Language as an Orderly System with Infinite Variations

and 

Punctuation as The Art of Order
OVERVIEW

This set of lessons establishes a theory of language and shows how punctuation helps to establish order in a system that permits an infinite variety of ideas.

BASIC PRINCIPLES

1. A language is a system for arranging ideas into a meaningful order that permits communication.

2. A language system must be regular (structured) enough to be learnable and predictable yet flexible enough to permit an infinite arrangement of ideas. 

3. A language system must match the idea carrying capacity of its users.

WHERE DOES REGULARITY OR STRUCTURE COME FROM?

1. Language has recognizable building blocks: words, phrases, clauses, and sentences. 

2. Language has recognizable functional types of each of the building blocks:  for example, types that name, types that show action, types that describe or add information, types that show relationships. 

3. Language has a limited number of ways of organizing the building blocks; not all patterns or arrangements of building blocks are permitted in a language.  Syntax is the name given to the patterned arrangements of building blocks. 

WHERE DOES FLEXIBILITY COME FROM?

1. Flexibility can come from vocabulary.  There are thousands of words and phrases, and more are being invented daily.  

2. Flexibility also comes from the fact that although our syntax is limited, we do have many options for patterned arrangements of ideas.  The same thing can usually be said in numerous ways. 

WHERE DOES MEANING COME FROM?

1. When the syntax is recognizable, the vocabulary is known, and the ideas being presented are not too numerous to carry, then meaning usually occurs. 

2. In normal speech, our ear recognizes normal syntax.  Recognition is aided by the syntactical pauses that normally happen. 

3. When reading, recognition of syntax is slower because a process of decoding is going on.  Individual words must be decoded and then the word groups must be mentally “assembled’ into syntactical structures.  

4. Punctuation is the art of a writer helping a reader to clearly see and recognize syntactical structures.   If the writer punctuates in ways that make syntax clear, then the reader is more likely to get meaning out of the writing.  

5. In short, the whole purpose of punctuation is to make writing readable, clear, and meaningful. 
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