The Properties of language
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1. Displacement

Animal communication 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.
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Cont.

On the other hand, human language-users
are perfectly capable of producing messages.
They can refer to past and future time, and
to other locations. This property of human
language is called displacement.
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Cont.

The property of displacement enables us to
talk about things and, places whose existence
we cannot even be sure of. We can refer to
mythical creatures, fairies, angles and
recently invented characters such as
Superman.
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Cont.

It is the property of displacement that
allows human, unlike any other creature, to
create fiction and to describe possible
future worlds
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However, it has been proposed that bee
communication does have the property of

displacement.

The 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.
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NOTE

The crucial consideration involved, of
course, is that of degree. Bee
communication has displacement in an
extremely limited form.
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2. Arbitrariness

There is no ‘natural’ connection between a
linguistic form and its meaning.
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Example

You cannot look at the Arabic word sLs, and
from its shape, for example, determine that
it has a natural meaning, any more than you
can with its English translation from dog.
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The linguistic form has no natural
relationship with that four-legged barking
object out in the world.

The forms of human language demonstrate
a property called arbitrariness: they do
not, in any way, ‘fit' the objects they
denote.
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There are, of course, some words in language
which have sounds which seem to ‘echo’ the
sounds of objects or activities.

The onomatopoeic words are relatively
rare, and the vast majority of linguistic
expressions are in fact arbitrary.
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Cont.

For the majority of animal signals, there
does appear to be a clear connection
between the conveyed message and the signal
used to convey it.
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Cont.

This impression we have of the non-
arbitrariness of animal signaling may be
closely connected with the fact that, for any
animal, the set of signals used in
communication is finite.
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3. Productivity

It is a feature of all languages that novel
utterances are continually being created.

A child learning a language is especially
active in forming and producing utterances
which he or she has never heard before.
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Cont.

Non-human signaling, on the other hand,
appears to have little flexibility. The
problems seems to be that animal signals have
a feature called fixed reference. Each signal
is fixed as relating to a particular object or
occasion.
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4. Cultural Transmission

Language can not be inherited. You acquire a
language in a culture with other speakers and
not from parental genes.

The process whereby language is passed on
from one generation to the next is described
as cultural transmission.
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Cont.

While it has been argued that humans are
born with an innate predisposition to acquire
language, it is clear that they are not born
with the ability to produce utterances in a
specific language, such as English.
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Cont.

Cultural transmission of a specific language is
crucial in the human acquisition process.

The general pattern of animal communication
is that the signals used are instinctive and
not learned.
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5. Discreteness

The sounds used in language are meaningfully
distinct.
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Cont.

For example, the difference between a b
sound and a p sound is not actually very
great, but when these sounds are part of a
language like English, they are used in such
a way that the occurrence of one rather
than the other is meaningful.
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Cont.

The fact that the pronunciation of the forms
pack and back leads to a distinction in
meaning can only be due to the difference
between the p and b sounds in English.
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Cont.

This property of language is described as
discreteness. Each sound in the language is
treated as discrete.
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6. Duality

Language is organized at two levels or layers
simultaneously. This property is called
duality.

In terms of speech production, we have
the physical level at which we can produce
individual sounds, like n, b, and i.
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Cont.

As individual sounds, non of these discrete
forms has any intrinsic meaning. When we
produce those sounds in a particular
combination, as in bin, we have another level
producing a meaning which is different from
the meaning of the combination in nib.
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So, at one level, we have distinct sounds,
and, at another level, we have distinct
meaning.

This duality of levels is, in fact, one of the
most economical features of human language,
since with a limited set of distinct sounds we
are capable of producing a very large number
of sound combinations (e.g. words) which are
distinct in meaning.
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NOTE

These six properties of displacement,
arbitrariness, productivity, cultural
transmission, discreteness and duality may be
taken as the core features of human
language..
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Other Properties

Human language does of course have many
other properties, but these are
human characteristics.
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1. The Use of Vocal-Auditory
Channel

It is certainly a feature
of human speech. Human
linguistic communication
is typically generated via
the vocal organs and
perceived via the ears.
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Moreover, many other species (e.g. apes)
use the vocal-auditory channel. Thus, this
property is not a defining feature of human
language.
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2. Reciprocity

Any speaker/sender of a linguistic signal
can also be a listener/receiver.
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3. Specialization

Linguistic signals do not normally serve any
other type of purpose, such as breathing or
feeding.





image35.jpeg
4. Non-Directionality

Linguistic signals can be picked up by anyone
within hearing, even unseen.
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5. Rapid Fade

Linguistic signals
are produced and
disappear quickly.
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Demember

Most of these are properties of the spoken
language, but not of the written language.
They are also not present in many animal
communication systems which
characteristically use the visual mode or
involve frequent repetition of the same signal.
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Such properties are best treated as ways
of describing human language, but not as a
means of distinguishing it from other
systems of communication.
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Communicative vs. Informative

In order to describe the properties, we
should first distinguish what are specifically
communicative signals from those which may
be unintentionally informative signals.

A person listening to you may become
informed about you via a number of signals
which you have not intentionally sent.
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Example

When a person sneezes, he unintentionally
sends a signal that he has a cold.

However, when you use language to fell this
person “I would like to go to the hospital,” you
are normally considered to be intentionally
communicating something.
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NOTE

When we consider the distinction between
human language and animal communication,
we are considering both in terms of their
potential as a means of intentional
ccommunication.
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Unique Properties

There have been a number of
attempts to determine the
defining properties of human

language, and different lists

of features can be found.





