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As human beings, we can feel the existence of language
everywhere. However, very few of us know the true
nature of language. There is remarkable uncertainty as

o

The Nature of

Language to how language really functions in human commu-

nication. Many philosophers, historians, and linguists
have been exerting every effort to define the nature of
language from different points of view.

Sapir (1921: 7) in Zanguage takes language as “a purely human and non-
instinctive method of communicating ideas, emotions and desires by means of
voluntarily produced symbols”.

Mario Pei and Frank Gaynor (1954) in A Dictionary of Linguistics regard
language as “a system of communication by sound, i.e. through the organs of
speech and hearing, among human beings of a certain group or community,
using vocal symbols possessing arbitrary conventional meanings”.

Jack et al. (1985) in Zongman Dictionary of Applied Linguistics define
language as “the system of human communication by means of a structured
arrangement of sounds (or their written representation) to form largervunits,
e.g. morphemes, words, sentences”.

Hadumod Bussmann (1996) in Routledge Dictionary of Language and
Linguisticsviews language as “vehicle for the expression or exchange of thoughts,
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concepts, knowledge, and information as well as the fixing and transmission of
experience and knowledge. It is based on cognitive processes, subject to societal
factors and subject to historical change and development”.

Unfortunately, a perfect and satisfactory definition has yet to come. However,
most linguists have come to a general agreement about the following important
features that are typical of the nature of human language.

In natural verbal communication, people can learn and use a language
consistently. This shows that language is systematic. This property is usually
claimed to be unique to humans. Each human language is organized into two
basic systems: a system of sounds and a system of meanings. This is called the
duality of language. Linguists are concerned not only with characteristics of the
two systems but also with their relationship.

Sounds are units which combine to make words or parts of words, like zeq,
blackboard, im-, and -Jy. These units will enter in systematic ways into various
combinations to form larger meaningful sequences, like complex words, phrases,
or sentences. Different sequences of sounds have difference in meaning. Hu-
man language operates on two levels of structure.

At one level, elements have no meaning themselves. They have meaning
when combined to form units at another level. The basic sound units of speech,
such as [b], [e], and [d], are normally meaningless by themselves, but they can
have meaning when they are put together into sequences such as ded[bed]. Not
all the sounds are used by speakers of any language, and only certain combina-
tions of sounds are possible.

Our daily experience tells us that in the sound system of a language, only a
small number of sounds are used again and again in various combinations to
form units of meaning. In the meaning system, these units of meaning can be
arranged in an infinite number of ways to express both simple and complicated
ideas. A language offers its speaker the opportunity to talk about anything. The
interesting thing is that the number of words in a language is relatively finite but
their possible combination can be infinite.

However, linguists are interested in exploring the unlimited possibilities
any language offers to its speakers. This will include ways of describing not only
sounds and combinations of sounds, but also sentences and parts of sentences.

In a language we can find agreed-upon sound-meaning relations and
agreed-upon sequences. This means that there is a set of organizing principles



that control any system of language. These principles can be called rules.

The rules of the English sound system, for example, permit s/zdand snid as
possible words, but not znid or sntd. In addition, a language has rules for the
formation of sentences and parts of sentences such as phrases and clauses.
These rules make up the syntax of the language.

This ordering is typical of English. The agent of the action is placed before
the verb and the object at the end. The concepts of agent and object are probably

ke

Syntax may deal with the ordering of words, as we can see by these G
=

sentences: g‘
i |

The boss hit Tom. =
Tom hit the boss. <
S

>3

S

s

S

found in all languages, but the means used to express them may vary. We can
examine sentence structure by looking at such ambiguous sentences as Ske read
the book you gave her yesterday. If you gave her the book yesterday, the
structure is organized like this: Ske read the book (you gave her yesterday).
Here, yesterday is part of the cluster to which gave belongs. For the meaning
“Yesterday she read the book you gave her’, the sentence would be understood
as “She read the book (you gave her) yesterday”.

&ERCISES ;
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As we know, people use signs to communicate, which means that language
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involves signs. The conception of sign has evolved through a long history of
philosophical discussions, dating back to the Middle Ages. There has been a
discipline to study the workings of signs. Saussure calls it ‘semiology ”, and
Peirce terms it ‘Semiotics ",

Traditionally, signs are divided into natural signs and conventional signs.
Natural signs do not depend on the whim of man and stand in an iconic or
picturing relation to what they signify. An image in a mirror is a natural sign of
the person mirrored. The mirror image is the causal effect of the object mirrored
or a process emanating from this object, like smoke of the effect of fire and
symptoms of some underlying disease. A conventional sign is a sign established
by-convention and may have connection with the thing signified, e.g. maps,
words.

Semiotics became an independent discipline with the work of Charles
Peirce, who views semiotics as a branch of logic and philosophy. In contrast to
the empirical studies by the linguists at the time, Peirce extends the scope of
semiotics beyond the linguistic signs used in human communication. After
Pierce, the science of signs in Europe came to have an anthropological orientation.

For Saussure, linguistics is a subdivision of semiology, dealing with lan-
guage as a special means of human communication. However, later, Roland
Barthes and others extend semiology to include complex cultural forms of
communication such as painting, music, films, theatre, dance, clothing,
advertising, architecture, literature, and even food.

Signs are ubiquitous in human society. To study language, we need to find
out the location of language in sign systems and understand, among other
things, the relationship between an object and the sign that stands for the object.
According to Traugott & Pratt (1980), signs can be categorized into three major
types.

(1) Icon

We say a sign is an icon when an object and its sign are related to each other
by a physical resemblance. For example, a photo that is taken of a video cassette
can be said to be an icon.

(2) Index

A sign is called an index when an object and its sign are associated to each
other by physical proximity. In the case of thunder and lighting, thunder is an
index.

(3) Symbol

If a sign and the object it signifies are associated by social convention, the
sign is called a symbol. Common symbols include traffic lights, wedding rings,



