Psych 12 – Cognitive06

· Language / Notes
Language

Language, above anything else, is the strongest indication of our intelligence and thinking power as a species.

We use both semantics (meaning) and syntax (order) in our use of grammar to make sense of words and sounds.

As a child develops, his or her language abilities also develop and they progress through a series of stages;

1. Babbling Stage – Infants are making noises and are making a connection that making sounds often results in attention.

2. One-Word Stage – Often a very exciting time for parents.  The infant is often greatly encouraged to repeat a sound that often represents a person (Momma, Dada).

3. Two-Word Stage – The infant has now made a connection between identifiable or distinct words and objects, persons or things.

4. After the two-word stage, language develops rapidly and quickly.

Language acquisition and development have been both linked to nature and nurture.  Linguists such as Norm Chomsky believe that the basic elements of language are part of our biological make-up.  Chomsky believes that our brain’s and vocal cords are “pre-wired” for language development and acquisition (nature).  Other’s such as Psychologist B.F. Skinner believe that language development is due in part to positive reinforcement by parents (nurture).

Linguists such as Ben Lee Whorf contend that language determines how we think.  Whorf believes that without the proper vocabulary, we would not be able to communicate complex ideas or thoughts, in this sense we would limiting our knowledge and ability to think and reason because of language deficiencies.  For an example, often teenagers or young children may feel frustrated when they cannot explain how they are feeling or what they know about a problem, simply because they do not have the vocabulary to accurately describe the situation or problem.

The link between language and thought was popularized in the late 40’s and early 50’s by George Orwell in his novel 1984.  1984 was a futuristic tale of a society being controlled by an autocratic government.  This government was in the process of changing society by changing the language (into newspeak).  The idea was that if people did not have the vocabulary to criticize or organize against the government, then the government would be able to control society more easily and with less opposition.  Essentially, it would un-educate the population and dumb them down to a point that they would never be able to even formulate and express a negative thought about how society is run or how the government is run.

Language may not determine the way we feel, and it may not determine completely the way we think, but it most definitely influences it.   Orwell grasped on this idea that as our language expands, so does our ability to think, and he turned this concept into one of the most influential novels of modern history.  Thinking affects our language and language affects our thinking.  The two are inter-connected.

[image: image1.png]Waris pence
>\

lgnorance s strereh,

Frecdomis savery.

>

s

think diffren.



[image: image2.png]1984

.. ANovel by GEORGE ORWELL




[image: image3.png]




Psych 12 – Cognitive06

· Language
Language

Directions: READ the excerpt on Language from Psychology by David G. Myer, and answer the following questions;

1. On a separate piece of paper, define the following terms;

Phonemes

Morpheme

Grammar

Semantics
Syntax

2. Answer the following questions using COMPLETE SENTENCES;

a.  In your own word, describe how infants progress from babbling to speaking in simple sentences. (2 mks for quality of thought and evidence of effort)

b. In your own words, describe the nature vs. nurture debate regarding language development. (2 mks for quality of thought and examples)

c. Why is providing children with lots of opportunity to develop a language so very important at a young age?  What happens to those children who are denied that opportunity?  (2 mks for quality of response and examples)

3. Paragraph Response:  READ the excerpt from George Orwell’s 1984 and describe how he views the connection between language and thought.  Be sure to give an example to back up your response.  

Do you believe in this connection?

You will be marked out of 5 for your ability to describe the connection between language and thought and for your ability to pick out an example from the readings to back up your response.

Total: ___/16
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· Language / Excerpt Psychology by Myers
Language

An excerpt from Psychology, by David G. Myers

 The most tangible indication of our thinking power is language – our spoken, written, or gestured words and how we combine them as we think and communicate.  Humans have long and proudly proclaimed that language sets us above all other animals.  “When we study human language,” asserted linguist Noam Chomsky, “we are approaching what some might call the ‘human essence,’ the distinctive qualities of mind that are, so far as we know, unique” to humans.  To cognitive scientist Steven Pinker, language is “the jewel in the crown of cognition.”  When the human vocal tract evolved the capacity to utter the commonest vowels (which chimps cannot), our capacity for language exploded.  Complex civilization boosted our ancestor’s ability to communicate information, catapulting our species in a great leap forward.  Whether spoke, written, or signed, language enables us to communicate complex ideas from person to person and to transmit civilization’s accumulated knowledge form generation to generation.

Language Structure

Consider how we might go about inventing a language.  For a spoken language, we would need three building blocks.  First we would need a set of basic sounds, which linguists call phonemes.  To say bat we utter the phoneme sounds b, a, and t.  Chat has three phonemes – ch, a , and t.  Different languages have different number of phonemes.  English has about 40; other languages have anywhere from half to twice that many.

Changes in phonemes produce changes in meaning.  For example, variations in the vowel sound between a b and a t can create 12 different meanings;  bait, but beat/beet/bet, bit, bite, boat, boot, bought, bout and but.  Generally, though, consonant phonemes carry more information than do vowel phonemes.  The treth ef thes stetement shed be evedent frem thes bref demenstretien.

People who grow up learning one et of phonemes usually have difficulty pronouncing the phonemes of another language.  The native English speaker many smile at the native German speaker’s difficulties with the th sound, which often make this sound like dis.  But the German speaker can smile at the problems English speakers have rolling the German r or pronouncing the breathy ch in Ich, the German word for I. 
The next building block of our language is the morpheme, the smallest unit of language that carries meaning.  In English, a few morphemes are also phonemes – the personal pronoun I and the article a, for instance.  But most are combinations of two or more phonemes.  Some morphemes, lit bat, are words, but others are only parts of words.  Morphemes include prefixes and suffixes, such as the pre in preview or the –ed shat shows past tense. Undesirables has four morphemes – un, desire,able and s – each of which adds to the word’s total meaning.

Finally, our new language must have a grammar, a system of rules that enables us to speak and understand others.  Two important aspects of grammar are semantics and syntax.  Semantics refers to the rules we use to derive meaning form morphemes, words and even sentences.  A semantic rule tells us that adding –ed to laugh means that it happened in the past.  Syntax refers to the rules we use to order words into sentences.  One rule of English syntax says that adjectives usually come before nouns, so a Spanish speaker says cas blanca.  The English rules of syntax tell us that the sentence They are hunting dogs is proper.  Given the context in which the sentence is written, semantics tells us whether it refers to people looking for dogs or dogs looking for animals.

Note that language becomes more complex at each succeeding level.  In English, the relatively small number of 40 or so phonemes can be combined to form more that 100,000 morphemes, which alone or in combination produce the 616,500 word forms in the Oxford English Dictionary (including 290,500 main entries, such as meat and 326,000 subentries such as meat-eater).   We can then use these words to create an almost infinite number of sentences, most of which, like this one, are original.  Like the brain that conceives it, language is complexity built of simplicity.

Language Development

Make a quick guess: How many words did you learn in one average day during the years between your first birthday and your high school graduation?

The average North American high school graduate knows some 80,000 words.  That averages (after age 1) to nearly 5000 words learned a year, or 13 a day!  How you did it – how the 5000 words a year you learned could so far outnumber the roughly 200 words a year that your schoolteacher consciously taught you – is one of the great wonders of human development.   Before children can add 2+2, they are creating their own original and grammatically appropriate sentences.  Most parents would have trouble stating the rules of syntax.  Yet their preschoolers comprehend and speak with a facility that puts to shame a college student struggling to learn a foreign language or a scientist struggling to simulate natural language on a computer.  Now does our astonishing facility for language unfold, and how can we explain it?

Acquiring Language:  Children’s language development mirrors language structure – by moving form simplicity to complexity.  By 4 months of age, babies can read lips and discriminate speech sounds.  They prefer to look at a face that matches a sound, so we know they can recognize that ah comes from wide open lips and ee from a mouth with corners pulled back.  At about this age, babies enter a babbling stage in which they spontaneously utter a variety of sounds such as ah-goo. Babbling is not the imitation of adult speech, for it includes sounds form various languages, even sounds that do not occur in the household’s language.  Form this early babbling, a listener could not identify an infant as being, say, French, Korean, or Ethiopian.  Deaf infants babble (repeat syllable-like gestures), too, and they obviously are not imitating speech.  It seems, then that before nurture molds our speech, nature provides a range of possible phoneme sounds.

Babbling eventually comes to resemble the characteristic sounds and intonations of the household language.  By about age 10 months, a trained ear can identify the language of the household by listening to an infant’s babbling.  Phoneme sounds outside the infant’s native tongue are disappearing.  And infants gradually lose their ability to discriminate sounds that they never hear.  An untrained Japanese adult cannot distinguish between the English ra and la because Japanese uses a single phoneme intermediate between these two.  Clever experiments by Jane Werker reveal that 6 month old infants can perceive phoneme differences form any language, but by 12 months they cannot.

Around the first birthday (the exact age varies from child to child), most children enter the one-word stage.  Having already learned that sounds carry meanings, they begin to use sounds to communicate meaning.  Their first words usually contain but one syllable – ma or da, for instance – and may be barely recognizable.  But family members quickly learn to understand the infant’s language, and gradually it conforms more and more to the family’s language.

Most of the child’s first words refer to things that move or can be played with – things such as a do or a ball, rather than the table or crib that just sits there.  At this one-words stage, an inflected word may equal a sentence. “Doggy!” may mean “Look at the dog out there!”

Children typically use more and more single words during the second year and, by about their second birthday, start uttering two word sentences.  This two-word stage exemplifies telegraphic speech: Like telegrams (TERMS ACCEPTED.  SEND MONEY), it contains mostly nouns and verbs (Want juice).  Also like telegrams, there is already syntax; the words are in a sensible order.  The English-speaking child typically says adjectives before nouns – big doggy rather that doggy big.

There seems to be no “three-word stage”.  Once children move out of the two-word stage, they quickly begin uttering longer phrases.  Although the sentences may still sound like a Western Union message, they continue to follow the rules of syntax (Mommy get ball).  By early elementary school, the child understands complex sentences and begins to enjoy the humor conveyed by double meanings: “you never starve in the desert because of all the sand-which-is there.”

Explaining Language Development: Those who study language acquisition inevitably wonder how we do it.  Attempts to answer this question have sparked a spirited intellectual controversy.  The controversy parallels the nature-nurture debate, and here, as elsewhere, appreciation for innate predisposition has grown (nature).

Behaviorist B.F. Skinner believed we can explain language development with familiar learning principles, such as association (of the sights of thing with the sounds of words); imitation (of the words and syntax modeled by other); and reinforcement (with success, smiles, and hugs when the child says something right).  Thus, Skinner argued, babies learn to talk in many of the same ways that animals learn to peck keys and press bars.  “Verbal behavior evidently came into existence when, through a critical step in the evolution of the human species, the vocal musculature became susceptible to operant condition,” Skinner surmised.

Linguist Noam Chomsky sees Skinner’s view of learning language as naïve.  Surely, says Chomsky, a Martian scientist observing children in a single-language community would conclude that language is almost entirely inborn.  It isn’t, because children do learn the language used in their environment.  But the rate at which they acquire words and grammar without being taught is too extraordinary to be explained solely by learning principles.  Children create all sorts of sentences they have never heard and, therefore, could not be imitating.  They begin using morphemes in a predictable order.  They begin adding –ing to words.  They then start using the preposition in and on.  Then comes a and the, followed by is.  Moreover, many of their errors result form the application of logical grammatical rules.  For example, children overgeneralize the rule about adding –ed to a verb to form the past tense;


Child:  My teacher holded the baby rabbits and we petted them.


Mother:  Did you say your teacher held the baby rabbits?


Child:  Yes.


Mother:  What did you say she did?


Child:  She holded the baby rabbits and we petted them.


Mother:  Did you say she held them tightley?


Child:  No, she holded them loosely.

Chomsky likens the behaviorist view of how language develops to filling a bottle with water, and his own view to “helping a flower to grow in its own way.”  Language development, he believes, is akin to sexual maturation – given adequate nurture, it just “happens to the child.”  Thanks to their inborn “universal grammar,” children readily learn the grammar of whatever language they hear.  Other worlds may have languages, hat, for us humans are unlearnable, but not our world.  Chomsky maintains hat our language acquisition capacity is like a box – a “language acquisition device” – in which grammar switches are thrown as children experience their language.  Thus English-speaking children learn to put the object of a sentence last (She ate an apple).  Japanese-speaking children put the object before the verb (She an apple ate). 

Those who learn a second language as adults usually speak it with the accent of their first language.  Do they more easily master the foreign grammar?  To find out, Jacqueline Johnson and Elissa Newport gave Korean and Chinese immigrants to the United States a grammar test, requiring them to identify each of the 276 sentences (Yesterday the hunter shoots a deer”) as grammatically correct or incorrect.  Some subjects had immigrated in early childhood, others as adults.  Regardless of their age at immigration, the participants had each been in the United States for approximately 10 years.  If anything, this gave the adult immigrants – most of whom were professors, researchers, or graduate students – an edge in years of learning English, because they had all studied it in their native country as well.  Nevertheless, those who learned their second language early learned it best.  Chomsky would say that once the grammar switches are thrown during a child’s developing years, mastering another grammar becomes more difficult.

As a flower’s growth is stunted without nourishment, so, too, are children linguistically stunted when isolated form language during the critical period for its acquisition.  Consider Genie, who spent most of her early years tied to a chair without being spoken to.  When discovered by Los Angeles authorities, she was mute and uncomprehending.  In the years that followed, Genie has learned some individual words but not how to construct grammatically correct sentences.

The impact of early experience is also evident among he deaf.  Hearing children of hearing-speaking parents, and deaf children of deaf-signing parents, share much in common.  Both groups experience language in infancy and develop their early vocabularies at roughly comparable rates.  But consider the 90+ percent of deaf children born to hearing-nonsigning parents.  These children typically do not experience language during their early years.  Compared to deaf children expose to sign language from birth, those who learn signing as teens or adults are like immigrants who learn English after childhood.  They can master the basic words and how to order them, but they never become as fluent as native signers in producing and comprehending subtle grammatical differences.

To summarize, children are biologically prepared to learn language as they interact with their caregivers.  Skinner’s emphasis on learning helps explain why infants acquire the language they hear and how they add new words to their vocabularies.  Chomsky’s emphasis on our built-in readiness to learn grammar rules helps explain why preschoolers acquire language so readily and use grammar so well.  Once again, we see biology and experience working together.
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· Language / Excerpt from 1984
Language – Excerpt from George Orwell’s 1984

The scene:  The main character, Winston is having lunch and a discussion with an acquaintance named Syme.  Both men live in an age where society is ruled by Big Brother (B.B.), and The Party.  Big Brother is in the process of creating a new language (Newspeak) to replace the English language (Oldspeak) in order to secure his power over the people.  Syme is in charge of the party’s (Ingsoc) latest dictionary edition of Newspeak.  In this story, people like Syme and Winston are part of a ruling class that are governing and ruling a society that includes the poor and disenfranchised people, the Proles.  Thoughtcrime is any thoughts or feelings against the ruling party and/or Big Brother.

“How is the Dictionary getting on?” said Winston, raising his voice to overcome the noise.

“Slowly,” said Syme.  “I’m on the adjectives.  It’s fascinating.”

He had brightened up immediately at the mention of Newspeak.  He pushed his pannikin aside, took up his hunk of bread in one delicate hand and his cheese in the other, and leaned across the table so as to be able to speak without shouting.

“The Eleventh Edition is the definitive edition,” he said.  “We’re getting the language into its final shape – the shape it’s going to have when nobody speaks anything else.  When we’ve finished with it, people like you will have to learn it all over again.  You think, I dare say, that our chief job is inventing new words.  But not a bit of it!  We’re destroying words – scores of them, hundreds of them everyday.  We’re cutting the language down to the bone.  The Eleventh Edition won’t contain a single word that will become obsolete before the year 2050.”

He bit hungrily into his bread and swallowed a couple of mouthfuls, then continued speaking, with sort of a pedant’s passion.  His thin dark face had become animated, his eyes had lost their mocking expression and grown almost dreamy.

“It’s a beautiful thing, the destruction of words.  Of course the great wastage is in the verbs and adjectives, but there are hundreds of nouns that can be got rid of as well.  It isn’t only the synonyms; there are also the antonyms.  After all, what justification is there for a word which is simply the opposite of some other word?  A word contains its opposite in itself.  Take “good”, for instance.   If you have a word like “good”, what need is there for a word like “bad”?  “Ungood” will do just as well – better, because it’s an exact opposite, which the other is not.  Or again, if you want a stronger version of “good”, what sense is there in having a whole string of vague useless words like “excellent” and “splendid” and all the rest of them?  “Plusgood” covers the meaning, or “doubleplusgood” if you want something stronger still.  Of course we use those forms already, but in the final version of Newspeak there’ll be nothing else.  In the end the whole notion of goodness and badness will be covered by only six words, in reality, only one word.  Don’t you see the beauty of that Winston?  It was B.B.’s idea originally, of course,” he added as an afterthought.

A sort of vapid eagerness flitted across Winston’s face at the mention of Big Brother.  Nevertheless Syme immediately detected a certain lack of enthusiasm.

“You haven’t a real appreciation of Newspeak, Winston,” he said almost sadly.  “Even when you write it you’re still thinking in Oldspeak.  I’ve read some of those pieces that you write in The Times occasionally.  They’re good enough, but they’re translations.  In your heart you’d prefer to stick to Oldspeak, with all its vagueness and useless shades of meaning.  You don’t grasp the beauty of the destruction of words.  Do you know that Newspeak is the only language in the world whose vocabulary gets smaller every year?”

Winston did know that, of course.  He smiled, sympathetically, he hoped not trusting himself to speak.  Syme bit off another fragment of the dark-coloured bread, chewed it briefly, and went on:

“Don’t you see that the whole aim of Newspeak is to narrow the range of thought?  In the end we shall make thoughtcrime literally impossible, because there will be no words in which to express it.  Every concept that can ever be needed, will be expressed by exactly one word, with its meaning rigidly defined and all its subsidiary meanings rubbed out and forgotten.  Already, in the Eleventh Edition, we’re not far from that point.  But the process will still be continuing long after you and I are dead.  Every year fewer and fewer words, and the range of consciousness always a little smaller. Even now, of course, there’s no reason or excuse for committing thoughtcrime.  It’s merely a question of self-discipline, reality-control.  But in the end there won’t be any need even for that.  The Revolution will be complete when the language is perfect.  Newspeak is Ingsoc and Ingsoc in Newspeak,”  he added with sort of mystical satisfaction. “Has it ever occurred to you, Winston, that by the year 2050, at the very latest, not a single human being will be alive who could understand such a conversation as we are having now?”

“Except-“ began Winston doubtfully, and he stopped.

It had been on the tip of his tongue to say “Except the proles,” but he checked himself, not felling fully certain that this remark was not in some way unorthodox.  Syme, however, had divined what he was about to say.

“The proles are not human beings.” he said carelessly.  “By 2050-earlier, probably – all real knowledge of Oldspeak will have disappeared.  The whole literature of the past will have been destroyed.  Chaucer, Shakespeare, Milton, Byron – they’ll exist only in Newspeak versions, not merely changed into something different, but actually changed into something contradictory of what they used to be.  Even the literature of the Party will change.  Even the slogans will change.  How could you have a slogan like “Freedom is slavery” when the concept of freedom has been abolished?  The whole climate of though will be different.  In fact there will be no thought, as we understand it now.  Orthodoxy means not think – not needing to think.  Orthodoxy is unconsciousness.
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