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LANGUAGE AND LINGUISTICS

1. Language

Language is of vital importance to us humans. We use

language to talk,to write, to read and to think every day. Itis
LANGUAGE that makes us human and distinguishes us from
other animals. We are so familiar with language that we take
it rather for grantéd as we do breathing or walking. There-
fore,if asked to explain what language is, few of us could give

an adequate answer.

1. 1 What is language?

It is not difficult to find definitions of language in the lin-

guistics literature. Below are some of them.

Language is a purely human and noninstinctive method of

communicating ideas ,emotions,and desires by means of a

system of voluntarily produced symbols. (Sapir)

A language is a system of arbitrary vocal symbols by

means of which a social group cooperates. (Bloch &.

Trager)

Language is essentially a controlled behaviour, shared in

various degrees by all the people in a given speech-com-

munity. (Crystal)

From now on I will consider a language to be a set (finite

or infinite ) of sentences, each finite in length and con-
1



-structed out of a finite set of elements. (Chomsky)

Although these definitions are not exactly the same,each
of them stresses some features of language on presupposing
some general theory of language and of linguistic ahalysis. De-
spite the differences in their views,linguists are in broad agree-
ment about some of the important features of human lan-
guage ,and most of them would accept the view that language 1s
a system of arbitrary vocal symbols used for human commumication.
The definition seems,at first sight, rather imprecise, but each
word in it has been carefully chosen to. lay emphasis on one as-
pect of language.

The key term in the definition is system. It means that lan-
guage must be systematic, or else it could not be learned or
“used consistently. This is because elements in it have to be ar-
ranged according to certain rules,and they cannot be combiped
at will. In the English language, for example, spl is a normal
consonant cluster as in the word splash whereas [sp is not ac-
ceptable. Likewise, ,

(1) I am listening to the news over the radio.
is an acceptable sentence,but

(2) 1 to the listening the am news radio over.
is not.

The arbitrariness of lafiguage lies in the fact that there is
no direct connection between the linguistic form and its corre-
sponding linguistic meaning. There is, for instance, no direct
connection between the sounds of the word book and the con-
cept “book”. The fact that different languages have different
worgls for it ,shu in Chinese, ore in French,is a very good

2



piece of evidence to confirm the arbitrary nature of language.
This, furthermore, explams that language is a symbolic system,
a system in which words are associated with objects, ideas,
and actions by convention. As a result, it is said that a rose by
any other name would smell as sweet.

Language is vocal in that the primary medium of language
is sound,and it is sound for all languages, no matter how well
developed are their writing systems. Writing systems are noth-
ing but attempts to capture sounds and meanings on paper be-
cause writing systems are based on their spoken forms and
came into existence much later than the spoken forms.

The term communication means that language makes it pos-
sible for its users to talk to each other and fulfil their commu-
nicative needs. ‘The term human in the definition indicates that
language is possessed by human beings only and is very differ-
ent from the communication systems of other living creatures.
Just how different language is from systems of nonhuman
communication may be a quesﬁon of some interest to us. This
will be made clear in the following section.

1. 2 The key properties of human language
Human language is said to have some important properties
which no system of animal communication possesses.

1. 2. 1 Duality
Duality refers to the property of language with two levels
of structure,one of sounds and the other of meanings. At one
level, the sounds, which are meaningless in isolation, can be
3



grouped and regrouped into units of meaning. In English, for
example, sounds such as f,g,d,0,mean nothing separately.
They take on meaning only when they are combined together
in various ways,as in fog,dog,god. At the other level,these u-
nits of meaning can be grouped and regrouped into an infinite
number of sentences. Thus,a language has both a phonological
system and a grammatical system.

This feature of language makes it possible for its users to
have a vast nhumber of combinations of linguistic units at dif-
ferent levels for meaningful messages. The duality feature is
only possessed by human language. No system of animal com-
munication possesses duality ,or even comes near to possessing
it.

1.2.2 Prbductivity
The productivity of language is the property which enables
its users to construct and understand an indefinitely large num-
ber of utterances ot sentences, incuding the novel utterances
that they have never said nor heard before. For example,if,at
a party ,someone said,
(3) There is a purple platypus crawling across the
A ceiling.
his friends might think that he was drunk,drugged,or having a
nervous breakdown,but they would still understand him. This
feature is peculiar to human language,and is in sharp contrast
‘with the unproductive communication systems of animals. A
gibbon call system lacks productivity ,for gibbons draw all their
calls from a fixed repertoire which is rapidly exhausted and
4



which allows no possibility of novelty. The bee dancing, how-
ever ,does have a limited productivity. It can be used to com-
municate about entitely new sources of nectar within a few
miles of the hive in any direction,but it conveys no informa-
tion about anything other than the distance and direction of the

nectar sources.

1. 2. 3 Arbitrariness

As is said earlier ,the arbitrary property of language refers
to the fact that there is no intrinsic cohnection between form
and meaning,or between the sign and what it stands for. The
symbols used are arbitrary. For example, there is no necessary
relationshiop between the word elephant and the aminal it sym-
bolises. We Chinese refer to the same kind of animal by using
xz’aﬁg. However ,not every symbol is arbitrary. There are ono-
matopoeic words in every language,such as cuckoo, bang, cmsh
in English. Thete exists some connection or non-arbitrary con-
nection between the form and the me:;ming of such ono-
matopoeic words because these words are imitations of natural
sounds. But the vast majority of the words in a language are
non-onomatopoeic ; the connection between their form and their
meaning is arbitrary. Given the form,it is impossible to predict
the meaning and, given the meaning, it is impossible to predict

the form.

1. 2. 4 Interchangeability
Interchangeability tefers to the communication system’s abil-
ity to be mutually transmitted and received by members of the
5



same species. For language any speaker of a language is both a
producer and a receiver of messages. Bee dancing and gibbon
calls also involve interchangeability , but other animal signals,
by contrast, lack this featur.é. For example, some male birds
possess calls which females do not have,and certain fish have
similar sex-restricted types of communication. The calls and

patterns are not interchangeable between the sexes.

1. 2. 5 Specialization

Specialization is a matter of degree or extent to which the
use of a signal and the behaviour it evokes are directly linked.
In order to determine the extent to which a communicative sys-
tem is specialized , we compare the trigger consequences and the
direct physical consequences of the messages or acts in the sys-
tem ;\if they are closely related ,then the system is not special-
ized,but if they have no particular relationship , the system is
specialized. Animal communication is said to lack specializa-
tion because an animal signal triggers a behaviour. Language,
by contrast, is highly specialized, as the behavioural conse-
quences of using a linguistic signal are less predictable and of-

ten unpredictable.

1. 2. 6 Displacement
This property of language is that language can be used to
refer to contexts removed from the immediate situation of the
speaker In other words, language can be used to refer to real
or 1magmed matters in the past,present,or future. For exam-
ple,if someone says,
6



(4) I was afraid.

it is not necessary that the speaker is still afraid. However,an-
imal calls seem generally tied to specific situations, such as
danger 6r hunger, and have nothing comparable to displaced
speech , for most animals can communicate about things in the
immediate environment only. Displaoemérw,however,dom occa-
sionally occur in the communication of bees. If a worker bee
finds a new source of nectar,she returns to the hive and per-
forms a complex dance to inform the other bees of the exact lo-
cation of the nectar, which may be several miles away. But
bees must do this immediately on returning to the hive. They
do not dance about the nectar source they discovered on some
previous occasion,nor do they speculate about future discover-
ies. Language can cope with any subject whatsoever, and it
does not matter how far away the topic of conversation is in
time and space. Language can even be used to talk about lan-
guage itself.

1. 2. 7 Cultural transmission

Cultural transmussion refers to the fact that the ability to
speak a language is passed down from one generation to the
next by teaching and learning.i. e. the details of the linguistic
system must be learned anew by each speaker. They are not
biologically transmitted from generation to generation. Animal
systems, on the other hand, ate genetically transmitted. They
ate completely determined by the genetic structure of the ani-
mal. It is true that the capacity for language in human beings
has a genetic basis, too, but the particular language a human
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