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Chapter 1 Language and Linguistics

1. 1 What is language?

1. 1. 1 Definitions of language

What is language? This may at first sound like a naive and
simple question. Yet to this extremely familiar, everyday phe-
nomenon, it is difficult to give a satisfactory definition. Some
people probably will say “language is a tool for human communi-
cation”. Far from a definition, this only tells us what language
does, or what it is used for, i. e. its function. Alternatively, one
might say “language is a set of rules.” Then this tells nothing
about its functions, and there are actually other systems that are
also rule-governed.

Modern linguists have proposed various definitions of lan-
guage, some of them are quoted below:

“Language is a purely human and non-instinctive method of
communicating ideas, emotions and desires by means of voluntari-
ly produced symbols. ” (Sapir, 1921)

Language is “the institution whereby humans communicate
and interact with each other by means of habitually used oral-au-
ditory arbitrary symbols. ” (Hall, 1968)



e ABFETEMICS

“From now on I will consider language to be a set (finite or
infinite) of sentences, each finite in length and constructed out of
a finite set of elements. ” (Chomsky, 1957)

Each of these definitions has its own special emphasis, and is
not totally free from limitations. However, there are some impor-
tant characteristics of human language linguists have agreed on;
these are embraced in the following generally accepted definition;

Language is a system of arbitrary vocal symbols used for hu-
man communication.

Short as it is, this definition has captured the main features
of language. First of all, language is a system, i. e. , elements of
language are combined according to rules. This explains why
“iblk” is not a possible sound combination in English, and also
why “Been he wounded has” is not a grammatically acceptable
sentence in English.

Second, language is arbitrary in the sense that there is no in-
trinsic connection between a linguistic symbol and what the sym-
bol stands for, for instance, between the word “pen” and the
thing we write with, The fact that different languages have differ-
ent words for the same object is a good illustration of the arbitrary
nature of language. This also explains the symbolic nature of lan-
guage: words are just symbols; they are associated with objects,
actions, ideas, etc. by convention. This conventional nature of
language is well illustrated by a famous quotation from
Shakespeare’s play “Romeo and Juliet”: “A rose by any other
name would smell as sweet. ”

Third, language is vocal because the primary medium for all
languages is sound. All evidence points to the fact that writing

JE— 2 J—



& Chapter 1 Language and Linguistics

systems came into being much later than the spoken forms and
that they are only attempts to capture sounds and meaning on pa-
per. The fact that children acquire spoken language before they
can read or write also indicates that language is primarily vocal.
The term “human” in the definition is meant to specify that
language is human-specific, i.e., it is very different from the
communication systems other forms of life possess, such as bird

songs and bee dances.
1. 1. 2 The design features of human langnage

Philosophers, psychologists and linguists commonly make
the point that it is the possession of language which most clearly
distinguishes man from other animals. But how can language, or
more exactly, human language, be distinguished from other sys-
tems of animal communication? A useful approach was pioneered
by the American linguist Charles Hockett, who has pointed out
that human language has certain design features that no system of
animal communication possesses. He specified twelve design fea-

tures, six of which will be discussed here.
1. 1. 2. 1 Displacement

Most animals can communicate about things in the immediate
environment only. For example, 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 rela-
ting 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. Animal calls are mainly uttered in response to
immediate changes of situation. Calls or cries are produced, say,

— 3 —
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in contact of food, in presence of danger or in pain, Once the dan-
ger or pain is over, calls are stopped. It seems that animal com-
munication 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.

Human language-users, by contrast, are perfectly capable of
communicating about things that are absent as easily as about
things that are present. For instance, if someone says I was a-
fraid , it is not necessary that the speaker still be afraid. In other
words, language can be used to refer to things which are not pre-
sent: real or imagined matters in the past, present, or future or
in far-away places. This property of human language is called dis-
placement. It provides speakers with an opportunity to talk about
a wide range of things, free from the barriers caused by remote-
ness in time and place.

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 complex dance routine to communicate to the other bees the lo-
cation of this nectar. Depending on the type of dance, round
dance for nearby and tail-wagging dance for farther 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. However, bee
communication has displacement in an extremely limited form; for
the bees must communicate about the food immediately on retur-
ning to the hive, They do not dance about the food they disco-

R 4 N



& (Chapter 1 Language and Linguistics €

vered last month nor do they speculate about future discoveries.
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, fairies, angels, and re-
cently invented characters such as Superman, It is the property of
displacement which allows the human, unlike any other creature,

to create fiction and to describe possible future worlds.
1. 1. 2. 2 Arbitrariness

By “language is arbitrary”, we mean that there is no logical
or intrinsic connection between a particular sound and the mean-
ing it is associated with. For example, there is no reason why
English should use the sounds /kaet/ to refer to the animal cat,
and Chinese should use the sounds mao to refer to the same ani-
mal. The relationship between the sounds and their meaning is
quite “accidental” or “conventional”. The fact that the two lan-
guages use different sequences of sound to describe the same ani-
mal shows that there is no reason why a certain object or action
must be associated with a certain sound.

However, this relationship does not give the speaker of a
language the freedom to choose any sounds he likes to refer to
things, for the relationship must be conventional. Péople speak-
ing the same language must use the same sets of sounds to refer to
the same thing. Otherwise there would be little communication if
each speaker chose his own sounds to express anything he could
think of.

There are, of course, some words in language which have
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