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H o w H u m a n Language s Cohere :  Language s See n a s Artitlcia l  Lif e 

Kar l  V .  Diller , 
Linguistic s Program ,  Hamilton-Smit h Hal l 

Universit y  o f  Ne w Hampshir e 
Durham,  N H 03824 ,  US A 

karl.diller@unh.Gd u 

Thi s pape r  take s th e conceptua l  tool s o f  artificia l 
lifi e t o examin e a  questio n whic h ha s bee n intractabl e 
i n Chomskia n linguistics :  th e statu s an d 
characterizatio n o f  changin g an d variabl e natura l 
languages .  H o w d o language s cohCT e acros s speaker s 
w ho eac h hav e a  somewha t  differen t  "internalize d 
language". '  Becaus e language s ar e dynami c an d 
variabl e systems ,  linguist s hav e bee n unabl e t o defin e 
or  characteriz e i n a n explici t  wa y th e "languages "  w e 
commonl y refe r  to ,  suc h a s 'English '  an d 'Serbo -
Croatian' .  "Languages "  wil l  no t  stan d still ;  the y 
kee p evolving ,  an d the y var y considerabl y from 
s|)eake r  t o speaker ,  from  communit y t o community , 
from  socia l  situatio n t o socia l  situation .  A  definitio n 
or  characterizatio n o f  a  language ,  then ,  canno t  b e 
static . 

Chomsky attempte d t o defin e language s a s stati c 
set s o f  generativ e rule s tha t  woul d generat e al l  th e 
granunatica l  sentence s o f  a  languag e an d non e o f  th e 
imgrammatica l  sentences .  T o d o thi s h e neede d a 
"conceptua l  shift "  i n linguistic s t o freeze  th e language , 
and stud y th e "internalize d language"  o f  a n idea l 
speaker-listene r  i n a  homogeneou s speec h community , 
where ,  i t  wa s hoped ,  languag e coul d finally  b e 
characterize d b y a  coherent ,  well-define d se t  o f 
generativ e rules .  H e denie d tha t  ther e wa s an y 
theoretica l  interes t  i n definin g o r  characterizin g th e 
variabl e "languages "  tha t  w e tal k alwu t  i n dail y life . 
Chomsky ha s argue d tha t  th e ver y concep t  o f 
"externalize d languages, "  a s h e call s them ,  "appear s t o 
pla y n o rol e i n th e theor y o f  language "  (Chontsk y 
1986 ,  26) .  H e maintain s tha t  "obscur e socio-politica l 
and normativ e factors "  ar e neede d t o defin e "th e wor d 
'language '  a s i t  i s u.se d i n ordinar y discoiu'se " 
(Chomsk y 1988 ,  36-37) ,  implyin g tha t  purel y 
linguisti c criteri a ar e no t  adequate . 

Mor e recently ,  unde r  th e rubric s o f  "Cognitiv e 
Granuimr "  (L-angacke r  1987 )  w  "Cognitiv e 
Linguistics "  (Ljikof f  1987 )  an d "Granunaticalizafion " 
(Hoppe r  an d Traugot t  1993) ,  linguist s hav e bee n 
payin g attentio n t o th e dynami c phenomen a o f 
language .  Ye t  eve n linguist s w h o stud y th e dynami c 
processe s o f  "grammaticalization "  (th e sel f 
-organizatio n an d evolutio n o f  gramma r  i n languages) . 

hav e a  har d tim e abstractin g beyon d individua l 
speakers .  Fo r  example ,  Hoppe r  an d Traugott ,  i n thei r 
Cambridg e textbook ,  Grammaticaliz/iitio n (Hoppe r 
and Traugot t  1993,33) ,  sa y tha t  "Languag e doe s no t 
exis t  separat e from  it s speakers .  I t  i s no t  a n organis m 
wit h a  lif e o f  it s own. " 

Th e conceptua l  framework  o f  Artificia l  Lif e allow s 
us t o mak e a  ne w conceptua l  shif t  i n linguistics , 
enablin g u s t o recogniz e tha t  a  languag e m a y b e a n 
organis m o r  syste m wit h a  lif e o f  it s o w n ,  an d tha t 
thi s  i s no t  mconsisten t  wit h a  language' s dependenc e 
on individua l  speakers .  W e wil l  se e tha t  th e 
characterizatio n o f  language s a s dynami c system s wit h 
permeabl e boundarie s i s centra l  t o linguisti c theory . 

The argument revolves around eight propositions: 

1. Langiiages, like artificial life, are man-made 
systems . 

2. Languages are like viruses, requiring hosts. 

3. Individual humans are agents of language working 
i n paralle l  i n a  share d bu t  variabl e system . 

4. Languages are changed and renewed in the processes 
of  comnumication . 

5. Grammatical change is an inherent result of a 
decentralize d languag e facult y i n individual s i n whic h 
th e nuxlule s o f  languag e wor k togethe r  i n parallel . 

6. The characterization of languages as dynamic 
system s wit h permeabl e boundarie s i s centra l  t o 
linguisti c theory . 

7. Languages have more of the characteristics of life 
tha n conrpute r  viruse s do ,  an d ma y b e ou r  bes t 
exampl e o f  artificia l  life . 

8. Languages, seen as artificial life, stretch our concept 

of  "lif e a s i t  c o m W be. " 
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