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Language: 
linguistic perspectives

• “At the broadest level, language is a conventional system for expression 
through observable behaviors (either manual or auditory, for the most part), the 
communicative intentions of the speaker/signer. Those communicative  
intentions are constrained by the formalized or lexicalized system of concepts 
or meanings of the particular language; a formal set of grammatical constraints 
also guides and constrains expression, as do pragmatic conventions of turn-
taking, discourse management, etc., which may vary from one language to the 
next.”

—Developing Phonologist



Language: 
linguistic perspectives

• “Language is a means by which information is moved around—specifically, 
from one person’s brain into another person’s brain. The medium employed for 
this may be patterns of vibration of air molecules (sound), movements of the 
upper bodily extremities (sign), and areas of a surface that contrast with 
neighbouring areas (different tones or colours of pigment; raised or lowered 
areas, as in Braille or engraved lettering; or patterns of light and shade, as on a 
computer or TV screen). Information, according to the 20th century British 
polymath Gregory Bateson, can be defined in its most essential form as ‘any 
difference that makes a difference’, and language’s capacity to share 
information between individuals quickly and at a low physical  cost would have 
made a big difference to our ancestors in terms of the survival prospects both 
of individuals and the groups to which they belonged.” 

—Phonologist



Language: 
linguistic perspectives

• “Language is a biological endowment. Language has a computational 
component that interfaces with other modules of our mind. The computational 
component meets the requirement at interface in an optimal way.”

—Syntactician



Language: 
linguistic perspectives

• “Since language is learnable, it must have structure; and since it is apparently 
infinitely adaptable, its structures and the conventions for making meaning use 
finite tools for apparently infinite purposes.

[regarding learnability of language]           I would want to say that there has to 
be space here for some kind of socially shared cognition: exposure to 
language is not enough to sit kids in front of the TV, and we know that isn’t 
enough.

—Phonetician & Conversational Analyst



Language: 
philosophical perspectives

• [...] from Tractatus, still to come.

—Wittgenstein



Language: 
both perspectives

• “Gilbert Ryle (1953) [...] seems to imply that the results of linguistic science 
have no utility on the level of philosophical analysis.” (Vendler, 1967: 2)

• “What has distinguished the [...] philosopher from the linguist is primarily a 
difference of focus.” (Fodor & Katz, 1963: 57-71)

• “[...] And, of course, if and when semantics is developed, and integrated 
into structural linguistics along with grammar, the differences between the 
two sorts of inquiry in methods and status of conclusions, though not in 
ultimate aim, may well be reduced to the vanishing point.” (Fodor & Katz, 
1963: 719-720)
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Language: 
linguistic philosophy & philosophy of language

• “Gilbert Ryle (1953) [...] seems to imply that the results of linguistic science 
have no utility on the level of philosophical analysis.” (Vendler, 1967: 2)

• “What has distinguished the [...] philosopher from the linguist is primarily a 
difference of focus.” (Fodor & Katz, 1963: 57-71)

• “[...] And, of course, if and when semantics is developed, and integrated 
into structural linguistics along with grammar, the differences between the 
two sorts of inquiry in methods and status of conclusions, though not in 
ultimate aim, may well be reduced to the vanishing point.” (Fodor & Katz, 
1963: 719-720)

• “It is possible that the science of linguistics and philosophy of linguistics 
may jointly come to replace the philosophy of language.” (Vendler, 1967: 6)


