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LINGUISTICS 

 Linguistics can be defined as the scientific study 

of language. A scientific approach to the study of 

language involves a critical and inquiring attitude, and 

refusal to accept uncritically, on faith, or an authority, 

ideas or ways of thinking about language.  
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LINGUISTICS 

 Linguistics is thus descriptive rather than 

prescriptive. Its primary goal is to describe languages as 

they are actually spoken, indicating what they are like 

and how they are used, rather than prescribe how they 

ought to be spoken. The human side of linguistics is as 

central as its scientific face.  
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LINGUISTICS 

 Language is a human attribute and many types of 

linguistics research involve interaction between the 

linguist and other human beings, speakers of languages. 

Linguistics is in principle concerned with all aspects of 

language. 
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FUNDAMENTAL CONCEPTS 

The sign is a fundamental unit used in the representation 

and conveyance of information. The sign involves a 

pairing of a form (something perceivable) and a 

meaning (a mental notion or idea) examples of written 

(or graphic) signs are €, meaning “euro” and N, 

meaning naira. 
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ICONIC SIGNS 

 An iconic sign or icon is a sign that has a form 

resembling its meaning in some way: the form shows 

some characteristics of the corresponding concept. 

Different forms can iconically represent the same 

concept by selecting different features of the concept. 
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SYMBOLIC SIGNS 

 A symbolic sign or symbol is a sign that has a 

form and meaning of which are related purely by 

convention, being established and acquired through 

repeated instances of use in communication. The sign 

and symbol are similar because its meaning varies from 

one person to another. 
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LANGUAGE AS A SIGN SYSTEM 

 This entails that human language is 

made up of signs and that the signs 

interrelate and form a system; they do not 

exist in isolation from one another. 
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SYMBOLIC SIGNS IN LANGUAGE 

 The word “tree” is a sign, being 

constituted in speech. The same goes for 

the meaning tree in another language. It is 

important to note that most words in human 

languages are symbols. 
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SYMBOLIC SIGNS IN LANGUAGE 

 Speech is the primary medium of human 

language. It is historically prior to writing, which is a 

recent invention, dating back only a few thousand years. 

 An alternative medium for the representation of 

languages is gesture, and in many deaf communities, 

sign languages are used in which words are represented 

by gestures. 
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DESIGN FEATURES OF HUMAN LANGUAGES 

 Many animals use signs to communicate with other 

members of their species. Human beings, however, are 

obsessed with signs. Dress is a sign system which is evident 

in the costumes of Ninjas, Catholic Priests, and Buddhist 

Monks. Charles Hockett proposed a set of design features of 

human language, a set of features satisfied by all human 

languages that distinguishes them from other sign system.  
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DESIGN FEATURES OF HUMAN LANGUAGES 
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ARBITRARINESS 

 It is a matter of degree and ranges from 

highly iconic and motivated, to purely symbolic. 

In some cases the signs are quite iconic the 

dance of some bee species ironically represents 

the direction to nectar source by one of the axes 

of their figure eight dance. 
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DISPLACEMENT 

 It entails the description of things that may be 

entirely imaginary, like unicorns, dragons, time travel 

and angels. Animal communication systems sometimes 

allow limited displacement, for signally things that 

aren’t physically present and perceivable. The bees 

dance can signal presence of nectar at a distance of 

some kilometers from the hive. 
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CULTURAL TRANSMISSION 

 Children learn to speak the language used in the 

environment in which they are raised, they do not inherit their 

language via parental genes, in the way they inherit hair and skin 

colour. Languages are passed on by cultural transmission. Many 

of the world’s languages are endangered due partly to interrupters 

in transmission across the generations. Although the language a 

person speaks is culturally transmitted, the ability to speak is a 

genetic predisposition. 
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DUALITY 

 It means that human languages are patterned 

simultaneously on two levels ─ the level of form and the level of 

meaning. Duality of patterning permits a large number of 

different words to be made up from a small number of 

meaningless elements that are put together in various ways. 
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PRODUCTIVITY 

 Productivity or creativity is the characteristic whereby 

speakers can make new meaning by producing new expressions 

and utterance. Linguistic signs can be put together to form 

sequence that may never have been produced before; speakers 

can invent new words to express new ideas and new objects and 

events that they encounter. Think of the number of new English 

words that have been invented in recent years to facilitate talking 

about computers and the internet. 

17 



REFLEXIVITY 

 Reflexivity entails that human languages 

are often used for conveying information about 

themselves. Traffic lights do not allow for 

messages about themselves nor do gestures or 

facial expressions. 
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Thanks for reading!!! 


