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Lecture 1 
What is language? 

 
Linguistics is the scientific study of language. 
Core question of linguistics: 

What is the nature of linguistic knowledge? 
i.e., “What is it you know when you know a language?” 

 
So what exactly is language? 
Basic definition: structured system of arbitrary signals used for communication 

—usually through sound; sometimes through physical gestures 
 
Key properties of language distinguish it from other communication systems: 
 
Language is infinitely creative: 
• Although any language has only a finite number of individual words or 

sounds, these can be combined to create an unlimited quantity of distinct 
meaningful utterances 

• Language can be used to communicate information on any topic 
• Novel utterances can be easily produced, understood, and replicated 
• Linguistic utterances don’t even have to be true 
Language is not just a memorized list of words or sentences; 

knowledge of language includes how to produce and understand utterances 
you’ve never heard before. 

 
Language is combinatorial: 
• Linguistic items are built out of individual smaller structural units: 

 sentences are made of words; words are made of sounds; etc. 
• The relationship between linguistic elements is structured and rule-based: 

 not all possible combinations of words constitute a sentence; 
 there are rules dictating how they can and can’t combine. 

• Some aspects of language (not all!) are compositional: 
 i.e., meaning of large units depends systematically on sub-units. 
  (Meanings of sentences are compositional based on words; 
  but meanings of words aren’t compositional based on sounds.) 

 
Language is conventional: 
• In most cases, the relationship between form and meaning is arbitrary: 

a word (or way of combining words) that has one meaning in one 
language may have a completely unrelated meaning in another language 

• Relatively small number of “iconic” (e.g., onomatopoiec) exceptions 
• The association of a particular linguistic sound or structure with a meaning is 

an arbitrary convention on which speakers of a particular language agree. 



Language is a human universal: 
• Every human society uses a language, with more or less equal complexity: 

unbounded expressive capacity, intricate compositional structure, etc. 
No such thing as a “primitive” language. 

• This suggests humans have an instinctive predisposition to use language 
• Although language is universal,  no individual language is universal; 

the instinct is to learn whatever language is spoken in your community. 
• Although language is very complex, children learn it much more easily than 

conceptually simpler skills, and without explicit instruction 
 The infant’s brain seems pre-wired to learn language by a certain age 

• Although some non-human animals have communication systems, none of 
them have features of human language such as unbounded creativity. 

  
Knowledge of language includes both lexicon and grammar: 
• Lexicon: i.e., the “list of words”, the vocabulary: relatively small conventional 

units of form and meaning, each learned individually 
• Grammar: system of rules determining structure of the language 

 (how lexical items relate to each other, combine into larger units, etc.) 
Different languages have different lexicons and different grammars. 
 
Talking about “a language” is strictly speaking an abstraction: 

no two speakers necessarily learn or use language in the exact same way. 
The individual lexicon and grammar of  a single speaker is an idiolect; 

“a language” is an abstraction over broadly similar idiolects. 
Dialect is an intermediate abstraction: 

very similar idiolects, typically associated with a given geographical region. 
 
Two dialects are part of the same language if they are mutually intelligible— 

i.e., if a speaker of one can understand a speaker of the other— 
but the categories are pretty fuzzy and often political 

(“A language is a dialect with an army and a navy”) 
so catchall term variety is often used to cover both. 
 
Everyone speaks a dialect: 
Non-linguists sometimes use the term “dialect” to refer only to non-mainstream 

or minority varieties; 
but as far as linguists are concerned, “Standard English” is just a dialect of 

English like any other. 


