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Chapter 1

Introduction

Language is immensely complicated. It is seen as a system of
signs from different angles, which is affected or controlled by certain
external factors. General Linguistics ranges from phonology,
morphology, syntax, semantics, to pragmatics. And it has close
relationship with physiology, neuroscience, psychology, cognitive
science, sociology, culture, etc. However, explaining how children
acquire during the course of language development is even much more
difficult than explaining what children acquire.

Language acquisition is a fascinating phenomenon. It could be
“magic” (Bloom, 1983), “mysterious” (Gleitman & Wanner, 1982),
and “emergent” (MacWhinney, 1999). Many challenging theoretical
and practical questions in this field have tortured researchers for years.
Thereinto, children’s unique ability to acquire phonology and grammar
remains at the heart of linguistic inquiry. How do young children

recognize and produce the sounds of their language? How do they
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manage to break up the steady stream of sounds they hear into the basic
units like morphemes and words? How do they learn to figure out the
basic grammatical categories of their language such as nouns, verbs,
and adverbs? How do they learn to combine basic units into
constructions and sentences? What is the nature of syntactic
structures?

1.1 The Research Topic

This book is a theoretical study of language acquisition
mechanism from the perspective of discovery procedures. The author
adopts Harris’s discovery procedures to interpret how the child
acquires distributional features of phonology and grammar. Formal
features of language are the emphasis of this study.

There is a view that the understanding of language requires both
an understanding of the formal composition of utterances and of their
relations with the rest of the world outside language, i.e. form and
meaning. Harris (1986) suggested that many aspects of meaning
actually correlate with certain distributional regularities. Thus, in many
cases what can be obtained through meaning can also be obtained
through formal procedures based on distributional analysis. As for the
intervention of semantics, it is desirable to connect utterances and
elements with social situations. It seems sufficient to define meaning in
such a way that utterance differences in morphemic constituency can
be considered as differences in meaning, and that the differences in

meaning are assumed to indicate differences in social situations in
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which these utterances occur. However, the correlation of morphemic
segments with social situations could not be used in establishing the
segments. There is at present no way of determining meaning
differences as exactly as one can measure sound differences, and there
are no morphological tests of hearer’s response to meaning
comparable to the phonological test of hearer’s response to sound.

The formal method is unambiguous, consistent, and subject to
check because there is no opportunity for uncontrolled interpreting of
the data or for forcing of the meaning. It has also been noticed that
form of sentence patterns is independent of the meanings of their
components. According to Bolinger (1968: 127), “a difference in
syntactic form always spells a difference in meaning”. Moreover,
many studies and facts (e.g. Curtiss, Yamada & Fromkin, 1979;
Curtiss, 1981; Wang, Wu & Wang, 2000; Beck, 2002) showing that
the acquisition of syntax and morphology must be somewhat
independent of other cognitive developments and the representation of
syntax and morphology in human brain may be different from other
domains.

We assume that no matter how many kinds of external factors
that affect or control the language and how the internal factors
interrelate with each other, its grammatical structure, which is viewed
as distribution regularities and patterns of language units in this book,
could be described independently.

Language use itself is a unitary activity. Grammar and
pronunciation are the abstractions from language use that are
employed in the description and analysis of linguistic form. There are
three dominating viewpoints on the nature of the abstractions: realism,
conceptualism, and nominalism. This book agrees that the nature of

linguistic abstractions could not be detached from an innate biological
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human cognition basis; language acquisition could not be detached
from the cognitive intention to communicate with others. Based on
these, we also hold a so-called “ordinary language” view of language
(Lin, 1999), which is held by Wittgenstein, Strawson, Dummett,
Searle, Putnam, Lewis, Wiggins, and others. According to this view, a
language consists of conventions; it is rule-governed, language rules
are conventionalized; a language is learnt; there are general learning
mechanisms in the brain.

Some ideas from linguistic philosophy of Wittgenstein in his late
period are the philosophical basis of this study. Language does not
refer to real entities or mental activities. Language meaning and
functions depend on its occurring environments; the same words are
different in different usages. Following language rules is a behavior
rather than interpretation. There is no hidden essence behind language.
Family resemblances are used to characterize similarities of different
things which have common names. Language rules are uncertain,
unclear, and variational according to specific environments. There is
no common or stable essence in language games.

According to Wittgenstein (1958: 46¢), “what we call ‘sentence’
and ‘language’ has not the formal unity that I imagined, but is the
family of structures more or less related to one another”. The notion of
family resemblance is calling for a notion of conceptual distance,
which is closely related to the idea of graded sets. This notion is always
related to the recent prototype theory, which will be explained in
Section 3.1.2.

Since language rules in language games are uncertain, unclear
and variational, the discovering process is persistent during one’s life
in speech perception. However, grammar analysis is possible and

necessary since grammar or the formal features of language are
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comparatively stable in one period of time. Innate biological and
mental base of human being is even more stable than the formal
features of language, which is the premise of language acquisition
mechanism research.

Different from Harris’s grammar, we assume that there are no
transformations in grammar. The discovering results of discovery
procedures are formally different sentence types. They may have
some relations in meaning, which are not considered in this study.
In fact, phonological and grammatical regularities are interpreted
using family resemblances and prototype theory in this book, which
will be discussed in Section 3.1.

The aim of this book is to testify and develop this new
theory—discovery procedures as language acquisition mechanism.
First, discovery procedures as innate language acquisition mechanism
will be verified and modified by characteristics in language
acquisition course. Then the designed discovery procedures will be
used to analyze an article based on a corpus to discover grammatical
elements, which will be compared with the existent English grammar.
Finally, this process of discovering will be simulated using computer
programs. All these steps will verify and develop that “discovery
procedures” is one among many plausible ways to interpret language

acquisition mechanism.



