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1. What is language? 

            The question “What is language?” is central to linguistics, and approaches it from both 

descriptive and conceptual angles. Language is a structured, symbolic, and creative human 

system for communication. It operates through multiple levels of patterning and is guided by 

both internal linguistic rules and external social purposes. 

Here are the main points: 

 Language is a system of human communication 
It is not just random noise or signals; it is a structured system (with rules and 

conventions) that humans use to express thoughts, share information, express emotions, 

interact socially, etc.  

 Language is patterned at multiple levels 
Aitchison emphasizes that a language has three major types of organization (often called 

“levels” or “patterning”): 

1. Sound patterns (phonology / phonetics) — how speech sounds are organized 

2. Word / sentence patterns (morphology + syntax) — how words are formed and 

combined 

3. Meaning patterns (semantics / pragmatics) — how meaning is conveyed and 

interpreted. 

 Language is arbitrary and creative 
Many of the signals (sounds, words) are “arbitrary” in the sense that there is no inherent, 

natural connection between the sound and the meaning (except for a few onomatopoeic 

words). The creativity of language lies in that speakers can produce and understand 

utterances they have never encountered before.  

 Language is more than animal communication 
Aitchison (via her presentation) distinguishes human language from animal 

communication systems, noting that human language supports displacement (talking 

about things distant in time or space), recursion, abstraction, etc.  

o Language as a “game” metaphor 
To help understand its complexity, Aitchison suggests treating language like a 

game—one that has aims, rules of interaction, permitted moves, etc. Aims of 

language: what people try to accomplish when speaking (e.g. getting information, 

persuading, making promises)  
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o Principles of interaction: turning-taking, social conventions in speech Permitted 

moves: grammatical rules (what word orders are allowed, what combinations are 

well-formed). So in summary: language is a structured system of meaningful 

human communication, composed of patterns at different levels, with rules and 

convention, and used with intentional purposes. 

2. How does language work? 

          When we ask “how language works,” we are asking how the system operates in use, how 

speakers produce and interpret utterances, how the rules are structured, how language changes, 

etc. Aitchison covers many aspects in her book. Here are key ideas: 

(a) From the “core” outward 

           Aitchison suggests that if you want to study language, it's easier to begin with the 

“permitted moves” (i.e. its internal grammar) because these are less entangled with social 

context. Then later you bring in how language interacts with society, meaning, etc. In other 

words: 

1. Grammar (structure / rules) — phonology, morphology, syntax, semantics 

2. Usage and interaction — pragmatics, sociolinguistics, how people actually use the 

language 

3. Variation and change — how language evolves over time, how dialects differ, etc.  

(b) Components of the grammar 

 Phonetics / Phonology: how speech sounds are made, perceived, and organized into 

meaningful contrastive units 

 Morphology: how words are structured from morphemes (the minimal units of meaning) 

 Syntax: how words combine into phrases and sentences, how structure is built 

 Semantics / Pragmatics: how meaning is assigned to those structures, and how context 

influences meaning 

         Aitchison also links the cognitive/psychological side (how people process, produce, and 

comprehend language) with the structural side.  

(c) Interaction, use, and context 

           Language does not operate in a vacuum. Its use is governed by pragmatic constraints, 

social norms, conversational principles, etc. Aitchison discusses: 

 Turn-taking in conversation: people follow conventions about when to speak, when to 

let others speak.  

 Social and cultural norms: what is polite, what is allowed, what register to use in a 

given situation 

 Function (purpose) of utterances: language is used for many purposes beyond simply 

stating facts 



 

(d) Language change and variation 

          Aitchison devotes chapters to how language changes over time, why change happens, and 

how variation arises. (You asked about functions too, so this is relevant context.) For example, 

she rejects simplistic notions that language is “decaying” or “corrupting,” treating change as a 

natural, inevitable process. So, “how language works” involves the interaction of structure, 

meaning, use, cognition, and social context, all moving and changing over time. 

3. What are language functions (according to, or compatible with, Aitchison)? 

           The notion of language functions refers to the different purposes or roles that language 

serves in human interaction. Aitchison discusses broad “aims” and “functions” of language 

(which she sometimes treats as similar terms).  

Aitchison’s view of functions / aims of language 

In the “language as game” metaphor, Aitchison refers to aims or functions such as: 

 Conveying information (reporting facts, sharing knowledge)  

 Expressing emotion / attitude (e.g. “I’m so happy”, “I’m angry”)  

 Keeping in touch socially (greetings, maintaining social bonds)  

 More specific purposes: asking questions, making commands/instructions, making 

promises, obtaining information, persuading, etc.  

 These are not rigid categories, but illustrative of the kinds of goals speakers have when 

they use language. 

Broader theories of language functions (beyond or complementing Aitchison) 

Aitchison doesn’t systematize functions into rigid categories the way some other theorists do 

(e.g. Roman Jakobson or Halliday), but her discussions align well with those. 

 Jakobson’s six functions: Referential, Emotive (or Expressive), Conative, Phatic, 

Metalingual, Poetic. These functions are ways of classifying what a given utterance is 

doing in relation to its context, speaker, listener, message, etc. 

 Halliday’s metafunctions (from Systemic Functional Linguistics): 

1. Ideational — expressing experience, representing reality 

2. Interpersonal — enacting social relationships, attitudes 

3. Textual — organizing the message into coherent discourse 

All three operate simultaneously in every utterance.  

         Although Aitchison doesn’t deeply embed Halliday’s framework, one can see her 

“functions / aims” of language (information, emotional, social, etc.) as corresponding roughly to 

ideational, interpersonal, etc. 

 



 


