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Language

1. One goal of this class is to understand what the terms Language  and languages mean.
2. Features common to languages (probably an innate part of Language).

2.1. All languages are systematic
2.1.1. E.g. a and an depend on the following phonological environment.
2.1.2. E.g. Rules vs. exceptions: foots vs. feet.

2.2. Phonology
2.2.1. Phonology is the component of the mental grammar that handles the physical

realization of Language: Past tense morpheme in English.
2.2.2.  Phonetics is the scientific study of sound.

2.2.2.1. Three branches: Acoustic, Auditory, Articulatory.
2.2.3. Phonemes and allophones: /t/.

2.3. Morphology
2.3.1. Morpheme and allomorph

2.3.1.1. a, an ; Past tense morpheme in English.
2.3.1.2. Free (e.g. dog) or bound (e.g. –ly in unhappily).

2.3.1.2.1. If bound, then inflectional (e.g. verbal –s)  or derivational (e.g. –ly in
unhappily).

2.3.1.3. Content (i.e. lexical) (e.g. dog) or function (e.g. verbal –s).
2.4. Syntax.

2.4.1.  Passive vs. active voice: The car was parked by me vs. I parked the car.
2.4.2.  Ambiguity: Nature bats last.

2.5. Lexicon
2.5.1.  Our mental dictionary that holds all morphemes (not just words).
2.5.2.  The morphemes are learned through cultural transmission but the structure of

the lexicon appears to be biologically determined.
2.5.3. Only the unpredictable and lawless live here. Writer, rider, and the flap.

2.6. Semantics.
2.6.1. Generalization vs. narrowing.

2.6.1.1. Dog used to refer to a specific breed of canine; hound used to refer to all
canines.

2.6.2. Amelioration vs. pejoration.
2.6.2.1. Croon from the groaning Middle Dutch kronen; wench, hussy, mistress.

2.6.3. Strengthening vs. weakening
2.6.3.1. Drown related to drink, drench ; PDE quell from OE cwellan.

2.6.4. Abstraction vs. concretization.
2.6.4.1. OE hæ_en vs. PDE heathen ; CIE albho- vs. PDE elf.

2.6.5. Shift in denotation.
2.6.5.1. OE clud ‘rock, hill’ vs. PDE cloud.

2.6.6. Shift in connotation.
2.6.6.1. OE scufan vs. PDE shove.

2.7. Language vs. writing: Graphics.
2.7.1.  Language is not writing and writing is not language.
2.7.2. Language is to writing as hand-eye coordination is to driving.
2.7.3. Language is acquired as a normal part of human development (like learning to

walk); learning to read and write requires formal instruction.
2.8. Language is conventional and arbitrary.
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2.9. Language is redundant.
2.9.1. A safety mechanism for meaning.
2.9.2. The push and pull between listeners and speakers.

2.10. All natural languages change.
2.10.1. Its history is the description of how it has changed over time.
2.10.2. Its history is billions of interactions; like biological evolution, we are only

concerned with the major trends.
3. Changes in languages.

3.1. What is language change? More permanent diachronic alterations from synchronic
alternations.

3.2. Sporadic vs. systematic.
3.2.1. If systematic, conditioned vs. unconditioned.

3.3. Both loss and gain.
3.4. Fusion and fission (not the nuclear kinds).
3.5. Change is inevitable and constant.
3.6. History of the language is not the political or the literary history.
3.7. Why do languages change?

3.7.1.  Why do humans differ in language? Language is both the innate ability of
humans but also the cultural transmission.

3.8. Least effort?  For some changes.
3.9. Analogy (dog : puppy :: cat : ______).
3.10. A note on imperfect learning: Children construct their own grammars with the same

biological endowment, but sometimes a grammar can be built different ways: r-
vocalization and insertion (e.g. Soaring and saw a cat).

3.11. Internal and external pressure for change (a note on Martha’s Vineyard).
3.11.1. Reflexes – the descendants.

3.12. Predicting change?
3.13. Factors impeding change.

3.13.1. Change in other parts of the grammar.
3.13.2. A literate society. Writing system as a conservative figure.

3.14. Demarcating history.
4. Evaluating sources.

4.1. Written texts.
4.2. No earlier texts for English than 7th century CE.
4.3. Problems with texts.

4.3.1.  Not enough of them from enough areas.
4.3.2.  Texts must be interpreted.


