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1. What Is Language?

When we study human language, we are approaching what
some might call the "human essence,” the distinctive
qualities of mind that are, so far as we know, unique to
man.

Noam Chomsky, Language and Mind

he possession of language, more than any other at-

tribute, distinguishes humans from other animals. To
understand our humanity one must understand the lan-
guage that makes us human. According to the philosophy
expressed in the myths and religions of many peoples, it is
language that is the source of human life and power. To
some people of Africa, a newborn child is a kuntu, a "thing,"
not yet a muntu, a "person.” Only by the act of learning
language does the child become a human being. Thus
according to this tradition, we all become "human" be-
cause we all know at least one language. But what does it
mean to "know" a language?

When you know a language, you can speak and be un-
derstood by others who know that language. This means
you have the capacity to produce sounds that signify cer-
tain meanings and to understand or interpret the sounds
produced by others. We are referring here to normalhearing
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individuals. Deaf persons produce and understand sign
languages just as hearing persons produce and understand
spoken languages.

Everyone knows a language. Why write an entire book
on what appears to be so simple a phenomenon? After all,
five-year-old children are almost as proficient at speaking
and understanding as are their parents. Yet the ability to
carry out the simplest conversation requires profound
knowledge that speakers are unaware of. This is as true
of speakers of Japanese as of English speakers, of Eski-
mos as of Navajos. The fact that we may know something
unconsciously is not unique to language. A speaker of

English can produce a sentence with two relative clauses
like

My goddaughter who lives in Sweden is named Disa, which
was the name of a Viking queen.

without knowing what a relative clause is. This is parallel
to knowing how to walk without understanding or being
able to explain the neurophysiological control mechanisms
that permit one to do so.

What, then, do you know if you know English or Quechua
or French or Mohawk or Arabic?

Probably without being aware of it, you know the sounds
that are part of your language as well as those that are
not. This knowledge is often revealed by the way speakers
of one language pronounce words from another language.
If you speak only English, for example, you may (and usu-
ally do) substitute an English sound for a non-English
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sound when pronouncing "foreign" words. How many of
you pronounce the name Bach with a final 2 sound? This
is not the German pronunciation. The sound represented
by the letters ch in German is not an English sound. If
you pronounce it as the Germans do, you are using a sound
outside of the English sound system. Have you noticed
that French people speaking English often pronounce words
like this and that as if they were spelled zis and za#? This
is because the English sound represented by the initial
letters th is not part of the French sound system, and the
French mispronunciation reveals the speakers' unconscious
knowledge of this fact.

Knowledge of the sound patterns of a language also in-
cludes knowing which sounds may start a word, end a
word, and follow each other. The name of a former presi-
dent of Ghana was Nkrumah. Ghanaians pronounce this
name with an initial sound identical to the sound ending
the English word sing (for most Americans). But most
speakers of English would mispronounce it (by Ghanaian
standards) by inserting a short vowel before or after the n
sound. Similarly, Ngaio Marsh, the Australian mystery
story writer's first name, is usually mispronounced in this
way. There is a good reason for these "errors.”" No word in
English begins with the ng sound. Children who learn
English discover this fact about our language, just as Gha-
naian and Australian aboriginal children learn that words
in their language may begin with the ng sound.

Knowing the sounds and sound patterns in one's lan-
guage constitutes only one part of our linguistic knowl-
edge. A most important part of knowing a language is
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knowing that certain sounds or sound sequences signify or
represent different concepts or "meanings.” That is, if you
know English, you know that boy means something differ-
ent from toy or girl or pterodactyl. Knowing a language is
therefore knowing the system that relates sounds and
meanings. If you don't know a language, the sounds spo-
ken to you will be pretty much incomprehensible. This is
because the relationship between speech sounds and the
meanings they represent is, for the most part, an arbitrary
one. You have to learn (when you are acquiring the lan-
guage) that the sounds represented by the letters house
(in the written form of the language) signify the concept
ﬁ“; if you know French, this same "meaning" is repre-
sented by maison; if you know Twi, it is represented by —
odap — ; if you know Russian, by dom; if you know Span-
ish, by casa.

This arbitrary relationship between the form (sounds)
and meaning of a word in spoken language is also true of
the sign languages used by the deaf. This is easy to prove.
If you watch a sign interpreter on television with the au-
dio turned off, it is highly doubtful that you will under-
stand the message being conveyed (unless of course you
know American Sign Language — ASL — or Signed En-
glish). A nonhearing user of Chinese Sign Language would
also find it difficult to understand a user of ASL. Many
signs, of course, may originate as visual imitations of their
referents; they may be mimetic (similar to miming) or iconic
(with a nonarbitrary relationship between form and mean-
ing) to begin with. But signs change historically as do
words, and the iconicity is lost. These signs become con-
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ventional; in the same sense that knowing the sounds of
words does not reveal their meaning, so knowing the shape
or movement of the hands does not reveal the meaning of
the gestures in sign languages.

Thus, the conventional and arbitrary nature of form-
meaning relationships in languages — spoken and sign —
is universal.

There is, however, some "sound symbolism" in language.
That is, there are words whose pronunciation suggests the
meaning. A small group of words in the vocabulary of
most languages is "onomatopoeic" — the sounds of the
words "imitate" the sounds of "nature.” Even here, the
sounds differ from one language to another, reflecting the
particular sound system of the language. In English we
say cockadoodledoo and in Russian they say kukuriku to
represent the rooster's crow.

One also finds particular sound sequences that seem to
relate to a particular concept. In English many of the
words beginning with g/ have to do with sight, such as
glare, glint, gleam, glitter, glossy, glaze, glance, glimmer,
glimpse, and glisten. Many rhyming word pairs begin
with h: hoity-toity, harum-scarum, hotsy-totsy, higgledy-
piggledy. But these are a very small part of any language,
and gl may have nothing to do with "sight" words in an-
other language.

When you know English you know these gl words, the
onomatopoeic words, and all the words in the basic vo-
cabulary of the language. You know their sounds and you
know their meanings. It's extremely unlikely, of course,
that there are any speakers of English who know the
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