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* Langduage as human

In this unit you will

learn about the nature of language
learn more phrasal verbs

learn how the meaning of words changes




peak for yoef

1. Take a few minutes to test your knowledge about the English language and its use in the world.

(1)

(6)

(8)

(9)

Roughly what proportion of the world’s population is fluent in English?

a.0.1% b. 1% c. 10% d. 25%
Which country has the largest English-speaking population in the world?
a. The UK. b. The USA. c. China. d. India. e. Australia.

In how many countries does the English language have an official or special status?

a. 10 b. 15 c. 35 d. 50 e. 75
Which of the following words is most widely used throughout the world?

a. Dollar. b. Okay. c. Internet. d. No. e. Movie.

It is believed that with so small a word list and so simple a structure it is possible to say in
Basic English anything needed for the general purpose of everyday existence. How many
words are there in Basic English?

a. 450 b. 850 c. 1,450 d. 2,450 e. 4,550

The English language is conventionally divided into three historical periods. In which of
these periods did William Shakespeare write his plays?

a. Old English. b. Middle English. c. Modern English.

Which of the following is the longest word that appears in a play by William Shakespeare?
a. Honorificabilitudinitatibus. b. Sesquipedalian.

c. Antidisestablishmentarianism. d. Disproportionableness.
e. Incomprehensibleness.

Which of the following is an example of initialism?

a. UN. b. NATO. c. BASIC. d. UNESCO.

Which of the following abbreviations is an acronym?

a. IBM. b. VISA. c. CNN. d. GPS.

What kind of relationship do these three words to, two, and too form?

a. Homograph.  b. Homonym. c. Homophone.

Which of the following terms refers to the substitution of a less offensive word or phrase for
one considered more offensive? g

a. Metaphor. b. Euphemism.  c. Simile. d. Irony.
Which of the following words is American English?

a. Underground. b. Pavement. c. Sidewalk. d. Petrol.
Which of the following words is British English?

a. Center. b. Cheque. c. License. d. Candy.

2. When you were checking the answers in Exercise 1, did you find the answers to some of the
questions surprising? If so, discuss the questions and answers with your partners.



istening and speaking

1.

2

3.

Noam Chomsky once said “Language is the core of our being. We are always immersed in it.
It takes a strong act of will to try not to talk to yourself when you're walking down the street,
because it's just always going on.” What does this quote mean? How do you understand this?
Discuss these questions with your partner.

Noam Chomsky discussed his ideas with DISCOVER reporter Valerie Ross. Listen to the
recording. Summarize the major points of Chomsky's answers to the questions.

(1) You describe human language as a unique trait. What
sets us apart?

(2) What sort of questions would the linguists ask?

(3) But you weren't content with that approach. Why?

(4) Soon you started developing a different approach to
linguistics. How did those ideas emerge?

(5) Isn't this just like the old system of grammar that you
rejected?

(6) What are the outstanding big questions in linguistics?

Listen to the recording again and answer the following questions.

(1) What example does Chomsky give to prove that language is a unique human possession?
(2) What does Chomsky think of the questions the traditional linguists asked?

(3} What was the general assumption about language in the early 1950s?

(4) What’s the difference between traditional grammar and generative grammar?

(5) Give examples of “what” questions, “how” questions and “why”” questions in linguistics.

Work in groups and discuss Chomsky's ideas on language and grammar according to the
interview. You may go further to find more related materials in order to achieve a better
understanding on this topic.



Pre-reading

for human beings?

‘language is a tool for communication. How do you understand “language as

we take many things for granted. Have you ever thought about what language is?
efining features of language? In addition to being a tool for communication, what else

Language as human

anguage is a specifically human activity.
That statement, however, raises several
questions. When and how did human
beings acquire language? To what extent is
language innate, and to what extent is it learned?
How does human language differ from the
communication systems of other creatures? We
will look briefly at each of these questions.
Theories of the origin of language
The ultimate origin of language is a matter
of speculation since we have no real information
about it. The earliest languages for which we
have records are already in a high stage of
development, and the same is true of languages
spoken by technologically primitive peoples. The
problem of how language began has tantalized

John Algeo

philosophical minds, and many theories have
been advanced, to which waggish scholars have
given such fanciful names as the pooh-pooh
theory, the bow-wow theory, the ding-dong theory,
and the yo-he-ho theory'. The nicknames indicate
how seriously the theories need be taken: They are
based, respectively, on the notions that language
was in the beginning ejaculatory, or echoic
(onomatopoeic), or characterized by a mystic
appropriateness of sound to sense in contrast to
being merely imitative, or made up of grunts and
groans emitted in the course of group actions.
According to one theory, the early prelanguage
of human beings was a mixture of gestures and
sounds in which the gestures carried most of
the meaning and the sounds were used chiefly
to “punctuate” or amplify the gestures — just
the reverse of our use of speech and hand
signals. Eventually human physiology and
behavior changed in several related ways. The
human brain, which had been expanding in size,
lateralized — that is, each half came to specialize
in certain activities, and language ability was
localized in the left hemisphere of most persons.
As a consequence, “handedness” developed
(right-handedness for those with left-hemisphere
dominance), and there was greater manual
specialization. As people had more things to
do with their hands, they could use them less
for communication and had to rely more on
sounds. Therefore, increasingly complex forms



of oral signals developed, and language as we
know it evolved. The fact that we human beings
alone have vocal language but share with our
closest animal kin (the apes) an ability to learn
complex gesture systems suggests that manual
signs may have preceded language as a form of
communication.

We cannot know how language really began;
we can be sure only of its immense antiquity.
However human beings started to talk, they
did so long ago, and it was not until much later
that they devised a system of making marks
on wood, stone, or clay to represent what they
said. Compared with language, writing is a
newfangled invention, although certainly not less
brilliant for being so.

Innate language ability

The acquisition of language would seem to
be an arduous task. But it is a task that children
all over the world seem not to mind in the least.
Moreover, children in daily contact with a
language other than their “home” language —
that of their parents — readily learn to speak
the other language with a native accent. After
childhood, however, perhaps in the teen years,
most people find it difficult to learn a new
language. Young children seem to be genetically
equipped with an ability to acquire language. But
after a while, that automatic ability atrophies,
and learning a new language becomes a chore.

To be sure, children of five or so have
not acquired all of the words or grammatical
constructions they will need as they grow

up. But they have mastered the basics of the
language they will speak for the rest of their
lives. The immensity of that accomplishment

can be appreciated by anyone who has learned
a second language as an adult. It is clear that,
although every particular language has to be
learned, the ability to acquire and use language
is a part of our genetic inheritance and operates
most efficiently in our younger years.

Do birds and beasts really talk?

Some animals are physically just about as
well equipped as humans to produce speech
sounds, and some — certain birds, for instance —
have in fact been taught to do so. But no other
species makes use of a system of sounds even
remotely resembling ours. Human language
and animal communication are fundamentally
different.

In the second half of the twentieth century,
a trio of chimpanzees — Sarah, Lana, and
Washoe — greatly modified our ideas about
the linguistic abilities of our closest relatives
in the animal kingdom. After several efforts to
teach chimps to talk had ended in almost total
failure, it was generally concluded that apes lack
the cognitive ability to learn language. Some
psychologists reasoned, however, that the main
problem might be a simple anatomical limitation:
Human vocal organs are so different from the
corresponding ones in apes that the animals
cannot produce the sounds of human speech.

If they have the mental, but not the physical
ability to talk, then they should be able to learn a
language using a medium other than sound.

Sarah was taught to communicate by
arranging plastic tokens of arbitrary colour and
shape. Each of the tokens, which were metal-
backed and placed on a magnetized board,
represented a word in the system, and groups



of tokens corresponded to sentences. Sarah
learned over a hundred tokens and could manage
sentences of the complexity of “Sarah take
banana if-then Mary no give chocolate Sarah”
(that is, “If Sarah takes a banana, Mary won’t
give Sarah any chocolate™). Lana also used
word symbols, but hers were on a typewriter
connected to a computer. She communicated
with people, and they with her via the computer.
Typed-out messages appeared on a screen and
had to conform exactly to the rules of “‘word”
order of the system Lana had been taught, if
she was to get what she asked for (food, drink,
companionship, and the like).

Washoe, in the most interesting of these
efforts to teach animals a language, was schooled
in a gesture language used by the deaf, American
Sign Language. Her remarkable success in
learning to communicate with this quite natural
and adaptable system has resulted in its being
taught to a number of other chimpanzees
and gorillas. The apes learn signs, use them
appropriately, combine them meaningfully, and
when occasion requires even invent new signs
or combinations. For example, one of the apes
made up the terms “candydrink™ and “drinkfruit”
to talk about watermelons.

The linguistic accomplishment of these
apes is remarkable; nevertheless, it is a far cry
from the fullness of a human language. The
number of signs or tokens the ape learns, the

Notes

1

Comprehension

complexity of the syntax with which those signs
are combined, and the breadth of ideas that they
represent are all far more restricted than in any
human language. Moreover, human linguistic
systems have been fundamentally shaped by the
fact that they are expressed in sound. Vocalness
of language is no mere incidental characteristic
but rather is central to the nature of language.
We must still say that only human beings have
language in the full sense of that term.
Language as communication of thought
The purpose of using language is to
communicate, whether with others by talking
and writing or with ourselves by thinking. The
relationship of language to thought has generated
a great deal of speculation. At one extreme are
those who believe that language merely clothes
thought and that thought is quite independent of
the language we use to express it. At the other
extreme are those who believe that thought is
merely suppressed language and that, when
we are thinking, we are just talking under our
breath. The truth is probably somewhere between
those two extremes. Some, though not all, of the
mental activities we identify as “thought™ are
linguistic in nature. It is certainly true that until
we put our ideas into words they are likely to
remain vague, inchoate, and uncertain. We may
sometimes feel like the girl who, on being told to
express her thoughts clearly, replied, “How can I

know what I think until [ hear what I say.”

1. Answer the following questions according to your understanding of the text.

(1) Why are the theories about the origin of language given fanciful names?

(71 What roles did hands play in the evolution of language?

(31 How do the functions of gestures and sounds change during the development of human beings?



