated by the
word bow-wow because of the sounds of its bark. A parallel view states that
language at first consisted of emotional ejaculations of pain, fear, surprise,
pleasure, anger, and so on. A similar proposal that the earliest manifestations
of language were “cries of nature” was proposed by Jean Jacques Rousseau
in the middle of the 18th century.

The nature-nurture controversy was brought up again in the late 1950s
by two prominent scientists of that time, B. F. Skinner, a Harvard psychologist,
who wrote Verbal Behavior, and Noam Chomsky, then a young linguist at
MIT. Skinner claims in his book that language can be “explained as a set of
habits gradually built up over the years”. In his view, ng complicated innate (X
EEH) or mental mechanisms are needed. All that is necessary is systematic
cbservation of the events in the external world, which prompts the speaker to
utter sounds.

Skinner's hypothesis concerning the nature of language is based on his
work with rats and pigeons. He has proved that, given time, rats and pigeons
could be trained to perform an amazing variety of seemingly complex tasks,
provided two basic principles were followed. Firstly, the tasks must be broken
down into a number of carefully graduated steps. Secondly, the animals must
be repeatedly rewarded.

Chomsky makes two major criticisms of Skinner’s work. Firstly, the
behavior of rats in boxes is irrelevant to human language. Secondly, as
Chomsky puts it, Skinner fundamentally misunderstands the nature of
language. But what is there about language that makes it so special? There

~ are a large number of human activities such as learning to drive or learning

to knit which seem to be learnt in the same way as bar-pressing by rats. Why
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not language as well? We next turn to examine some of the design features
(1&114%4E) of language to answer the question whether language is species-
specific, that is, exclusive to humans.

2. The Nature of Language

What is language? It proves to be no easy matter to provide a precise
definition of language. The following definition turns out to be quite loose:
The faculty of language consists in man’s ability to make noises with the
vocal organs and marks on paper or some other material, by means of which
groups of people speaking the same language are able to interact and co-
operate as a group. This definition does not seem to hold because the use of
vocal organs or marks on some material is neither exclusive to humans nor a
necessary condition for human communication.

A more plausible way of defining language is to ask what are the features
that are essential to human communication. Linguists have proposed different
lists of such features, called the design features of language. While the exact
number of such features differs from one version to another, linguists agree
that such features, as a whole set, do not occur in animal communication.
That is to say, they are characteristic of human communication alone. In
what follows, we are going to examine five such features, namely creativity,
arbitrariness, duality, displacement and structure-dependence.

2.1 Creativity

Any language permits its users to produce new sentences never spoken
before and to understand sentences never heard before. This property
is referred to as the “creative aspect” of language use (also known as
productivity or openness).

This “creative ability” is due to the fact that language use is not limited
to stimulus-response behavior. Even some involuntary cries like ouch are
constrained by one’s own language system (in Chinese people will cry B
instead), as are the filled pauses that are sprinkled through conversational
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speech—er or uh or you know in English; B, iX4>, SiRit, REEME, etc,, in
Chinese.

. In principle, it is impossible to memorize all the possible sentences in a
language. For every sentence in the language a longer sentence can always
be formed and theoretically there is no limit to the length of any sentence
and therefore no limit to the number of sentences. Take the following famous
rhyme in English for example:

Example 1

a) This is the house.

b) This is the house that Jack built.

c) This is the malt that ay in the house that Jack built.

d) This is the dog that chased the cat that killed the rat that ate the malt

that lay in the house that Jack built.

With a simpie sentence such as the one in 1a) “This is the house”, it is
possible to add an embedded attributive, resulting in 1b) “This is the house
that Jack built”. The same process can be repeated, giving rise to 1c) and
1d). In fact, there is no limit to the number of cycles for the process 1o stop and
therefore no limit to the tength of the sentence. All human languages permit their
speakers to form indefinitely long sentences. In this lies the creativity of human
language, something that no animal communication system shares.

Not only are sentences unlimited in their length, the same structural
repetitiveness is also found in words and phrases. For example, there
is no limit to the number of syllables a word can have, even though
words in English normally consist of one to five syllables. The word
untiestablishmentarianism is often cited to show that, in theory, there is
no limit to the length of a word. The same is true with groups of words. A
noun, for example, can be modified by an unlimited number of adjectival,
prepositional and participial modifiers as attested by the phrase taken from a
recent article from Herald Tribune: many irreplaceable antiquities looted from
the National Museum during the chaotic fall of Baghdad. In this phrase the
noun antiquities is flanked by five different modifiers and there is no stopping
for further modifiers to be added.
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Another important aspect of language creativity is manifested by the
constantly expanding expressions of new ideas. Each day the world around
us offers new technologies, inventions, discoveries and concepts. Language
is such that it finds little difficulty in coming up with expressions to describe
this changing world. Words such as nuke, hacker, dirty borb or SARS are
added to our everyday vocabulary with scant notice. The word nuke, for
example, is an informal way of talking about nuclear warheads and could only
come into existence when the world had become shadowed by the threat
of a nuclear war in the last 50 years of human history. The story of the word
hacker, used in the sense of an illegal intruder into other's computer fiies, is
even more recent. The newly-coined compound dirty bomb refers to a crude
nuclear device for a possible terrorist attack. It made its first appearance only
after the 9.11 attack on the World Trade Center in 2001. The acronym SARS,
standing for Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome, entered into newspaper
headlines in the spring of 2003 when the deadly virus caught Asia and the
rest of the world in a hysteria and almost paralyzed the world economy.

2.2 Arbitrariness of linguistic signs

Language is a symbolic system, making use of signs. The most
commonly used medium for language is the utterances we produce or hear
others produce. There are of course other substitute media for language,
for example gestures used in sign languages by the deaf or orthography in
writing. Whichever form language happens to take, it is an essential property
of linguistic signs that they stand for something else, and the relationship
between a linguistic sign and what it stands for is an arbitrary one.

Let us just concentrate on the oral form of language. The union of form
(sounds) and meaning (concepts) of a word is as inseparable as the two
sides of a coin. Knowing a language means, at least in part, knowing how
to pronounce the words in that language and knowing what they mean.
Such knowledge must be stored in the long-term memory of the users of the
language. If you are a speaker of English, you will know that the word dog is
pronounced [dpg] and that it refers to a particular type of domestic animal.



