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	Lecture № 02: Design Features of Language


Introduction

If asked to name the trait which most decisively distinguishes human beings from all other creatures on the planet, most people would come up with a single answer: language. Most linguists currently regard the faculty of language as a defining characteristic of being human. After all, nearly every creature on the planet seems to have some kind of signalling system; however, language is a highly elaborated signaling system. This is because language has fundamental properties which are often collectively known as the design features of language.
I. Design Features of Language

Language is arbitrary in the sense that there is no inherent relation between the words of a language and their meanings or the ideas conveyed by them. For example, there is no reason why a female adult human being be called a “woman” in English, “aurat” in Urdu, and “zen” in Persian. Selection of these words in the languages mentioned here is purely arbitrary. It is just like christening a new born baby who may be christened John or James. But once a child is given some name in a purely arbitrary manner; this name gets associated with the child for his entire life and it becomes an important, established convention. The situation in the case of the language is a similar one. The choice of a word selected to mean a particular thing or idea is purely arbitrary but once a word is selected for a particular referent, it comes to stay as such. It may be noted that if language were not arbitrary, there would be only one language in the world.
                                                                                                                                                    

Although language is symbolic, yet its symbols are arranged in a particular system. All languages have their system of arrangements. Though symbols in each human language are finite, they can be arranged infinitely; that is to say, we can produce an infinite set of sentence by a finite set of symbols.

Every language is a system of systems. All languages have phonological and grammatical systems, and within a system there are several sub-systems. For example, within the grammatical system we have morphological and syntactic systems, and within these two sub-systems we have several other systems such as those of plural, of mood, of aspect, of tense, etc.
                                                                                           

The process whereby a language is passed on from one generation to the next is described as cultural transmission. It is clear that humans are born with some kind of predisposition to acquire language in a general sense. However, we are not born with the ability to produce utterances in a speciﬁc language such as English. We acquire our ﬁrst language as children in a culture. It is non-instinctive because it is acquired by human beings. Nobody gets a language in heritage; he acquires it, and everybody has been provided with an innate ability to acquire language. Animals inherit their system of communication by heredity, humans do not.
                                                                        

Humans have the ability to say anything they like in any context. Human language is utterly different. Save only for our (non-linguistic) cries of pain and fear, we are perfectly free to choose what we are going to say in every context.  In other words, our speech is stimulus-free.  If your friend Julia asks “What do you think of my new skirt?,” you may reply “It’s too short,” or  “It doesn’t go with your pink blouse,” or you can even decline to answer and change the subject.
                                                                                                                 

A finite set of sound units can be grouped and re-grouped into units of meaning. We can produce sentences through this process of combining units of a different order. Animal calls do not show such duality, they are unitary. For example, the sounds that constitute the word mean could be rearranged to create the words name and mane.
                                                                                                                   

Language has creativity and productivity. The structural elements of human language can be combined to produce new utterances, which neither the speaker nor his hearers may ever have made or heard before any, listener, yet which both sides understand without difficulty. Man uses the limited linguistic, resources in order to produce completely novel ideas and utterances. Fairy tales, animal fables, narratives about alien unheard of happenings in distant galaxies or nonexistent worlds are perfectly understood by the listeners. Language changes according to the needs of society. Old English is different from modern English; so is old Urdu different form modern Urdu.
                                                                                                    

One can talk about situations, places and objects far removed from one’s present surroundings and time. We often talk about events that happened long time ago and at a distant place; bombing incident in Ireland’s Londonderry twelve years’ back, for instance; or the sinking of the Spanish Armada in the sixteenth century. Bees, of course, perform dances about the source of nectar that is also removed from the place of dance (beehive). But they cannot convey what happened in the previous season through their dance features. Human beings, however, can narrate events in which they were not involved.
                                                                                     

No species other than humans has been endowed with language. Animals cannot acquire human language because of its complex structure and their physical inadequacies. Animals do not have the type of brain which the human beings possess and their articulatory organs are also very much different from those of the human beings. 
                                                                                     

The sounds used in language are meaningfully distinct. 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. 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.
2. Difference between Human Language and Animal Communication
	Human Language
	Animal Communication

	Unlimited
	Limited and finite

	Open system
	Closed system

	Extendible
	Inextendible

	Flexible and varied
	Non-inflexible

	Non-intrinsic
	Instinctive

	Acquired
	Inherent

	Creativity
	Non-creativity

	Has grammaticality
	No grammaticality


3. Why do we Study Language?
Not only is human language important to us as a means of communication, it’s a uniquely human ability. Language is central to human life; it pervades most of aspects of human life such as arts (music and literature), religion (sacred books, rituals, prayers, etc.), witchcraft, spread of knowledge, translation, psychology (diagnosis of psychological pathologies), politics (canvassing and voting), business (contracts, money, etc.), etc. Because of the centrality of language in human life, the study of language allows us to understand the nature of what it is to be human.
Conclusion
In General, people in their daily life tend to use the term language to signify many aspects of human and animal communication such as the language of flowers, the language of colours, the language of perfumes, the language of bees, body language, the language of dreams, the language of traffic lights, etc. Surely it is not that sense of language in which linguists are interested. One of the distinctive features of linguistics is its focus on human verbal communication.
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