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What is the Main Feature of Human Language?

Some theorists believe that human language has an exclusive feature called recursion. In plain words, recursion is a process of adding items in a sequence, as many times as
needed to create a longer sequence. There are at least two kinds of recursion, tail recursion (TR) and center-embedded recursion (CER). In TR items are added in the extreme of
the sequence, as in the following example (from Corballis, 2007):

This is the house that Jack built. @ This is the malt that lay in the house that Jack built. & This is the rat that ate the malt that lay in the house that Jack built.

In CER items are added in the center of the sequence, as in the following example (from Corballis, 2007):

The malt that the rat ate lay in the house that Jack built. & The malt that the rat that the cat killed ate lay in the house that Jack built.

Despite the existence of empirical evidence on certain songbirds’ capacity to process CER, the mainstream academic opinion is that all the non-human communication systems can
be explained in terms of TR. Nevertheless, apparently CER is very difficult to process, even for humans. Some theorists have claimed that CER is not present in the children’s
speech, and that in the adult’s speech is very rare and has serious restrictions. So, if it turns out that CER is not the main and exclusive feature of the human language, which one
could it be? Just look at the table above and pick your favorite!

[Corballis, M. (2007). Recursion, Language, and Starlings. Cognitive Science, 31(4), 697-704]
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