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Language, Learning, and Teaching

Language

To presume to define language adequately would be
folly, Linguists and philologists have been trying for
centuries to define the term, -A definition is really a
condensed version of a theory, and a theory is simply-or
not so simply—an extended definition, Yet second language
teachers clearly need to know generally what sort of en-
tity they are dealing with and how the particular lan-
guage they are teaching fits into that entity,

Suppose you were stopped by a reporter on the street
and in.the course of an interview about your vocational
choice you were asked, “Well, since you are a foreign
langua ge teacher, would you define language in a sentence
or two? " Nonplused, you would no doubt dig deep into
your memory for a typical dictionary-type definition of
language., Such definitions, if pursued seriously, could
lead to a lexicographer’s wild-goose Jchase‘, but they
also can reflect a reasonably coherent synopsis of current
understanding of just what it is that linguists are trying
to study, Consider the following definitions of language

found in dictionaries and introductory textbooks,

L.anguage is a system? of arbitrary, vocal symbols
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which permit all people in a given culture, or other
people who have learned the system of that culture, to
communicate or to interact (Finocchiaro 1964,8),

Language is a system of communication by sound,ope-
rating through the organs of speech and hearing, among me
mbers of a given community, and using vocal symbols pos—
sessing arbitrary conventional meanings (Peil966,141),

Language is any set or system of linguistic symbols as
used in a.more or less uniform fashion by a number of
people who are thus enabled to communicate intelligibly
with one another, ( Random. House Dictionary of the
English Language 1966,806).

Language is a system of arbitrary vocal symbols used
for human communication (Wardhaugh 1972,3),

[Language is] any meéans, vocal or other, of expres-
sing or communicating feeling or thought ., a system of
conventionalized signs, especially words, or gestures
having fixed meanings (Webster’s New International Dic~
tionary of the English Language 1934:1390),

[Language is] a systematic means of communicating
ideas or feelings by the use of conventionalized signs,
sounds, gestures, or marks having .understood meanings
(Webster’s Third New International Dictionary of the Eng~
lish Language 1961,1270),

Still other common definitions found in introductory
textbooks on linguistics include the concepts of (1) the
generativity® or creativity of language, (2)the presum-
ed primacy of speech over writing, and ( 3) the univer-

sality* of language among human beings,
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Many of the significant characteristics of language
are capsulized in these definitions, Some of the con-
troversies about the nature of language are also illustrated
through the limitations that are implied in certain defi~-
nitions, Finocchiaro, Pei, and Wardhaugh, for example,
restrict themselves to the notion of vocal symbols, while
both of the Webster's definitions include more than
merely vocal symbols as the proper domain of language.
Finocchiaro, Random House, and Wardhaugh limit their
definitions to human language, thereby implying that
animal communication and language are essentially dif-
ferent,

A consolidation ‘of the definitions of language yields

the following composite definition,

1, Language is systematic and generative,

2. Language is a set of arbitrary symbols,

3. Those symbols are primarily vocal, but ‘may also be
visual,

4. The symbols have conventionalized meanings to which
they refer,

5; Language is used for communication,

6, Language operates in a speech community or culture,

7. Language is essentially human, although possibly not
limited to humans, ~ )

8, Language is acquired by all people in much the same
way-language and ladguage learning both have univer—

sal chdracteristics,

These eight statements provide a reasonably concise
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“twenty~five-words—or—less” definition of language, But
the simplicity of the eightfold definition should not be
allowed: to mask the sophistication of linguistic endeavor
underlying each concept, Enormous fields and subfields,
year-long university courses, are suggested in each of
the eight. categories, Consider some of these. possible
areas;

1, Explicit and formal accounts of the system of fan-
guage on several possible levels® ( most commonly
syntactic®, éemantic?, and phonological®),

2, The symbolic nature of language; the relationship be-~
tween lagguage and - reality; the philosophy of Jan~
gué.ge; the history of laz;guag-eQ N

3, Phonetics; phonology; writing systems; kinesics?®,
proxemics!?, and other “ paralinguistic'' features of
language, .

4, Semantics; language and icognition; psycholinguisties'?,

5, Communication systems; speaker;-hearer interaction;
septence processing,

6, Dialectology'?; sociolinguistics'*; language and cul-
ture; bilingualism'® and second language acquisition,

7. Human language and nonhuman communication; the

» physiologyiof ianguage.

8, Language universals; first laugugge acquisition,

Serious and extensive thinking about these eight topics
involves a mind-boggling journey through a labyrinth of
linguistic science-a maze that has yet to be mastered?!®,

Yet the language teacher needs to know something about
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