Animals and human language
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Properties of human language:

Arbitrariness:

There is no natural connection between a linguistic form and its meaning. The
connection is quite arbitrary. We can’t just look at the Arabic word < and,
from its shape, for example, determine that it has a natural and obvious
meaning any more than we can with its English translation form dog. The
linguistic form has no natural or ‘iconic’ relationship with that hairy four-
legged barking object out in the world. This aspect of the relationship
between linguistic signs and objects in the world is described as
arbitrariness.
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Properties of human language:

Productivity:

Humans are continually creating new expressions by manipulating their
linguistic resources to describe new objects and situations. This property is
described as productivity (or ‘creativity’ or ‘open-endedness’) and
essentially means that the potential number of vocal expressions in any
human language is infinite.

The communication systems of other creatures are not like that. Cicadas have
four signals to choose from and vervet monkeys have thirty-six vocal calls.
It is not possible for creatures to produce new signals to communicate. The
honeybee, normally able to communicate the location of a nectar source to
other bees, will fail to do so if the location is really ‘new.’ the bees cannot
manipulate its communication system to create a ‘new’ message including
vertical distance.
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Properties of human language:

Cultural transmission:

The process whereby a language is passed on from one generation to the next
is described as cultural transmission. We inherit physical features such as
brown eyes and dark hair from our parents, we do not inherit their
language. We acquire a language in a culture with other speakers and not
from parental genes. An infant born to Korean parents in Korea, but
adopted and brought up from birth by English speakers in the United
States, will have physical characteristics inherited from his or her natural
parents, but will speak English.
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Study questions
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1. What is the difference between formative and communicative signals?

2. Is it true that animals can refer to past and future time when they
communicate?

3. Is it true that there is no natural connection between a linguistic form and its
meaning?

4. Is it true that humans cannot create new expressions to describe new objects
and situations?
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Informative Signals
Someone may be informed about you through a number of signals that you have not

intentionally sent.
Communicative Signals
You are normally considered to be intentionally communicating something.
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No, it is not true.
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Yes, it is true.

No, it is not true.
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The sounds of language:
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«» Phonetics

+*» Voiced and voiceless sounds
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‘The sounds of spoken English do not match up, a lot of the time, with letters
of written English’

+* Phonetics
Greek ‘phone’ = sound or voice
The general study of the characteristics of speech sounds.

Articulatory phonetics
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alveolar ridge
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The sounds of language:

*»* Voiced and voiceless sounds:

epiglottis ~

esophagus

larynx {vocal cords) -

1. When the vocal cords (vocal folds) are spread apart, the air from the lungs passes
between them unimpeded. ZZZZZ or VVVVV (vibration)

2. When the vocal cords (vocal folds) are drawn together, the air from the lungs
repeatedly pushes them apart as it passes through. SSSSS or FFFFF ( no vibration)
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The sounds of language:
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The sounds of language:

+¢ Place of articulation:
* Bilabials:
These are sounds formed using both upper and lower lips. The first sounds in

the words pat, bat, and mat are all bilabials. They are represented by the
symbols [p], which is voiceless, and [b] and [m], which are voiced.

* Labiodentals:

These are sounds formed with the upper teeth and the lower lip. The first
sounds in of the words far and vat and the final sounds in the words safe
and save are labiodentals. They are represented by the symbols [f], which
is voiceless, and [v], which is voiced. Cough and photo, are both
pronounced as [f].
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The sounds of language:

¢ Place of articulation:
¢ Dentals:

These are sounds formed with the tongue tip behind the upper front teeth. The
initial sound of #:n and the final sound of bath are both voiceless dentals.
The symbol used for this sound is [B]. The voiced dental is represented by
the symbol [8] like the, there, then and thus.

* Alveolars:

These are sounds formed with the front part of the tongue on the alveolar
ridge. The initial sounds in fop, dip, sit, zoo and nut are all alveolars. The
symbols for these sounds are easy to remember [t], [d], [s], [z], [n]. Of
these, [t] and [s] are voiceless whereas [d], [z] and [n] are voiced. Other
alveolars are the [1] sound as in /apand [r] as in r7ght.
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% Place of articulation:
* Palatals:

These are sounds formed with the tongue and the hard palate. The initial sounds in
the words shout and child, which are both voiceless. The “sh” sound is
represented as [f] and the “ch” sound is represented as [tf]. The word shAoe-
brush begins and ends with the voiceless palatal sound [f] and the word church
begins and ends with the other voiceless palatal sound [tf]. The sound [3] such
as freasure and pleasure which is voiced palatal. The other voiced palatal is
[d3] as in_joke and gem. The sound [j] is also voiced palatal as in yet .

* Velars:

Sounds produced with the back of the tongue against the velum are called velars. .
The sound [k] as in cook is voiceless. The sound [g] as in go. The voiced sound
[n] as in bang.
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% Place of articulation:
¢ Glottals:

There is one sound that is produced without the active use of the tongue and other
parts of the mouth. It is the voiceless sound [h] as in Aorse .
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The sounds of language:

«+ Charting consonant sounds:
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«» Manner of articulation:
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+» Manner of articulation:

* Stops:

The set [p], [b], [t], [d], [k], [g] are all produced by some form of “stopping” of the
air stream (very briefly) then letting it go abruptly. This type of consonant
sound , resulting from a blocking or stopping effect on the air stream, is called
a stop (or a “plosive”). Example: bed.

¢ Fricatives:

The set of sounds [f], [v], [6], [8], [s], [z], [f], [3] involved almost blocking the air
stream and having the air push through the very narrow opening. As the air is
pushed through, a type of friction is produced and the resulting sounds are
called fricatives. Example: fish, those.
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< Manner of articulation:
¢ Affricates:

If you combine a brief stopping of the air stream with an obstructed release which
causes some friction, you will be able to produce the sounds [tf] and [d3] these
are called affricates . Example: cheap and jeep.

¢ Fricatives:

The set of sounds [f], [v], [6], [8], [s], [z], [f], [3] involved almost blocking the air
stream and having the air push through the very narrow opening. As the air is
pushed through, a type of friction is produced and the resulting sounds are
called fricatives. Example: fish, those.
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The Organs of Speech
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+» Manner of articulation:
* Nasals:
When the velum is lowered and the air stream is allowed to flow out through the

nose to produce [m], [n] and [n], the sounds are described as nasals Example:
morning and name.

* Fricatives:

The set of sounds [f], [v], [6], [8], [s], [z], [f], [3] involved almost blocking the air
stream and having the air push through the very narrow opening. As the air is
pushed through, a type of friction is produced and the resulting sounds are
called fricatives. Example: fish, those.
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«» Communication:

+¢ Properties of human language:
* Displacement

*  Arbitrariness

*  Productivity

*  Cultural transmission




image2.png
Communication:

Informative Signals

The blackbird is not normally taken to be communicating anything by having
black feathers, sitting on a branch and looking down at the ground.

Communicative Signals

But is considered to be sending a communicative signal with the loud
squawking produced when a cat appears on the scene.
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Communication:

We should first distinguish between communicative signals and informative
signals.

Informative Signals

If someone is listening to you, he /she may be informed about you through a
number of signals that you have not intentionally sent. For example, he
/she may note that you have a cold (you sneezed), that you are not at ease
(you shifted around in your seat), that your are disorganized (non-matching
socks).

Communicative Signals

When you use language to tell this person, /’m one of the applicants for the
vacant position of senior brain surgeon at the hospital, you are normally
considered to be intentionally communicating something.
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Properties of human language:

Displacement:

When your pet cat comes home and stands at your feet calling meow, you are
likely to understand this message as relating to that time and place. If you
ask your cat where it has been and what it was up to, you’ll probably get
the same meow response. Animal communication seems to be designed
exclusively for this moment, here and now. It cannot be used to relate
events that are far removed in time and place.

Humans can refer to past and future time. This property of human language is
called displacement. It allows language users to talk about things and
events not present in the immediate environment. Displacement allows us
to talk about things and places (ogre, Superman) whose existence we
cannot even be sure of.




