


The concept of "Language" 

 

 

Mariana Floricica Călin, Anca Sabina Oprică, Miu Andreea, Jacotă Andreea 

Ioana 

     Ovidius University of Constanta, Faculty of Psychology and Educational Sciences1,2 

fmarianacalin@gmail.com1 

 
 

 

 

Abstract. Language is a special form of communication between people. Communicating through 

language, people transmit their ideas to each other, they influence each other. Communication 

through language is done with the help of language. Language is a means of communication 

between people. Language is a very complex phenomenon that has long preoccupied scientists in 

various fields. Being by its nature a process of psychological excellence, language is primarily the 

object of research of psychology. Language is the tool with which we can communicate our 

thoughts. It involves two aspects - production and understanding. In the production of language it 

begins with a thought, which is transposed into a sentence, followed by the utterance of the sounds 

that express it. In understanding language, sounds are heard. A meaning is attached to them to 

form the words and the sentences from which the meaning is extracted are formed. 
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Definition of language, characteristics and particularities 

Language, as a mechanism of psychic regulation, according to Mielu Zlate (2009) is 

most often defined as the psychic activity of communication between people through the use of 

languages and emphasizes at least two existing differences between language and language: 

a) while language is a social phenomenon (elaborated by society and not by each 

individual), language is an individual phenomenon, its individualization being achieved both 

physiologically (due to some peculiarities of the phonatory apparatus), and and psychologically 

(it has a personal and different manifestation from individual to individual); even if the material 

of the language is the same, the selection and availability of the words in the sentence are 

different, each act of communication being characterized by a “personal coefficient”. 

b) if the language is extra-individual, the language is the means of conveying the 

language, it supposes the transformation of the elements of the language into own elements. 
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Mihai Golu (2007) argues that the terms “language” and “language” are difficult to 

delimit, achieving their differentiation according to the historical, ontogenetic and functional-

instrumental criterion. Thus, from a historical point of view, language precedes language. 

Initially, language exists and manifests itself in the form of interindividual oral language. 

Gradually, however, the language will become relatively detached from the language, 

becoming a specific entity, objectified by means of graphic sign systems and logical-

grammatical rules of correspondence with oral words and combination in phrases bearing 

message. 

From the ontogenetic point of view, language precedes language, presenting itself to the 

individual as an objective reality, which he must know and assimilate in order to be able to 

enter into an adequate relationship of communication with peers. If such a contact were not 

established, the development of the language in a concrete individual plan would be impossible. 

From an instrumental-functional point of view, language is a basic set, consisting of the 

following "elements": the repertoire of designative code-combinations (vocabulary), the 

alphabet (letters used to form code-combinations or words) and grammatical rules ( defining 

how to combine, match and use vocabulary elements). In this sense, language is a potential 

communication tool. The language is a subset that is delimited within the basic set, being, as a 

rule, in relation to inclusion towards it. Language is an active instrument of communication 

embodied individually. It can be considered a feature of the potential tool which is language. 

Both language and language can be natural, developed in the historical process of social 

communication, and artificial, developed by man for certain specific scientific purposes 

(mathematical, logical-symbolic, programming, in artificial intelligence). Artificial languages 

are subordinated, from a logico-grammatical point of view, to language and natural language, 

which remain a general and permanent frame of reference. 

Mihai Golu (2007) also analyzes the neurophysiological mechanisms of verbal 

language. Based on experimental laboratory studies and comparative-differential clinical data, 

it has been clarified that the so-called "center of language" (Broca and Wernicke) is in reality 

only particular links of an equally complex and heterogeneous general mechanism, as is the 

language itself. Inside it, areas and brain structures with different topography and specialization 

are related and articulated. The scheme according to which they connect and functionally 

synchronize with each other is a logical one, modeled on the basis and in accordance with the 

grammatical rules - syntactic, semantic, pragmatic of the language. Therefore, if from the 

primary anatomical point of view, the respective structures and areas are given from birth, their 

articulation and union in specific language mechanism are the result of a relatively long period 

of ontogenetic development (full consolidation is obtained only around the age of 14 -18 years). 

The organization of language mechanisms has a constellational character, horizontally, 

and a hierarchical, multilevel, vertically. The constellation character consists in the fact that, at 

one and the same vertical level of the nevrax, there are two or more “points” or areas involved 

in the realization of one or another link of the language system; the hierarchical, multilevel 

character lies in the fact that each link or form of the language is made with the specific 

participation of structures and formations located at different "stages" of the nevrax - distant 
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subcortical (brainstem, cerebellum), subcortical (diencephalon), close subcortical ( basal 

nuclei) and cortex. 

Being organized according to the principle of command and control, the language 

mechanism includes four types of component links: afferent, interpretive, efferent and self-

regulating. 

Trying to explain the neuropsychology of language as well, Elena Rusu (2007) refers to 

studies that indicate that the left hemisphere of the brain is more used to process what has long 

been learned and repeated, while the right hemisphere is more involved in processing new 

stimuli. One related finding is that individuals who have learned a language later in life have a 

greater involvement of the right hemisphere (Neville, 1995), probably because the language 

remains new to them than to others. In other words, we cannot yet establish exactly the functions 

of language or other functions in the cerebral hemispheres that are valid for all people. 

Different methods of studying the brain support the idea that for all right-handed people 

and most left-handed people, the left hemisphere is involved in the syntactic aspects of language 

processing and is essential for speech and writing. The right hemisphere is involved in auditory 

comprehension, in the sense of semantic processing, in understanding what we read and in post-

traumatic linguistic recovery. 

The right hemisphere is important for nuances of verbal comprehension and expression, 

such as understanding and expressing vocal inflections and understanding metaphors and other 

non-literal aspects of language. 

According to Weisberg and Reeves (2013), language can be behavior that is specifically 

human, in the most unique way. Language is studied in one of two ways - by producing words 

and sentences (verbal or written) or by comprehension. 

The language and the way it develops has fascinated people for centuries. For example, 

Psamtik, an Egyptian king, mandated that two children be isolated and educated by deaf 

caregivers to see what language they spoke spontaneously, because that would be their mother 

tongue. (He was upset when their first word seemed to be "bekos" - Phyrigian for bread, instead 

of an Egyptian word). A prominent impetus for the cognitive revolution was Chomsky's (1959) 

critique of Skinner's language-based behavioral views, with Chomsky arguing that language in 

humans was a constructed behavior, part of our genetic structure, while Skinner suggested that 

language development appeared through conditioning. 

Currently, the two dominant theories of language are rules-based / computerized, based 

on Chomsky's theory and largely popularized by Pinker (1994, 1999) and an emerging 

perspective, supported by a wide range of researchers. The two theoretical perspectives also 

differ in their importance on social modeling and social cues in language development. The 

rule-based perspective emphasizes that hearing other people speak activates existing syntactic 

structures that are innate; thus, they indicate early poverty - children's language skills are often 

more complex than the speech they hear, because innate knowledge of the language fulfills 

what is lacking to enable them to acquire grammatical skills. Alternatively, in the emerging 

camp, proponents of the social-pragmatic vision emphasize that children build a vocabulary 

and grammatical knowledge based on social and contextual cues surrounding the contribution 
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and use of language; there is no inherent linguistic framework to guide the acquisition of foreign 

languages. 

Judith Greene (2005) states that a natural question for a cognitive psychologist refers to 

the representations of knowledge needed to use and understand language. Language is as 

difficult as thinking or memory. It is ubiquitous in human knowledge and action at all levels. 

First, language influences the way people interpret the environment. Interpretations of 

experiences are influenced by how they are described. If I am told that a table is genuinely 

ancient or that it is false, my behavior towards it can be very different. Reading a list of 

instructions or reading a travel brochure will affect future plans; how a lecturer develops a topic 

can determine how much a student later remembers the topic. Much of the knowledge is initially 

presented verbally, especially the knowledge learned from teachers and books. In addition to 

learning from speaking and writing to others, thinking often takes the form of a kind of internal 

conversation with ourselves. Psychologists recognize the importance of this internal role of 

language mediation, especially in explaining the development of thinking in children 

(Vygotsky, 1962). 

There is a close interpenetration between cognitive skills and language. In one direction, 

language influences cognitive processes, how inputs are interpreted, how information is stored 

and used. Most of what we understand by intelligent behavior is judged by people's ability to 

use logical and constructive language. In the other direction, many types of knowledge are 

required for the efficient use of language, especially knowledge of a vocabulary of meanings 

for words, syntactic rules governing word order and inferences based on general knowledge of 

concepts and probable sequences of events. 

Sternberg and Sternberg (2012), discussing some processes involved in language, state 

that in speech perception, listeners must overcome the influence of coarticulation (overlap) of 

phonemes on the acoustic structure of the speech signal. Categorical perception is the 

phenomenon in which listeners perceive continuously varied speech sounds as distinct 

categories. This supports the idea that speech is perceived through specialized processes. The 

theory of speech perception motor tries to explain these processes in relation to the processes 

involved in speech production. Those who understand speech perception are accustomed to 

explaining speech perception in terms of identifying the characteristics, prototype, and Gestalt 

theories of perception. Reading difficulties in people with dyslexia often refer to problems with 

reading perception. 

Obviously, we can understand speech only by analyzing words. But sometimes we 

understand words through speech. For example, sometimes in a conversation or watching a 

movie, we miss a word. The context of the speech helps us to realize what the words mean. 

Peter Carruthers (2012) poses the problem as follows: In what way, if any, do people's 

thought processes involve language? To what extent is human thinking dependent on the 

possession of one or another natural language? Between the two poles there are a lot of possible 

statements that most, some or certain types of thinking depend on the language of origin. For 

even those who, like Fodor (1975), see the language of origin, only an input-output system for 

the central cognitive processes of thought and reasoning, we will consider that there are many 

thoughts (both indicators and patterns) with which we would not have enjoyed in the absence 
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of language. Everyone allows other people's expressions to have a significant impact on the 

thoughts that come to us at any time. Therefore, there are some types of thinking that we would 

never have had in the absence of language. And everyone allows the testimony of other people 

to be the source of many of our beliefs. Therefore, there are some types of thinking that we 

would never have had if we had been unable to understand what people are telling us. These 

obvious issues are considered a common truth by all parties involved in the language debate. 

Trevor Harley (2005), talking about the structure of the language system, reports that there must 

be differences between language processing in visual and auditory ways, because the prelexical 

access code must differ. The temporal requirements of verbal and visual word recognition are 

very different. Under normal conditions, we have access to a visual stimulus for a much longer 

time than in the case of an acoustic stimulus. As we read, we can turn around, but we are not 

able to do so when we listen. It is even possible that the fundamental variables have different 

effects in the two ways. It is more difficult to find frequency effects in speech recognition than 

in word recognition visually. However, under normal conditions, the two systems develop 

closely, in tandem. Apart from very young children, there is a very high correlation between 

auditory and visual comprehension skills. 

 Noam Chomsky (2006), addressing the biolinguistic perspective, reports that many of 

the questions discussed are still alive today. One of these questions, repeatedly raised in the 

form of "one of the basic questions that needs to be asked biologically", is the extent to which 

the apparent principles of language, including some that have recently emerged, are unique to 

this cognitive system. An even more fundamental question from a biological point of view is 

what is the proportion of the totality of language to which an explanation of principle can be 

offered, regardless of whether or not homologous elements can be found in other domains or 

organisms. The answers to these questions are not only fundamental to understanding the nature 

and functioning of organisms and their subsystems, but also to investigating their growth and 

evolution. 

 Christie and Gentner (2012) present studies according to which language can 

influence the development of concepts about space, mind or numbers. Language can support 

cognitive development in different ways. The language we speak gives us tools to dissect space 

into several categories and to connect those concepts into systems that allow combinatorial 

inferences. Language can also bring about systematic representations. These representations 

can support the tasks we have to perform in the real world, such as navigation or calculations. 

I also support abstract thinking, such as the use of spatial relationships to form reasonings about 

time, to graphically represent kinship relationships, or to understand graphs and other geometric 

shapes that use spatial patterns to represent non-spatial phenomena. 

 In general, the evidence suggests that the influence of language is far from absolute. 

Human representations are rich and varied, but no coding system is able to govern all human 

representations. There are also reasons to believe that the influence is realized in the opposite 

direction, from cognition to language. 

 There are still many open questions. Does the language of emotions and thought 

processes influence the way we interpret our own mind? Does learning a technical language 

influence adult cognition in ways similar to developmental patterns? The possible approach to 
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these questions will give us a deeper understanding of how language has effects on the 

development of thinking. 

 

 Recent studies on understanding the complexity of language 

 In an article published in 2017, Ferdinand, Kirby and Smith address the cognitive 

roots of language regularization. Regularization is a well-documented process by which 

learners impose a data structure, reducing the amount of variation in that data. This paper 

provides a first attempt to quantify the relative contribution of general and field-specific 

learning mechanisms to language regularization behavior. Both factors modulate the way 

frequency information is encoded and produced, but only the modulations on the production 

side result in regularization (ie it causes learners to eliminate variation from the observed input). 

Using experimental data and a cultural transmission model, the researchers generated 

predictions about the amount of regularization that would develop in each experimental 

condition if artificial language had been transmitted over several generations of learners. 

 Here they found that the effect of cognitive constraints can become more complex 

when placed in the context of cultural evolution: although being influenced by a certain aspect 

in the learning process certainly contains information about the course of language evolution, 

we should not expect correspondence. one-on-one between micro-level processes, which 

regularize language datasets, and the macro-level evolution of language regularization. 

 The study focused on regularizing lexical variation by adult learners in an artificial 

language learning paradigm. 

 In this experiment, the amount of cognitive task and the field of activity in which the 

tasks were performed were manipulated, allowing them to quantify the amount of variation that 

participants regularized following each source. Participants observed a mapping of inputs 

among stimuli, and then produced behaviors from which a mapping of outputs was extracted. 

Finally, they estimated the frequencies of input stimuli and these estimates were compared with 

output behaviors. 573 participants were recruited through the Amazon Mechanical Turk 

platform, who completed the experiment online. The experiment was coded as a Java 

application, running in the participant's web browser, in a field of 600 × 800 pixels. 

As a conclusion of the study, when the students observed and reproduced the probabilistic 

variation, they found that regularization (reduction of variation) took place when the cognitive 

load was high and the stimuli were linguistic. In addition, they found that quantity and domain 

affect how participants encode frequency information. However, the coded frequencies are no 

more regularized than the data observed by the participants: most of the regularization took 

place when the participants produced data. 

 In another article published in 2017, Payne, Gutierrez-Sigut, Woll and MacSweeney 

study brain lateralization during the production of sign language and speech in the case of 

children born deaf. The process of language processing, in the vast majority of hearing adults, 

is associated with more brain activity in the left hemisphere than in the right. Using functional 

transcranial Doppler sonography (fTCD), the researchers measured lateralization during 

language production in a heterogeneous group of 19 deaf and 19 hearing children who matched 

their level of language ability. For children in both groups, the nonverbal IQ was assessed using 
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the British Ability Scales Pattern Construction subtest, 3rd editions. In the case of children born 

deaf, a significant left lateralization was observed during libation (in British Sign Language, 

spoken English or a combination of languages). There was no difference in the power of 

lateralization between the groups of the deaf and those with hearing. Comparable proportions 

of children were classified with left, right, or insignificant lateralization in each group. 

Moreover, an exploratory subgroup analysis did not reveal any significant difference in 

lateralization between deaf children with cochlear implants and those without. These data 

suggest that the processes underlying language production remain vigorously lateralized to the 

left, regardless of sensory linguistic experience. 

 Gilbert, Gaskell, Davis and Rodd (2017) conducted a study entitled “Listeners and 

readers generalize their experience with the meaning of words along the ways”. Research has 

shown that lexical-semantic representations of adults are surprisingly malleable. For example, 

the interpretation of ambiguous words (such as homonyms) is influenced by experience in such 

a way that the newly encountered meanings become more readily available. However, the 

mechanism underlying this primacy effect remains unclear, and competing considerations make 

different predictions about the extent to which information about the meanings of a word, 

obtained in a certain way (e.g., by speech), is transferred to the other way (for example, by 

reading), to help understanding. In two Web experiments, ambiguous target words were first 

presented either through written sentences or words that influenced their interpretation to a 

subordinate meaning or were unprepared for use. Approximately 20 minutes after the primary 

exposure, the interpretation of these targeted words was tested, presenting these words either in 

written or spoken form, using word association (Experiment 1, N = 78) and quick semantic 

connection decisions (Experiment 2, N = 181). Both experiments replicated the effect of 

auditory unimodal primacy, presented in a previous study, and revealed a significant cross-

modal primary. These results indicate that recent experience with ambiguous meanings of 

words may influence the subsequent interpretation of the reader or listener of these words, in a 

general-modal way. 
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