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Language universals are the fundamental principles or patterns that are found 

in all languages across the world. These universals provide insights into the underlying 

structure and organization of human language. While there are numerous language 

universals, they can be broadly categorized into several characteristic features. 

One of the most prominent characteristic features of language universals is the 

presence of phonemes. Phonemes are the smallest units of sound that can distinguish 

meaning in a language. Every language has a set of phonemes that are combined to 

form words and sentences. For example, English has approximately 44 phonemes, 

while other languages may have more or fewer. 

Another characteristic feature is the existence of grammar. All languages have 

a system of rules and structures that govern how words are combined to form 

meaningful sentences. This includes rules for word order, verb conjugation, and noun 

declension. While the specific grammatical rules may vary across languages, the 

presence of grammar is universal. 

Language universals also include the use of morphology, which is the study of 

word formation and structure. Morphemes are the smallest meaningful units of 

language, such as prefixes, suffixes, and root words. All languages use morphemes to 

create new words and convey different meanings. For example, the English word 
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"unhappiness" consists of three morphemes: "un-" (a prefix meaning "not"), "happy" 

(a root word), and "-ness" (a suffix indicating a state or quality). 

Another characteristic feature of language universals is the presence of syntax. 

Syntax refers to the rules that govern how words are organized and combined to form 

sentences. This includes rules for word order, sentence structure, and the use of 

modifiers. For example, in English, the typical word order is subject-verb-object (e.g., 

"The cat chased the mouse"), while other languages may have different word orders. 

Additionally, all languages have a system of semantics, which is the study of 

meaning in language. Semantics involves the use of words, phrases, and sentences to 

convey specific meanings. This includes the use of vocabulary, idioms, and figurative 

language. While the specific meanings may vary across languages, the presence of 

semantics is universal. 

Lastly, language universals also include the use of pragmatics, which is the 

study of how context influences the interpretation of language. Pragmatics involves 

understanding the social and cultural aspects of language use, such as politeness, 

sarcasm, and indirect speech. While the specific pragmatic rules may vary across 

languages, the presence of pragmatics is universal. 

. Here are some common language universals and their characteristic 

features: 

1. Phonological Universals: 

- All languages have a set of distinct sounds or phonemes. 

- Languages have rules for combining these phonemes to form words and 

sentences. 

- All languages have a limited number of phonemes, typically ranging from 20 

to 80. 

2. Syntactic Universals: 

- All languages have a basic word order, such as subject-verb-object (SVO) or 

subject-object-verb (SOV). 

- Languages have rules for forming questions, negations, and other sentence 

structures. 

- All languages have a system of grammatical categories, such as nouns, verbs, 

adjectives, etc. 

3. Semantic Universals: 

- All languages have words or expressions to refer to basic concepts like time, 

space, and quantity. 
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- Languages have words to express basic emotions and social relationships. 

- All languages have words to describe objects, actions, and qualities. 

4. Pragmatic Universals: 

- All languages have ways to indicate politeness, such as using honorifics or 

polite forms of address. 

- Languages have strategies for conveying information, such as using gestures, 

intonation, or emphasis. 

- All languages have ways to express speech acts like requests, commands, 

apologies, etc. 

5. Morphological Universals: 

- All languages have a system for forming words, such as adding prefixes or 

suffixes. 

- Languages have rules for inflecting words to indicate tense, number, gender, 

etc. 

- All languages have a way to express possession, either through affixes or 

separate words. 

It is important to note that while these universals are found in most languages, 

there are exceptions and variations across different language families and individual 

languages. Additionally, the presence of these universals does not imply that all 

languages are the same or that they share a common origin. 

In conclusion, language universals exhibit characteristic features such as the 

presence of phonemes, grammar, morphology, syntax, semantics, and pragmatics. 

These features provide insights into the underlying structure and organization of 

human language, highlighting the commonalities that exist across all languages. 
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