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Unit 1 The Origin and Design
Features of Language

For long, the origin of language has held the fascination of
linguists. It has always been an intriguing task to trace it as
some scientists say that language is the very thing that makes us
human. Nevertheless, people have always speculated upon
where language came from; consequently, we have with us today
various theories and speculations, some rather ridiculous, others
with more than a trace of credibility to them.

Just as it is difficult to trace the origin of language, it is
hard to give a comprehensive description of the natures of it.
When asked the question “what is language?”, we might think it
a piece of cake to give an answer. On the contrary, it is almost
impossible to give a complete definition of language without fur-
ther inquiry, for it can be defined in various ways depending on

the features one wishes to emphasize.

1. 1 The Origin of Language

According to the Bible: “In the beginning was the Word”.
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According to the Talmud: “God created the world by a Word,
instantaneously, without toil or pains”. God created Adam and
speech simultaneously, for God spoke with Adam and Adam an-
swered him. The language they were said to have spoken was
Hebrew.

The Egyptians considered themselves to have the oldest civi-
lization and asserted that the original human language was Egyp-
tian. This assumption was checked out at least once, according
to the historian Herodotus. A 17" B. C. Egyptian ruler named
Psammetichus believed that babies, if left alone, would grow up
speaking “the” original language. Curiosity stimulated the king
to try an experiment. He had two babies taken from an ordinary
family and given them to a shepherd to raise. He ordered that
not a word be spoken to the babies and the shepherd tend only to
their needs. When they were two years old, the little ones one
day abruptly said to the shepherd “Becos”, which meant “bread”
in Phrygian. Phrygian was thus announced to be the original lan-
guage.

The Greeks claimed that at some ancient time there was a
“legislator” who gave the correct, natural name to everything.
Evidence can be found in Socrates’ dialogue with Plato:

not every man is able to give a name, but only a maker
of names; and this is the legislator, who of all skilled arti-
san in the world is the rarest «--

Numerous other theories have been advanced and many of
them have been given picturesque names. They are:

The bowwow theory: primitive words were imitative of

sounds; for example, man copied the barking of dogs and ob-
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tained a word which meant “dog” or “bark”.

The pooh-pooh theory: language is derived from instinctive
cries called forth by intense emotion.

The ding-dong theory: every substance has a natural reso-
nance when struck; when man is struck by an impression (for in-
stance, the sight of a sheep), he will emit the appropriate vocal
resonance, that is, the word “sheep”.

The yo-he-ho theory: under strong physical effort, man will
emit noises from his vocal tract; these became language, so the
first words will mean “heave” or “haul”.

The ta-ta theory: man makes gestures appropriate to certain
situations, for example, waving when taking leave; the tongue
may duplicate‘ the manual gesture, and striking the roof of the
mouth, will utter the sound ta-ta.

The ta-ra-ra-boom-de-ay theory: language arose from ritual
dance and incantation.

Vivid as these speculations are, it is impossible to see how
they could be proved or disproved. However, one person is
worth mentioning. It is Johann Gottfried von Herder, a German
philosopher, critic and clergyman. With the publication of his
On the Origin of Language in 1772, speculation on the origin of
language moved from the realm of fancy and entered what is
called the “organic phase” in the latter part of the 18" century.

Herder denied that language is the direct gift of God, think-
ing it too imperfect to be so. God, to be sure, gave man the im-
pulse to speak. but man used this impulse in his own way. He
observed recurring phenomena and named them; the sense of

hearing was the first to be used; then followed names for things
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recognized by other senses. Thus a simple vocabulary arose,
confined to observable things. In time, as man’s ability to think
developed, more and more diversified words and complex gram-
matical categories appeared. This is an advance on, at least the
divine origin theory, since Herder postulates a parallel develop-
ment of the powers to speak and to think, so in a sense he envis-
ages a changing, evolving mankind.

William C. Stokoe proposes a new kind of interpretation of
language origin: language may have begun with gestural expres-
sion. Instrumental manual actions may have been transformed
into symbolic gestures, and vision would have been the key of
language evolution: man could have begun to represent the world
they saw (namely, things and actions) by their own means. Vi-
sion would have been the key for syntax to slowly come up be-
cause of its great capability of parallel processing.

From the above brief introduction, we can see that the ori-
gin of language is a rather controversial topic, and the proposed
theories are quite untestable. As is a fact, when the Linguistic
Society of Paris was founded in 1866, its rules forbade the dis-
cussion of the origin of language, although this did not discour-
age speculation. Recently, more and more light has been cast on
the problem by the consideration of the anatomical and psycho-
logical attributes necessary for the production of human language
and of the differences between animal communication and human
language. These differences seem to constitute a developmental
chasm as great as that which separates animals from plants. At
present, the safest thing that can be said is that it is impossible

to conceive of mankind existing without language, that is, lan-
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guage developed when man himself developed

1. 2 The Design Features of Language

Everyone might think he has a fairly clear idea of what lan-
guage is. He might say language is a means of communication.
However, other species outside human beings also communicate,
for example, dogs by barking, birds by singing. Are the bark-
ings of dogs and singings of birds languages?

As Bertrand Russell once observed: “No matter how elo-
quently a dog may bark, he cannot tell you that his parents were
poor but honest”, This is to say, as is generally agreed, that
language is an intrinsic aspect of human inheritance. But what
makes human language so advantageous over animal “langua-
ges”, so complicated and flexible, so unrestrained by the imme-
diate context and so capable of creating new meanings, in a
word, so distinctive from “languages” used by other species?
The features that define our human language, the design fea-

tures, are what we are to discuss.
1. 2. 1 A System of Communication

By system, we mean the preconceived meaningful order and
arrangement that we have to adhere to when communicate, Oth-
erwise, our utterances could not achieve the purpose of commu-
nication at all. All languages have systems. This system has a
framework of ideas built up within it, so that every utterance we
make communicates these ideas to the listener, who in turn re-

sponds by framing the same ideas as the speaker has framed.
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It goes without saying that the communicative function of
language deserves prime emphases. It is true that humans use
language for other purposes. The stock greetings and small talk
exchanges by acquaintances serve to reinforce social ties rather
than communicate vital information. Songs and rhymes are a
pleasant form of motor activity, enjoyable apart from any poten-
tial communicative function. But these are certainly peripheral u-
ses of language. The central purpose of language is communica-

tion.
1. 2. 2 Arbitrariness

Why do we call a “table” a “table” instead of a “horse”?
Why do we call a “fFF” a “J5F" instead of a “Z”? The widely
accepted meaning of this feature discussed by Saussure first re-
fers to the fact that the forms of linguistic signs bear no natural
resemblance to their meaning. Saussure’s initial definition of the
principle of arbitrariness and its relationship to the sign goes as
follows:

The link unifying signifier and signified is arbitrary or,
even more, since we understand by the sign the total result
of the association of a signifier with the signified, we can
say more simply: the linguistic sign is arbitrary.

Saussure’s definition simply means that the linguistic signs
used in language are employed as arbitrary symbols. That is, the
meaningful values assumed by linguistic signs in language are ar-
bitrarily fixed.

Arbitrariness does not exist at lexical level alone, it also ex-

ists at syntactic level, though to a lesser degree. For example:
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I usually get up at six. * I at six usually get up.

REEEASEK. »RASEKEH .

However, to say that linguistic signs are arbitrary in this
sense is not to deny that they can be used in combination to ono-
matopoeic effect, that is to say where, to use Alexander Pope’s
words, “the sound must seem an echo to the sense”. To illus-
trate this, Widdowson cites a line from Keats’ Ode to a Nightin-
gale:

The murmurous haunt of flies on summer eves.

Let's see another example in Chinese, lines from Mao
Zedong's poem:

INVINERR, BILAEWRAERE, s, JLEER, JLEHN.

Clearly, the language here is not arbitrarily chosen: it in
some way represents the sound. But the effect can only be recog-
nized if we know what the words mean: it does not arise simply
from what they sound like. This is even true of the apparently
onomatopoeic “murmurous” and “B§%;”. For if the word/charac-
ters express a natural connection, with the sounds alone evoking
what they denote, then why do the similar-sounding word/char-
acters “murderous”/ “Z& %% "not do so as well? It would seem to
be the case in fact that it is only when we know the meaning that

we infer that the form is appropriate.
1. 2. 3 Duality

A third design feature, one closely related to the second, ar-
bitrariness, is known as duality. By duality, we mean the two
levels of structure on which human language operates. At one

level are elements which have no meaning in themselves but



