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Language: An Introduction

Whatever else people may do when they come together — whether they play, fight, or make
things — they talk. We live in a world of words. We talk to our friends, our associates, our wives
and husbands, our lovers, our teachers, our parents and in-laws. We talk to bus-drivers and total
strangers. We talk face to face and over the telephone. And everyone responds with more talk.
Television and radio further swell this torrent of words. As a result, hardly a moment of our
waking lives is free from words, and even in our dreams we talk and are talked to. We also talk
when there is no one to answer. Some of us talk aloud in our sleep. We talk to our pets and
sometimes to ourselves. And we are the only animals that do this — that talk.

Indeed, the possession of language, more than any other attribute, distinguishes humans from
other animals. Language makes us human, and we spend a large part of our waking life speaking,
listening, reading and writing. But most people take their language ability for granted. Speaking
and understanding speech seem as natural as breathing or sleeping. Few people would stop and
think, “What is language?’

As for a definition of language, linguists are in broad agreement about some of the important
characteristics of human language and one definition of language widely associated with
linguistics, which is the scientlfic study of human language, may be used to illustrate those areas

of agreement. This particular definition states that language is a system of arbitrary vocal symbols
used for human communication.

1.1 Properties of language

1.1.1 Communicative versus informative

In our investigation of language, we can concentrate on those properties which differentiate human
language from all other forms of signaling and which make it a unique type of communication
system.

In order to describe those properties, we should first distinguish what are specifically
communicative signals from those which may be unintentionally informative signals. A person
listening to you may become informed about you via a number of signals which you have not
intentionally sent. She may note that you have a cold (you sneezed), that you aren’t at ease (you
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shifted around in your seat), that you are untidy (unbrushed hair, rumpled cloth‘ing), that you are
disorganized (non-matching socks), and that you are from some other part of the country (you
have a strange accent). However, when you use language to tell this person, ‘I would like to apply
for the vacant position of senior brain surgeon at the hospital,” you are normally considered to be
intentionally communicating something. By the same token, the blackbird is not normally taken to
be communicating anything by having black feathers, perching on a branch and eating a worm, but
is considered to be sending a communicative signal with the loud squawking to be heard when a
cat appears on the scene. So, when we consider the distinctions between human language and
animal communication, we are considering both in terms of their potential as a means of
intentional communication.

'1.1.2 Unique properties
There -have been a number of attempts to determine the defining properties of human language,
and different lists of features can be found. We shall take six of these features and describe how
they are manifested in human language. We shall also try to describe in what ways these features
are uniquely a part of human language and unlikely to be found in the communication systems of
" other creatures. We should remain aware, however, that our view of how other creatures
communicate is essentially an outsider’s view and may be inaccurate. It is possible that your pet
has quite complex communication with other members of its species and frequently comments on
how hard it is to get points across to the large clumsy bipeds who act as if they know it all.

Bearing that caveat in mind, we can now consider some of the properties which the bipeds believe
are unique to their linguistic system.

1.1.2.1 Displacement
When your pet cat comes home after spending a night in the back alleys and stands at your feet
calling meow, you are likely to understand this message as relating to that immediate time and
place. If you ask the cat where it was the night before and what it was up to, you may get the same
meow response. It seems that animal communication is almost exclusively designed for this
moment, here and now. It cannot effectively be used to relate events which are far removed in time
and place. When your dog says GRRR, it is likely to mean GRRR, right now, because it does not
appear capable of communicating GRRR, last night, over in the park. Now, human language-users
are perfectly capable of producing messages equivalent to GRRR, last night, over in the park, and
going on to say In fact, I'll be going back tomorrow Jor some more. They can refer to past and
future time, and to other locations. This property of human language is called displacement. It
allows the users of language to talk about things and events not present in the immediate
environment. Animal communication is generally considered to lack this property.

However, it has been proposed that bee communication does have the property of displacement.
For example, when a worker bee finds a source of nectar and returns to the hive, it can perform a
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complex dance routine to communicate to the other bees the location of this nectar. Depending on
the type of dance (round dance for nearby and tail-wagging dance, with variable tempo, for further
away and how far), the other bees can work out where this newly discovered feast can be found.
This ability of the bee to indicate a location some distance away must mean that bee
communication has at least some degree of displacement as a feature. The crucial consideration
involved, of course, is that of degree. Bee communication has displacement in an extremely
limited form. Certainly, the bee can direct other bees to a food source. However, it must be the
most recent food source. It cannot be that rose garden on the other side of town that we visited last
weekend, nor can it be, as far as we know, possible future nectar in bee heaven.

The factors involved in the property of displacement, as it is manifested in human language, are
much more comprehensive than the communication of a single location. It enables us to talk about
things and places whose existence we cannot even be sure of. We can refer to mythical creatures,
demons, fairies, angels, Santa Claus, and recently invented characters such as Superman. It is the
property of displacement that allows the human, unlike any other creature, to create fiction and to
describe possible future worlds.

1.1.2.2 Arbitrariness

It is generally the case that there is no ‘natural’ connection between a linguistic form and its
meaning. You cannot look at a word, for example, the English dog, and determine from its shape
that it has a natural meaning. The linguistic form has no natural or ‘iconic’ relationship with that
four-legged barking object out in the world. Recognizing this general fact about language leads us
to conclude that a property of linguistic signs is their arbitrary relationship with the objects they
are used to indicate, The forms of human language demonstrate a property called arbitrariness:
they do not, in any way, ‘fit’ the objects they denote. This is perhaps why Shakespeare says a rose
by any other name would smell sweet as well. For another example, the same word may express
different meanings, /rayt/, may be represented as write, right and rite. On the other hand, different
languages may have different sounds to represent the same object that exists in society. The word
of such an object as a house is fangzi in Chinese, maison in French, dom in Russian, Haus in
German.

There are, of course, some words in language which have sounds which seem to ‘echo’ the
sounds of objects or activities. English examples might be cuckoo, Crash, slurp, squelch or whirr,
which are onomatopoeic. In most languages, however, these onomatopoeic words are relatively
rare, and different languages use different words to imitate the same natural sounds. The vast
majority of linguistic expressions are in fact arbitrary. .

Still there is an interesting fact in Chinese, that is, some written symbols may directly reflect the
entities they represent without the medium of sound, presenting the impression that there exists a
direct relationship between the symbol and the referent. Examples may be such characters as
RS, 4, 4. However such characters are pronounced, they resemble the animals they represent in
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