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Aspects of English as a Natural Language

Linguistic phenomena can be described in terms of small collections of
discrete units. These discrete units are governed by rules: rules of

combination and rules of use.
—Adrian Akmajian et al
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Unit Some Preliminaries

7 about Language

The question “What is language?”
is comparable with—and, some would
say, hardly less profound than—* What
*1.2 The functions of language is life?”

*1.1 The languages of the world

*1.3 The defining features of language —John Lyons

*1.4 The origin of language

*1.5 The acquisition of language

,sfv‘*;zywﬁ -m-s-!'u—-'muum.—m—n'-wn—.—w—nimm-;u-

1.4 The languages of the world

u—-mnm--‘um--lﬂ—-u-m--'——--l--lwc-:

People have been called social animals and thinking animals.
Understandably, humans are also language animals. The possession of language
is an essential trait unique to humans, but absent in other animals. Thanks to
language, we are able and apt to think. Thanks to language, we can talk about
something in the past or imagine something in the future; we can describe
something present, far away or non-existent. Thanks to language, we can express
our ideas and emotions, and understand those of others.

There are some 6,800 known languages spoken in 200 countries of the world.
In 2003, the total number of languages in the world was estimated to be 6,809, of
which 2,261 have writing systems (the others are only spoken). 90% of these
languages are spoken by less than 100,000 people. There are 357 languages which
have less than 50 speakers. The Leco language (Bolivian Andes) has about 20
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speakers. Mati Ke (in northern Australia) had four speakers in 2003. A total of 46
languages have just a single speaker. The most widely spoken languages include
Chinese, English, Russian, French, Spanish, Portuguese, Japanese, Korean, and
Italian, with English and French being the working languages of the United
Nations Secretariat. _

There are over 100 language families in the world. Top ten language families
are as follows:
The Indo-European Family: The most widely studied family of languages and the
family with the largest number of speakers. Languages include English, Spanish,
Portuguese, French, Italian, Russian, Greek, Hindi, Bengali; and the classical
languages of Latin, Sanskrit, and Persian.

Indo-European

Ario-Graeco-Italo-Celtic Slavo-Germanic

N

Graeco-Italo-Celtic Indo-Iranian Germanic Balto-Slavonic

Italo-Celtic Graeco-Albanian Iranian Indic ‘_ Balt1 B Slavonic

Celtic Italic Greek Albanian

The Uralic Family: A family found in Europe (Hungarian, Finnish) and Siberia
(Mordvin) with complex noun structures.

The Altaic Family: A family spread from Europe (Turkish) through Central Asia
(Uzbek ), Mongolia (Mongolian), to the Far East (Korean, Japanese). These
languages have the interesting property of vowel harmony.

The Sino-Tibetan Family : An important Asian family of languages that includes
the world’ s most widely spoken language, Mandarin. These languages are
monosyllabic and tonal.

The Malayo-Polynesian Family: A family consisting of over 1,000 languages spread
throughout the Indian and Pacific Oceans as well Southeast Asia. Languages of
this family include Malay, Indonesian, Maori and Hawaiian.

The Afro-Asiatic Family: This family contains languages of northern Africa and

" 4 B



L wﬁﬂ{]m’t I Somanic-{Jb{Jhm}:s about £inguagg
the Middle East. The dominant languages are Arabic and Hebrew.
The Caucasian Family: A family based around the Caucas Mountains between the
Black Sea and the Caspian Sea. Georgian and Chechen are the main languages.
They are known for their large number of consonants.
The Dravidian Family: The languages of southern India (in contrast to the

Indo-European languages of northern India). Tamil is the best known of these

languages.

Austro-Asiatic Family: This family consists of a scattered group of languages in
Asia. They are found from eastern India to Vietnam. Languages include
Vietnamese and Khmer. ‘

Niger-Congo Family: This family features the many languages of Africa south of
the Sahara. The many languages include Swahili, Shona, Xhosa and Zulu.

Over time, many languages have dropped out of use and many others are
near extinction today. With the increase of mass communications (rapid flights,
radio, television, telephone, the Internet), many of the smaller languages are in
real danger of extinction. Over the last 500 years 4.5% of the world’s described
languages have disappeared. Even so, some countries and regions are still rich in
linguistic diversity. Mexico has 52 languages spoken within its borders. The island
of Papua New Guinea has over 700, virtually a different one in each wvalley.
India has over 800 languages in several families (Indo-European, Dravidian,
Sino-Tibetan, Austro-Asiatic).

Many languages today are already placed on the endangered list. Linguists
attempt to preserve these languages by studying and documenting their
grammars—the phonetics, phonology, and so on—and by recording for posterity
the speech of the last few speakers. This is significant, because the grammar of
each language provides new evidence about the nature of human cognition. Also,
the literature, poetry, ritual speech, and word structure of each language store
the collective intellectual achievements of a culture, offering unique perspectives
on the human condition. The disappearance of a language is tragic; not only are
these insights lost, but the major medium through which a culture maintains and
renews itself is gone as well. For this reason, UNESCO (United Nations
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization) passed a resolution in 1991
stating that “as the disappearance of any one language constitutes an irretrievable
loss to mankind, it is for UNESCO a task of great urgency to respond to this
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situation by promoting ... the description—in the form of grammars, dictionaries,

and texts—of endangered and dying languages”.

1 2 The functlons of language |
. i

I N, £

By and large, language is a tool of communication and thinking. Specifically,
language can serve the following functions:
phatic: Hello/
directive: Get out of my way!
informative: The earth revolves around the sun.
interrogative: Do you know his hobby?
expressive: [ hate her.
evocative: How do you like Jack?
performative: I hereby declare the meeting open.

M. A. K. Halliday put forward a tripartite classification of language functions,
namely the ideational function (language can be used to represent the world), the
interpersonal function (language can be used to encode interpersonal relations)
and the textual function (language can be used to construct texts). An utterance in
context fulfils the three metafunctions simultaneously.

Language may serve communicative purposes and play a role in group
identity. These two functions are complementary. With their ability to
communicate, human beings can build communities, which then provide, among
other things, a powerful source of identity for their members. Language can be

tool of inclusion and exclusion. It is a vital component in a group’s identity.

o

1 3 | The defmmg features of Ianguage 1,

Language, as a system of communication, falls within the scope of semiotics,
the science of signs, about which there has been extensive discussion in the past
decades. Unlike other systems of communication, language has the following

design features:



