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Language gives our mind wings to fly, but makes us fly according to clear rules.

Anne Baker, professor of Linguistics, Universiteit van Amsterdam
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Human beings are distinct from all other creatures on this earth on the basis of the fact that they, that is we, possess language. The myths of many peoples show us that this is a characteristic of human beings which has long been recognized. In the Popol Vuh, the sacred book of the Mayan people, for example the Creators create animals and expect worship from them. The animals cannot call the gods by name and worship them and so the Creators make man with the faculty of language.

Language gives us possibilities in communication which other communication systems do not have. In every language a vast number of words - or signs in a sign language - exist with which we can express ideas. On average an adult has a vocabulary of 60,000 words or signs. With these words we can create many different messages. For example by combining the words: cowboys, happy, children, many, love, in different ways, you can make six different sentences, all with a different meaning. This is the power of syntax - a distinctive characteristic of human languages.

Language makes it possible for us to transfer information of a highly complex nature. By information I certainly do not only mean the facts and figures of science. All types of information can be conveyed from the most rational to the most emotional, from the scientific treatise to poetry. Messages can also be combined in subtle ways. Is it normal for fourteen year olds to leave their clothes in a heap for six months? This is a straightforward question when asked by one parent of another. When asked of the fourteen year old in question it also becomes, and more prominently, a rebuke and a request to tidy up.

With the possibilities that language gives us we have immense possibilities. Animal communication systems are highly restricted in comparison. Bees can communicate about the direction of the source of honey and how far away it is, but not about the type or the taste. A bee that was made to walk rather than fly from the source back to the hive (in a rather unkind experiment), gave the wrong information about the distance - the communication system isn't flexible. Human languages are flexible - we can 

be creative. New words appear regularly and old words gain new meanings. Nowadays when we teach someone to use the net, it isn't to go fishing and the web is not a place for Miss Muffet's spider. Children show this creativity early on, often making new words like breadman for baker. With language we can do so much; we have a freedom which, as with many freedoms, we only perceive when we lose it. In situations in which our language is not understood or where language is lost as in extreme cases of  aphasia or locked-in syndrome. This freedom is not boundless however. Every language follows rules. With the five words set out earlier we can make six sentences but many combinations are not possible. 'Many cowboys happy children love' is not a possible sentence in English. All languages have such restrictions, although the rules are varied. In Japanese, for example, 

the verb is placed at the end of the sentence, so the Japanese equivalent would be possible. There are rules related to the ways sounds are combined in words, words in sentences and rules on interpreting meanings. The linguist's job is to discover what these rules are and how we use them.

With language we can fly but, just as with flying, if you don't stick to the rules you crash.
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