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2. Differences between Human Language and Animal Communication

Language has long been regarded as the defining characteristic that distinguishes humans
from other living creatures. It functions not merely as a tool for transmitting information but as a
system that reflects the complexity of human thought, culture, and society. In her influential
book Linguistics, Jean Aitchison provides a detailed explanation of how human language
fundamentally differs from animal communication systems. Although animals do communicate,
their methods of exchanging information do not demonstrate the same organization, flexibility,
or creativity as human language. Human communication is symbolic, structured, and socially
learned, while animal communication is largely instinctive, limited, and stimulus-bound.
Aitchison outlines a range of features that highlight the unique nature of human language, such
as arbitrariness, duality of patterning, displacement, creativity, cultural transmission, and
syntactic structure. These features demonstrate that human language is not simply more complex
than animal communication but is different in kind.

One of the most fundamental distinctions Aitchison identifies is arbitrariness. In human
language, there is no natural or logical connection between linguistic signs and their meanings.
Words are symbolic representations agreed upon by members of a speech community. For
instance, the English word tree, the French arbre, and the Arabic shajarah all refer to the same
concept, yet bear no phonetic resemblance. This arbitrariness allows for flexibility and
abstraction in human communication, enabling speakers to discuss concepts, ideas, and
imaginary entities beyond immediate experience. In contrast, animal signals tend to be non-
arbitrary and directly connected to the stimuli they represent. A dog’s growl naturally conveys
aggression, and a cat’s purr instinctively expresses comfort. These signals are biologically
motivated rather than socially constructed, which restricts animals to communicating only
concrete and immediate experiences.

Another major distinction between human and animal communication lies in duality of
patterning. Human language operates on two structural levels: a lower level of meaningless
sound units known as phonemes, and a higher level of meaningful combinations of these units
known as morphemes or words. For example, the sounds /b/, /u/, and /k/ combine to form the
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meaningful word book. This double articulation allows a limited number of sounds to generate
an infinite number of words and expressions. Animal communication lacks this dual
organization; their signals are holistic and indivisible. A bee’s waggle dance, for instance,
conveys information about distance and direction but cannot be broken down or recombined to
form new messages. This absence of duality severely limits the expressive capacity of animal
systems compared to the limitless generativity of human language.

A further defining feature of human language is displacement, the ability to
communicate about things that are not present in time or space. Humans can talk about the past,
imagine the future, and discuss hypothetical or abstract situations. This feature enables the
preservation of history, storytelling, and planning for future events. Animal communication,
however, is bound to the “here and now.” For example, vervet monkeys produce distinct alarm
calls for eagles, snakes, and leopards, but only when these predators are actually visible. They
cannot refer to absent objects or discuss potential future dangers. This limitation underscores the
immediacy of animal communication compared to the temporal and spatial freedom of human
language.

Human language also exhibits creativity or productivity, meaning that speakers can
generate and comprehend an infinite number of novel utterances. Even a sentence that has never
been spoken before, such as “The invisible dragon danced on my homework,” is immediately
understandable because of shared grammatical rules. This generative property arises from the
rule-governed combination of words and structures. By contrast, animal communication systems
are finite. Each species has a fixed number of signals that cannot be combined to create new
meanings. Bees have a few dance variations, and monkeys have a limited set of alarm calls. Such
systems lack the creative and open-ended potential that defines human linguistic behavior.

Another key distinction, as Aitchison emphasizes, is cultural transmission. Human
language is not inherited biologically but acquired socially through interaction and learning.
Children learn their mother tongue from the surrounding linguistic environment, demonstrating
that language is transmitted culturally from one generation to the next. This process explains the
vast diversity of languages across the world. If language were purely innate, all humans would
speak the same tongue. In contrast, animal communication is largely instinctive. Birds sing
species-specific songs even without exposure to others, and while experience may refine these
signals, the basic patterns are genetically programmed rather than socially learned. Thus, animal
communication displays biological transmission rather than cultural learning.

Human language is also characterized by openness, whereas animal systems are closed.
An open communication system can expand continually, creating new expressions and adapting
to social change. Modern languages regularly introduce new words such as selfie, cybersecurity,
or blog, and speakers borrow terms across languages. Animal systems, however, remain fixed.
Bees have danced the same patterns for millions of years, and their repertoire has not evolved.



This openness of human language allows it to respond to changing cultural and technological
realities, making it dynamic and adaptive.

The syntactic structure of human language is another defining characteristic. Syntax refers to
the rules governing word order and grammatical relationships. Words combine into phrases and
sentences in structured ways that affect meaning. For example, “The cat chased the dog” differs
significantly in meaning from “The dog chased the cat.” Such structure-dependent organization
allows humans to express subtle distinctions and complex ideas. Animal communication lacks
this hierarchical and rule-governed structure. Signals may vary in intensity or frequency but do
not display grammatical organization or recursive embedding. Syntax thus gives human language
its depth, precision, and logical coherence.

Additional distinguishing features include interchangeability, reflexivity, and
intentionality. Human beings can both produce and understand any message within their
linguistic community, and they can use language to talk about language itself—a property known
as reflexivity. Humans are also capable of intentional communication, meaning they use
language deliberately to persuade, command, or inform. Animal communication, on the other
hand, is often automatic and emotion-driven rather than conscious or intentional. For instance, a
bird’s song may be triggered by hormonal changes rather than a deliberate desire to convey
information.

Furthermore, human language exhibits semanticity, discreteness, and abstraction.
Semanticity refers to the consistent association between linguistic symbols and specific
meanings; discreteness means that linguistic elements are distinct and combinable; and
abstraction allows humans to discuss concepts such as freedom, justice, or eternity that have no
physical form. Animal communication tends to be continuous, vague, and limited to concrete
stimuli. A dog’s bark, for example, may vary in loudness or duration but does not convey
distinct, symbolic meanings. These features of human language enable rational thought,
philosophical discourse, and scientific reasoning.

Human communication is also distinguished by metaphor, symbolism, and social
purpose. Through metaphor, people can use language creatively to express complex ideas, as in
the expressions “time is money” or “the world is a stage.” Language serves not only to inform
but also to build relationships, assert identity, and convey emotion. In contrast, animal
communication serves functional purposes such as warning, mating, or signaling food sources. It
lacks the social, aesthetic, and cultural dimensions of human interaction. Moreover, human
language is variable, evolving, and context-sensitive. It changes over time, adapts to new
environments, and depends on pragmatic factors like politeness, tone, and shared background
knowledge. Animal communication, in contrast, is static and uniform within a species.

Aitchison also notes that human language enables deception, irony, and humor—
abilities that depend on abstract reasoning and theory of mind. Humans can intentionally



manipulate meaning, while animal communication, though sometimes strategic, does not involve
conscious deceit or symbolic play. Human language is further supported by feedback and
recursion. Speakers monitor their own speech, correct errors, and embed linguistic structures
within each other, such as in the sentence “The cat that chased the mouse that stole the cheese
ran away.” Recursion provides an infinite potential for complexity that no animal
communication system possesses.

Experimental attempts to teach animals symbolic systems, such as sign language to
chimpanzees or gesture-based communication to dolphins, have shown that although some
species can learn basic symbols, they fail to grasp grammar, syntax, or abstraction. Their
messages remain tied to immediate desires or concrete contexts. These findings reinforce
Aitchison’s argument that human language is qualitatively different, not just quantitatively
superior. It is both a biological endowment and a social construct—rooted in human cognition
yet shaped by cultural experience.

In conclusion, Jean Aitchison’s analysis in Linguistics demonstrates that the differences
between human language and animal communication are profound and multifaceted. Human
language is arbitrary, structured, creative, displaced, and culturally transmitted, while animal
systems are instinctive, limited, and biologically predetermined. Language allows humans to
transcend time and space, express abstract ideas, and construct complex societies. It enables
reflection, planning, imagination, and cultural continuity—functions far beyond the scope of
animal signaling. Thus, Aitchison’s comparison highlights that language is not merely a means
of communication but the foundation of human intelligence, identity, and civilization. No other
species possesses a system so rich, flexible, and symbolically powerful. Language, in this sense,
remains the most distinctive and defining feature of humanity.



