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LINGUISTICS
AND
THE SCIENCE OF MAN

In these lectures, I would like to focus attention on
the question: what contribution can the study of lan-
guage make to our understanding of human nature? In
one or another manifestation, this question threads its
way through modern Western thought. In an age that
was less self-conscious and less compartmentalized than
ours, the nature of language, the relation between lan-
guage and thought, the respects in which language
mirrors or contributes to human mental processes—
these matters were topics for study and speculation by
scholars and gifted amateurs with a wide variety of in-
terests, points of view, and intellectual backgrounds.
And in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, as phi-
losophy, psychology and linguistics have uneasily tried
to go their separate ways, the classical problems of lan-
guage and mind have inevitably reappeared and have
served to link these diverging fields. There have been
signs in the past decade that this rather artificial separa-
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tion of disciplines may be coming to an end. Further-
more, new interests have emerged that permit the clas-
sical problems to be formulated in new and suggestive
ways—for example, in terms of the new perspectives
provided by cybernetics and the communication sci-
ences. It is appropriate, therefore, to turn again to
classical questions, at this moment in the development
of linguistics, and to ask, first, what new insights have
been achieved that bear on them, and second, how the
classical issues may provide direction for contemporary
research and study.

It is quite natural that a concern for language and an
interest in its essential properties should have been cen-
tral to the study of human nature, of mental processes,
their characteristics and the factors that form and de-
termine them. Anyone concerned with the study of
human nature and human capacities must somehow
come to grips with the fact that all normal humans
acquire language, whereas acquisition of even its barest
rudiments is quite beyond the capacities of an otherwise
intelligent ape. Descartes, for example, was aware of
the fact that language is a species-specific human pos-
session, not to be associated merely with higher general
intelligence and not to be attributed to peripheral
physiological mechanisms. Even at very low levels of
human intelligence, at pathological levels, in fact, we
find a command of language that is totally unattainable



by an ape that may, in other respects, surpass a human
imbecile in problem solving and other intelligent
behavior. The extent to which human language is
unique has been brought out even more clearly by the
careful studies of animal communication systems in
recent years. The principle of animal communication
systems is entirely different from the fundamental prin-
ciple of human language. Every system of animal com-
munication that is known consists either of a fixed,
finite number of signals, each associated with a specific
range of behavior, or of a fixed, finite number of
linguistic dimensions, each of which is associated with a
particular nonlinguistic dimension in such a way that
selection of a point along the linguistic dimension de-
termines and signals a certain point along the associated
nonlinguistic dimension. Thus, for example, in certain
bird songs, the rate of alternation of high and low pitch
is a “linguistic dimension” correlated with the non-
linguistic dimension of intention to defend a territory.
The bird signals its intention to defend a territory by
selecting a point along the “ linguistic dimension,” by
alternating high and low pitch at a certain rate. Thus
the bird “language” has (in principle) an indefinitely
large range of potential signals. The mechanism and
principle, however, is entirely different from that em-
ployed by human language to express indefinitely many
new thoughts, intentions, feelings, and so on. This, I
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think, is an extremely important point, sometimes over-
looked by those who approach human language as a
biological phenomenon. If we search for human ana-
logues to “animal language,” we should properly con-
sider not human language, which is in no significant
way analogous, but rather much more rudimentary
forms of behavior, for example, walking. Rather as in
the case of the bird song just mentioned, I can signal
my interest in reaching a certain goal by the speed or
intensity with which I walk. But if I want to express
this interest by the use of language, I do not do so by
selecting a certain dimension of language and a certain
point along that dimension. No such analysis is possible
for the statement “I wish that I could go to the theatre
this evening,” or for any of the infinitely many other
sentences that the mechanism of language makes avail-
able to the normal, or even the subnormal human
speaker.

[ think, in short, that we must agree with Descartes
that language in the human sense has no significant
analogy to any other known biological phenomenon; in
particular, no significant analogy to animal communi-
cation. It seems rather pointless to speculate about the
possibility that human language may have evolved from
animal cries, or anything of the sort. Apparently, pos-
session of language is associated with a specific type of
mental organization, not simply a higher degree of



intelligence. This poses a problem for the biologist,
since it seems to be an example of true “emergence” —
the appearance of a qualitatively different phenomenon
at a specific stage of complexity of organization. Rec-
ognition of this fact, though formulated in different
terms, is what motivated much of the classical study of
language by those whose primary concern was the
nature of mind. And it seems to me that today there is
no better or mote promising way to explore the es-
sential and distinctive properties of human intelligence
than through the detailed investigation of the structure
of this unique human possession.

[ have mentioned Descartes’ interest in language, its
independence of general intelligence, and its unique-
ness to man. It is interesting to take note of the context
in which Descartes called attention to these facts.
Descartes was concerned with the limits of mechanical
explanation. He was able to convince himself that all
properties of the physical world, all animal behavior,

and many aspects of human behavior as well can be :

explained in completely mechanical terms. He argued,
however, that there is one certain way to determine
whether another organism, or an automaton made to
look like a man, is truly human—namely, to determine
whether it uses language as humans do. For, he argued,
the normal human use of language is beyond the limits
of mechanical explanation. What struck Descartes par-
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ticularly about human language is a property that we
might call “the creative aspect of language use,” the
fact that the normal use of language is innovative and
free from stimulus control. The use of language is in-
novative, in the sense that most of what we say in the
course of our normal language use is entirely new, not
a repetition of anything that we have heard before and
not even similar in pattern to sentences that we have
heard. This is a truism, but an important one, often
overlooked. The number of sentences in one’s native
language that one will immediately understand, with
no feeling of difficulty or strangeness, is astronomical.
In any useful sense of the word “pattern,” the number
of patterns that underlie our normal use of language
and that correspond to meaningful and easily com-
prehensible sentences in our language is orders of
magnitude greater than the number of seconds in our
lifetime, or the number of seconds in the history of
the language, for that matter. It is in this sense that
the normal use of language is innovative. But further-
more, as Descartes noted, the sentences that we pro-
duce are not determined by the physical sumuli that
surround us or by any detectable internal stumuli, by
emotional states, for example. It is in this sense that
the normal use of language is free from sumulus con-
trol. It is because of this freedom from stimulus control
that language can serve as a free instrument of thought
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