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Language

When you go to a country, you must learn
how to say two things: how to ask for food, and to
tell a woman that you love her. Of these the second

is more important , for if you tell a woman you love

her she will certainly feed you.
—Louis L’ Amour
~ The three-legged stool of umierstandmg is
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Chapter 1 Importance of Language

1.1 Importance of Language

Both Louis L.” Amour and Robert A. Heinlein, one, with a touch of
humor and the other, a lot more seriously, reveal to us the vital importance
of the role of language in our life. Indeed, one may not survive well without
the help of words and, without the invention of languages, human beings
will, probably, still be as barbarous and primitive as they were in a pre-
historical era. Language is to the development of civilizations what food is
to the growth of the human body. When we talk about language, we usually
believe that it is unique to human beings. “The effects of language are
remarkable, and include much of what distinguishes man from the animals”
(L. Bloomfield, 2002 1).

The importance of language lies in its functions. It is generally agreed

by most linguists that the on of language is for

communication. Though some scholars doubt whether it is the real case and
argue that the use of language for communication is only the “curious
additional use (of language) ” ( Sperber & Wilson, 2001 : 173) , we cannot
deny the fact that language does play a significant part in communication.
If we want to ask for food so as to survive hunger in an alien place, like
what Louis L’ Amour says, we should learn how to ask for food, which

naturally involves the use of language. Gestures or other

s are also helpful for the very purpose, some may
argue, yet the chances of making yourself understood by your benefactor
and eventually succeeding in getting food will probably be slim. In this

sense, language is an effective and indispensable device for communication.

N~



s:Theory and Practice

One may go on arguing that the here is too

course, in satisfying this kind of basic need, we have many choices which
may prove to be just as effective and adequate: you can lie on the side of
road, pointing to your mouth and stomach, looking at the passers-by with
begging eyes; you can pretend that you are dying due to lack of food; you
can threaten others and then rob them; or, you can lie where you are,
simply doing nothing, for your miserable state has “told” the potentially
sympathetic people everything you are suffering. So far, so good. But what
about more sophisticated needs of life,as in the case of moral preaching or
the academic activities? The answer is obvious: Without language ,

communication in human society would be as primitive as that of animals.
1.2 Functions of Language

When we come to the the concept of

“ communication ” is very misleading. For, communication, “In its
broadest sense, ...refers to every kind of mutual transmission of information
using signs or symbols between living beings (humans, animals) , between
people and data-processing machines” (Hadumod Bussmann, 2000 83).

To better understand the functions of language, a more specific

is necessary.

Hu Zhuanglin, in his Linguistics; A Course Book, summarizes seven
categories with regard to the functions of language: Informative; Interpersonal
Function; Performative; Emotive Function; Phatic Communion; Recreational
Function and Metalingual Function (Hu Zhuanglin, 2006:10 — 14).

C as the term suggests, refers to the function of
language by which we are able to exchange information. This is the major
contribution of the invention of language to the development of civilization.
We need language to exchange information and transmit knowledge in our

daily conversation and we need language even more badly to record the
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