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DID YOU EVER THINK
ABOUT HOW YOU LEARNED
YOUR LANGUAGE?

Did you ever think about how you learned your
language? How you began to speak? And how you
understand your language?

Let’s imagine a baby, a very young baby, who cannot
speak or understand. We’ll call her Eve. Eve makes s
noises: she cries when she’s hungry or unhappy, or if
something hurts her. She indicates pleasure by other
noises when she is content. But between Eve's world
of noises and our world of people who speak, there is a
world of difference. How does Eve and how did you 10
pass from the first world to the second? What does
«acquisition of language» mean?

EXERCISE: Before you continue to read, try to answer
these questions: How did you pass from the world of
not speaking to the world of speaking? What does 15
«acquisition» mean? The verb is «to acquire».
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Try to think about the babies in your family or that
you know. At about 1.5 years of age (but the age
can vary a lot among children), Eve begins to say
some things. Usually her utterances (what she says; it
can be one word or a group of words,) are words or
imitations of sounds that she hears around her. They
are also easy to pronounce: Mama, Dada, tic toc
(of the clock), bow-wow (of the dog). But isn’t it curious
and lucky that a French baby speaks French, an
American baby speaks English, and a Chinese baby
speaks Chinese?

Maybe you’re thinking that it’s not really curious.
It’s completely normal. Because Eve is imitating or
repeating the sounds and words she hears around her.
A Chinese baby doesn’t hear the French words for
mother and father. He or she hears Chinese, and the
first words are Chinese. A French baby surely doesn’t
say «Dada», but «Papas.

Now Eve is two years old. She is saying many words.
But when she says a word, it can have one or another
meaning, depending on the context. For example, Eve
says «banana» when she sees bananas in the fruit bowl.
And she says «banana» when there are no bananas in
the bowl but when she wants one. Very rapidly, Eve
begins joining two words. Her 2-word utterances also
have many different meanings. When she is about three
years old, her utterances are longer, and soon she is
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really speaking. But she says such funny things some-
times. Her parents and brothers and sisters laugh and
laugh at some of the things she says. They often repeat
these things to other people. Why are they so funny?
Is it because they’re original? She selects words and joins
them in an original way. And her ideas are often
different and surprising. Surprising because of the
ideas and the words used to express them. «Where
did Eve learn that?» «I never said anything like that in
Eve’s presence.» These are common comments about
children’s utterances. They express surprise at the
originality of Eve’s language. When we say «original»,
we mean that the precise words in the precise order
form a new, original sentence. Eve never heard it
before and we never heard it before.

This ability of Eve and every child to speak is a
specifically human characteristic. Only human beings
seem to have this creative ability to make an infinite
number of sentences. Infinite: there is no limit (except
time and memory) to the number of original sentences
a person can make. But the number of sounds and the
words used to make the sentences are finite. The sounds
composing the words are limited. A person can produce
a limited number of sounds with his nose, mouth,
lips, tongue, teeth, throat, and vocal chords. All the
sounds of all the languages in the world are made with
these parts of the body. There are many different

o
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sounds, but their number is limited. The combinations
of these sounds produce thousands of words, but not
an infinite number. We cannot arbitrarily put sounds
together and make a word. People will not understand
it. «Boy» is a word in English, a combination of sounds
we recognize and know. Everyone who speaks English
understands «boy». «Byo» is a combination of sounds,
but it is not a word in English.

EXERCISE: In language, what is infinite and what is
finite? What parts of the body contribute to forming
the sounds of language?

But to return to Eve, if she says sentences that you
never heard and her parents never said, how and where
and when did she learn them? The answers to these
questions are not easy. And they are not completely
known by the people who study them, the linguists
and psycholinguists.

We said that Eve can produce an infinite number of
sentences. Some things she says we have never heard.
And she says them correctly. We can understand. But
when we speak, do we speak perfectly? Are our sen-
tences perfectly formed and perfectly spoken, from the
first word to the last? Think about it. When we speak,
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we usually do it spontaneously. Our ideas are not
always clear in our minds. Many ideas and thoughts
come into our minds. Sometimes we try to say too
many things at the same time. Or, on the contrary,
sometimes we hesitate and «ook» for the right
word, beginning one word and stopping, beginning an-
other word, maybe continuing, maybe not. Sometimes
we change our idea in the middle of the sentence.

In fact, we rarely speak perfectly formed and
pronounced sentences. But we have the knowledge that
permits us to do that. In linguistics (the study of
language), the knowledge that we have of how to
speak and understand our language is called linguistic
COMPETENCE. The study of the way we really speak,
with hesitations, false beginnings, «errorss of grammar,
etc.—the examples you are finding for the exercise—
is called the study of PERFORMANCE.

It is your performance and mine in speaking our
language that Eve as a child observes. We don’t
hear perfect sentences, but we understand. And before
Eve was able to speak, she seemed to understand the
complicated and imperfect sentences of her parents.

EXERCISE: What is the difference between competence
and performance?

o
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Now Eve is four. She speaks quite well. She makes
errors, but we understand her. For example, she says
«John taked the ball.» (We say: John took the ball.»)
Her errors are generally superficial. They do not affect
the meaning of the sentence. We understand the
sentences completely. And the errors do not usually
affect the basic order of words in the sentence. Her
grammar — how Eve constructs her sentences — permits
her to express the deep or basic structure of the
sentence, that is, the idea. We know that the idea is
John/take/ball. Eve would never say «John the taked
ball», and if she did, we would not understand her.
She already «<knows» the grammar of her language.

All children in all countries are born with the
capacity to learn language. The capacity to learn
language in general, not one specific language. We
learn «our» language because we are born in a specific
country and our parents speak that language. Some
children are lucky to be born in one country and have
parents who speak a different language. For example,
Katy and Jeff Kline are American. They live and work
in France and speak French very well. Their son,
Ethan, hears English from his parents and French
from other people. He will probably learn both French
and English and very easily. A French child, a Chinese
child, an American child, etc. begins speaking French,
Chinese, English, etc. He or she expresses many ideas
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and grammatical relations in one and then two words
and gradually builds up his or her language: more
words and more grammar. The deep structure, or the
general, basic form of their beginning, simple utterances,
develops into more varied and complicated sentences s
and utterances, more and more similar to adult
language. We will talk much more about deep structure
in the rest of the book.

EXERCISE: Which sentences have superficial errors?
What are these errors? Which sentences are not English? 10
Correct all the sentences.

Why you smiling?

Susan be in bath.

Ball that don’t throw.

What dinosaur do eat? 15
Some I chocolate need.

L N S




ot

20

11
THE INDO-EUROPEAN LANGUAGE GROUP

We have been talking about language in general.
Let’s now talk about the common origin of French and
English and many other languages.

Indo-European is the name given to one very big
group of languages, the one that French and English
belong to. There is no place or country called Indo-
Europe. But the people who have studied the origins of
our languages—grammarians, histotians, anthropologists,
linguists—have used the name Indo-European to des-
ignate the hypothetical source of most of the languages
of Europe, of countries colonized by Europeans, and of
other regions. This Indo-European source was probably
somewhere in Asia, but this is not absolutely sure. In
any case, people from that region probably migrated to

s India and Persia (Iran) in pre-historic times. The mi-

grations extended over thousands of years.

Many thousands of other languages exist in the world
that do not belong to the Indo-European group. Chinese,
Turkish, Hungarian, Finnish, Navajo, Eskimo are some
of these. The Basque language, spoken in France and
Spain, does not seem to be related to any living lan-

guage.
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Before, but particularly during, the eighteenth
century, there was a lot of interest in language in general
and in specific languages. People were studying and
investigating dead languages, those not spoken by
people at that time. One very important dead language
is Sanskrit which had been spoken in India 1000
years before Jesus Christ. Shortly before 1800, it was
noticed that there were many similarities between
Sanskrit and other more familiar languages, such as
those from Europe, including Latin, Greek, and Russian.

This discovery was the beginning of many, many
studies of individual languages. And comparative
studies of the languages, their sounds, words, resem-
blances, and differences were made.

In comparing these languages, evident similarities
were found in words, for example those expressing
familiar relationships and numbers. These related words
are called cognates.

English Durch German French
three drie drei trois
seven zeven sieben sept
me mij mich moi
mother moeder mutter meére

brother broeder bruder frere

37
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Celtic Latin Greek Sanskrit
tri tres treis tri

secht septem hepta sapta
me me me me
mathair mater meter matar
brathair frater phrater bhratar

There were two principal things that characterized
languages which belonged to the Indo-European group.
One characteristic was the similarity of many words,
the cognates or a common word-stock. The other
characteristic was inflection. Inflection means the
changing or modifying of the forms of words to indicate
grammatical relationships. For example, we add -5 to
nouns to form the plural, in both French and English:
«ball, balls». Or we add -4 to verbs in English to form
the past tense: «love, loved».

EXERCISE: Think of other inflectional changes (for
example, -5 for plural, - for past tense) in the forms
of words in English. Give examples and say what the
changes do.

As the similarities, differences, and changes among
the languages were better known, smaller or sub-groups
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were found. Look at the English verb «drink»:

GERMANIC ROMANCE SLAVIC
English drink French boite  Russian  pit’
German trinken  Italian  bere Polish pic’
Dutch drinken  Spanish beber  Bohemian piti
Danish drikke Serbian  piti

Swedish dricka

French and English are related but they belong to
two different sub-groups. English and all the other
members of the Germanic sub-family give the same
evidence of a pre-historic change in consonants. This
very general change, called Grimm’s law, is one of the
things that makes the Germanic languages different
from the Romance ones. All the Romance languages
come from Latin. French, Italian, Spanish, and the
others in that group often resemble Latin and Sanskrit
more than the Germanic languages do, because of that
consonant change. For instance, the word for «two» (2)
begins in English with a «t» but in French as in Latin
and Sanskrit, it begins with a «d».

English French
two deux
ten dix
tooth dent

Furthermore, French and English have a lot of words
which are the same in both languages because they

10

20

25
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were borrowed from one language into another: «action,
voyage, direction,» and thousands of other words were
borrowed from French into English. The borrowing
began after the Norman French conquered England in
1066 and has continued to the present. «Businessman,
knock-out, footballs are examples of words borrowed
from English into French. The pronunciation is different
for these words, but the spelling and the meaning are
the same.

Then there are some words which look almost the
same: «une balle, a balls; «danse, dance»; «aider, aid»;
«famille, family».

But some words are completely different: «une pierre,
a stoner; «nager, to swimp; «gar¢on, boy or sony; «fille,
girl or daughter».

There are two explanations for why the same word is
found in two languages. The first reason is that the
word comes from a common origin. For example, of
the cases given above, «deux» and «two» are the same
because of their common origin. Both were pronounced
the same by speakers of Indo-European thousands of
years ago.

The second reason for the same word in two languages
comes from borrowing. We say a word is borrowed
when it comes into the language from another language,
as in the examples above. In cases like «danse» and
«dance», the French word was borrowed into English
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in the Middle Ages.

How did languages descended from Indo-European
come to be spoken in so many different places? Thou-
sands of years ago, the speakers of the common Indo-
European languages began to split apart. Probably the
first Indo-Europeans to reach Britain were Celts. And
there were probably other Celtic people in France and
other regions of Europe. Other groups went to other
parts of Europe, for example, the Romans in Italy,
the Greeks in Greece, etc. The people of each region
developed their own civilizations. As time passed,
their languages became more and more different from
each other. Sometimes there were contacts among the
peoples, unfortunately, mostly because of wars. The
Romans conquered Britain and brought some words of
their language, along with customs, habits, tools, etc.
So some Latin words were introduced into the Celtic
languages. Germanic invaders then introduced their own
language into Britain. Much later, there were other

important exchanges with Europe and many more :

French words were introduced to the English language.
This language, English, replaced Celtic in most of
Britain. Some words were adopted into English from
the Celtic languages, for example:

whiskey, weird (= «bizarres), dine (= «obscure»).

15
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EXERCISES: Look at the chart which describes the
Indo-European language development.
1. If you think of Indo-European as the mother, what

is the relationship of French to Italian?
2. What is the relationship of English to Breton?
3. Can you find the Basque language? If you can't,

why not?

4. Which of these languages are not Indo-European?

Albanian
Bulgarian
Hungarian

Russian
Dutch

Norwegian
Portuguese
Turkish
Greek

German

5. Which of these languages are not Germanic?

Gaelic
English
Sanskrit
Polish
Flemish

Irish
Yiddish
Danish
Russian
Basque
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GRAMMAR

Grammar! What does «grammar» mean to you?
Like the word «language», «grammar» is a familiar
and accepted word. We don’t often think about its
meaning. There are many different types of grammars.
Traditional English grammars were based on Latin and
Greek. In the nineteenth century there were also
compatrative grammars which described, by classification,
differences and similarities among languages. There
were historical grammars which traced a language from
its earliest writing to the present time. As a result of
these different studies, especially in the eighteenth
centuty, the Indo-European family was discovered.

In addition to the comparative and historical gram-
mars of languages, there are grammars that describe
the language as it is at present and particularly of ex-
ceptions and irregularities. They concentrate on how
the language is different from other languages. One
big contribution of modern grammar writers was to
make their research and results more scientific. - They
tried to describe the languages scientifically, not
emotionally.

A pedagogical grammar takes its information from
the other types of grammars. It is used by teachers and

W
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students to learn a language. A pedagogical grammar
must be appropriate to the students using it. An
English grammar for a French student and an English
grammar for a Japanese person in Japan are quite
different. A French grammar for French students is
different from the one used at L’Alliance Francaise to
teach non-French students, even though both of them
are written in French.

Some of the pedagogical and other grammars tell
you what you should say and what you should not say;
what is «good» or approved English (or French or
Russian, etc.) and what is not. This type of grammar
is called «prescriptive». It prescribes what to do in
speaking, just like a doctor prescribes medicine to make
you well.

We have been talking about grammars—various
types of descriptions of languages. Grammar has an-
other, more general, meaning. And it is this meaning
that is at the basis of the other meanings.

A grammar can be considered as a theory of a
language. A grammar of English is a theory of English
structure. The objective of a grammar is to describe
a native person’s knowledge of his or her own lan-
guage. Your intuition about your language tells you if a
sentence is cotrect or not. Even in English, your intuition
1s probably developing. You have acquired to some
extent a theory of English structure, that is, a grammar.
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