Great Decisions II – Anthropology of Language.
Strange as it may seem, there seems to be a language gene that exits in mankind, but

not in our cousins the chimps and apes.  This gene (FoxP2) effects the Broca and Wernicke areas of the brain.  It was found by studying the genes of a family without good language ability and other individual cases of the same disability to both use and understand language.  That gene was searched for in rats, monkeys, apes, chimps and men on each continent.  It was always found in man and never in animals.  The mutation that caused this gene to be different in mankind occurred about 200,000 years ago.  We know that children are born to speak – we call it babbling.  At a certain point in a child’s life they learn to speak in words, pickup grammar, and communicate.  Deaf children not taught a specific sign language will make up there own.  If raised without speech into the teen years, then full language skills are never learned.


In addition to this gene, mankind must have control over particular mouth shaping, tongue, and air passages.   Early man, down to Neanderthal, must have been able to say words, but there is no high culture that suggests that he had a language.


During that 150,000 years of the early Paleolithic, how did language evolve?
There was a great cultural expansion of mankind about 50,000 years ago that is attributed to social interaction between men. Woman picked up the technique in June of that year.


We know from Basic English, that a full language can be created with only 18 verbs, a few direction words (prepositions), and a selection of qualifiers such as,” big, round, yellow, fast, good.”  The core of a language is names of things, many identifiable by pointing.  Tarzan, Jane, tiger, food.  As words are created for things, then qualifiers differentiate between similar things.  Verbs, which are such a problem for students over complex cases, may be quite simple yet be adequate – “come - go , put - take , give - get , see,  is, do, make, have, let – keep , say , send , seem , cause” and the combined,” because.”
The ability to speak allows communication.


“See deer.” “Get spear.” “We go.”  “Make food.” 

A language is more.  Children adopt any language they hear regularly and through usage
Rules of Grammar come about – tense in verbs – in English we add a  “-ed” for past tense. Add “–ing” for continuing action.  Add the word “will” for future acts. 
More complex ideas generate longer sentences.  New words are created, often from existing words – examples are Latin and Greek in science.


Language goes thru evolution in word creation.  English is supposed to have reached one million words and to add another every few hours.  Pronunciation varies between individuals and a tribal chief’s quirks may form the basis for regional dialects that soon to become a foreign language.  Pronunciation and idiom and can be unique to any group – we all know of family expressions.


Logographers can place a person’s birth place within a few hundred miles and sometimes down to a part of town, even a street?  Assumptions can be made about the origin of a language or of a people by their creation of words.    Plants and animals with names can suggest a people are from specific geographies.  A word for fish without a word for sea suggests the language developed among an inland people with lakes and streams.  Eskimos have words for twenty-some kinds of snow and ice that would not be found in the language of peoples from south of the artic circle.  Virtually all languages have a word similar to the very ancient “wodr”


The oldest surviving languages are the “click” languages of Khoisane of southern
and eastern Africa.  The sound is that of the English, "tsk-tsk"   There are a few global language families, of which the Indo European is very familiar that spread from the lower steppes both east and west to Iceland and to India and beyond.  Dialects quickly become foreign languages.  Romanian is the result of the Roman withdraw from what is now Romania.  Beowulf was written in what was once English 1000 years ago. Chaucer is half way to a foreign language in 600 years.  To understand Willie the Shake from 400 years ago needs extensive footnotes. And to read the founding fathers of 250 years ago requires some concentration by the modern reader.  And the language of teenagers today?
Writing, from which History begins, as a separate subject.  The inherent scribbling of a child led to art, not prose.  Writing is suspected to have come about from inventory taking where clay tokens were used to represent commodities.  When hundreds of different tokens became cumbersome, marks were made on clay tablets.  Symbols for the different commodities and marks for counts developed 5,000 years ago.  [Was the first profession : prostitution or accountant?  Is there much difference?]  Soon the symbols were equated with their sound and recombined to represent sound-like spoken words in cuneiform by 4,500.   There may have been simultaneous development of writing in China, India, Egypt, and America. 

ENGLISH originated from several dialects, now called, Old English, which were brought to Britain by Anglo-Saxon settlers beginning in the 5th century. The language was heavily influenced by the Old Norse language of Viking invaders. After the Norman conquest, Old English developed into Middle English, borrowing heavily from the Norman (Anglo-French) vocabulary and spelling conventions. Modern English developed from there and continues to adopt foreign words from a variety of languages, as well as coining new words. A significant number of English words, especially technical words, have been constructed based on roots from Latin and ancient Greek.
Subsequent History of English.

English is the most understood language of the modern world.  Really?  The Chinese family is made up of the languages of Mandarin  (about 850 million), followed by Wu (90 million),  Min (70 million) and Cantonese (70 million).  English is the first language of the former commonwealth nations (375 million), but is also the most learned second language -- from 470 million to over a billion depending on how literacy is measured.

In all measures of international usage, trade, travel, science, education, entertainment,   English is the lingua franca of the world.
1417: the official correspondence of Henry V started being written in Chancer’s English.

1500’s:  saw conflict between use the vernacular rather than Latin.

Enrichers imported words from more reputable European languages:

vs. purists who considered imported words ostentation.

     The only grammars available in English schools were Latin grammars.

1586, “Grammar for English” -- the first English grammar book written to regularize English, but as an introduction to the study of Latin.

The first English dictionary (1604, Robert Cawdrey).

17th Century: Grammars and authors intended to improve English by patterning it after Latin as an ideal language.  Unfortunately, the printing press fixed spelling before it had become regular.  Spelling is the greatest flaw in English today.
One of the few descriptive grammars of the period is Ben Jonson's

(1640). "Custom is the most certain mistress of language."

1658, Royal Society - a grammar best remembered for the distinction between “shall” and “will”.  It also worries about the preposition at the end of a sentence because it could not happen in Latin.
[ Like, who cares, now a’days?]

1762,  Lowth's “A Short Introduction to English Grammar”. Basic of many generations –“whether it be right or not". The correctness standards were rather subjective, derived from Latin grammar and frequently went against established usage.
The 19th century: the entrance of journalists into the usage field.

Chicago Tribune made use of simplified spelling 1935-1975  and gave up on : frate, frater, glamor, harth, iland, jaz, tarif, trafic, that did not catch on. <a href=http://www.basic-english.org/21/spelling.html>Spelling reform</a>.

But some improvements are now allowed --  tho, thru, nite, ax, color, program, catalog, …
-----

Oxford English Dictionary cites all discovered usages of a word found in print ; thereby lending credence to literary usage as the common law of language.

“The beginning of wisdom is to call things by the right name.”  – Chinese Proverb cited in introduction to Webster’ Dictionary.

Jim pet peeves: 


 “battleship” when used for any warship



“Semi-automatic hand gun” for pistol.

T-R last year about WWII air force crewman:


“Gunman” for gunner – a “gunman” hews up a cowboy outlaw, the other operates a defensive gun on an airplane.




 “Bomber” for bombardier. A “bomber” is an anarchist of my day or a terrorist today.  Or, in this case, a bomber is a type of large warplane.  A bombardier is the crew member more descriptively called a “bomb aimer” in Britain.


Conclusion.  Many journalists are kids who don’t know noth’en.  Yet influence readers.

I have written to Rush Limbaugh about his use of “gangbanger”.
A “gangbang” is a group rape.  A member of a gang is a correctly a “gangster”, or, without an organized crime slant, is just a “gang member.” 

Questions.
-- Should language follow rules or represent the current usage?
-- Should regional dialects be given expansion – i.e. like, ya’no, like, ya’no valley girl ^?

I counted 37 u’no’s before losing tract in one NPR interview.

-- What causes some words to be only a fad, while others enter the language?  Daddy-O is heard today only in reprises of West Side Story.
-- Define profanity.
-- My freshman English text (Penn State) had a chapter telling the Amish that “Throw

the cow over the fence some hay” was not proper.  How does one explain what is proper? 

Do this in a manner that a T-R headline writer can use.
II. Discussion items.

1.  Tower of Babel. Genesis 11:1-9.

And all the earth had one language and one tongue. And it came about that in their wandering from the east, they came to a stretch of flat country in the land of Shinar, and there they made their living-place.  And they said one to another, Come, let us make bricks, burning them well. And they had bricks for stone, putting them together with sticky earth. And they said, Come, let us make a town, and a tower whose top will go up as high as heaven ; and let us make a great name for ourselves, so that we may not be wanderers over the face of the earth.  And the Lord came down to see the town and the tower which the children of men were building.  And the Lord said, See, they are all one people and have all one language ; and this is only the start of what they may do : and now it will not be possible to keep them from any purpose of theirs.  Come, let us go down and take away the sense of their language, so that they will not be able to make themselves clear to one another.  So the Lord God sent them away into every part of the earth : and they gave up building their town.  So it was named Babel, because there the Lord took away the sense of all languages and from there the Lord sent them away over all the face of the earth. 
     – <a href=http://www.basic-english.org/books/bbe.html>Bible in Basic English</a>

Is a world language good or bad?  Would avoiding misunderstanding aid world peace?

Civil wars are among the most intense.
2. What are the prospects of a Global Language?  Currently there are 9,000 languages round the earth.  Every valley in New Guinea has a different language, 1,200 in all.  
What is a language?  Do New England and Confederate count? 

3 .  Is Ebonics a street language that might have been represented by a Mark Twain?

Or the codification of a legitimate dialect of English.  Others, Japish, Singlish, …
Ebonics regularizes “to do” as do , doed ,  gonna do – instead of do, did, will do.

Ha sits own rules : “going to”, condensed to “gonn’a” do, replaces “will do” as future tense.

4. International Auxiliary Languages

Esperanto – Latin grammar based on non-national words.  World hobby language
Basic English – 850 word subset of “the international language” – intense anti-colonial resistance.

Interlingua – generalized Romance words, regularized grammar.  Ever heard of it?
5.   The EU encourages all its citizens to be multilingual ; specifically, it encourages them to be able to speak two languages in addition to their mother tongue.  While a plurality of EU citizens speaks German, an absolute majority can understand English.


-- Is multilingualism valuable to every person’s understanding or a waste of education time?


--  Ogden said, “It takes seven years to learn English, seven months to learn Esperanto, and seven weeks to learn Basic.”  The learner is immediately able to contribute in THE world language.


-- Creation of an artificial language is intended to screw-up all people equally (but screw Orientals the most).  Or, does it cut off one’s nose in the face of world usage?

6.  Ambiguity must be avoided in computer languages, witness nesting statements within parenthesis.  3 x 2 + 1 = ?    (3 x 2) + 1 = 7   or  3 x  (2 + 1) = 6

Also clarity of thought, such as “list salesman from California and Pennsylvania” results in a blank list, whereas “list salesmen from California OR Pennsylvania” finds a long list.
7.  Subject and verbs must agree in number.  Why do verbs have number?  As an editor, this drives me mad with changing trailing “-s”.     “The crowd goes”, but make the slightest change and two “s” must be corrected; “The crowds go.”

Iowan are more rational, but less correct with verb tense. “I run this to the shop…” rather than I ran …  Why do verbs have tense?  Granted there is more justification for conjugation of time-verbs, than for number-verbs.  I run, I ran, I will run, I am running, I will have run, etc.  
III . Develop questions.
-- Global Language: Advantages ;  Disadvantages.

-- Should we morn the death of a language every few weeks?

-- Contrast writing with speech.
-- Compare usage vs. correctness.  How is correctness determined?

-- Will “texting” language (spelling, grammar) become legitimate in writing (teachers see it today). 

-- To reform English spelling would be to destroy the history of many of our word.  Comment?
-- Many words have multiple meanings, ex.  Table or Bow.  What should be done about that? 
Furniture, figures, group, eating, negotiating

More:

Wikipedia’s discussion of artificial language.

If not Basic English, then Interlingua makes some sense.
