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Chapter 13  At Odd Angles: Human Diversity and Language Diversity


We have  acknowledged the social side of grammar,  but we remain far from an explanation of why grammar exerts such emotional force in our response to other people.  We need a deeper understanding of how grammars vary before we can see that our response to dialects has something to do with  how grammars choose between opposing principles. 

So far our discussion has been strewn with the subtle challenges of English.  Those challenges are each just a halfstep away from universal grammar and innate knowledge.  We have asked where we find this universal or that (questions, imperatives, ellipses) in  English.  We have left to the side all the real differences among languages and dialects.  What does the child do when he has to make choices: is it English or Swahili or French or German that I am learning?

Our answer to that question goes against the grain again: we will argue for two phenomena that have an opposite flavor.  First we will claim that somewhere inside English we can find the seeds of most other grammars.  Second we argue that those hints of other grammars are not minor deviations, but they may reflect different organizing principles, all available in universal grammar, which still hold some noteworthy fascination for us. 

Here’s a taste of it. When JFK said:

Ask not what your country can do for you.

It had quite a different force than if he had said:

Don’t ask what your country can do for you.

He returned to the Germanic roots—now left far behind—when English could put the verb in front of a negative (not) or even first in a question, as in Shakespeare:

Say you so?

JFK’s locution, reaching back to Shakespeare, may have unconsciously symbolized the fact that our language, like our culture, carries its history with it.  Grammars gain and lose new organizing principles and we feel it, though unconscious of its origin.  Traditional grammarians err when they think that the loss of the subjunctive in English (“If I was you” instead of “If I were you”) means the loss of a whole frame of mind.  The distinction returns elsewhere.    But they are right in thinking that the grammar could be shifting at a deep level.  We will provide a rudimentary explanation of how the deeper shifts work and how dialect is often the leading edge of change.

When we see that one language, English, contains hints of other grammars, we must add another layer to the acquisition conundrum: how do children decide that English is essentially English and not, for instance, Spanish if pieces of Spanish pop up here and there.

Is Grammatical Consistency Possible?

 Although we imagine that Standard English is consistent, and dialects are inconsistent, it is just as often the reverse.  The grammar we take to be “standard” is chockfull of odd vagaries and inconsistencies.  They become the basis of severe prejudice, cocktail party topics, and spelling bees.  Although individuals may bounce between delight, exasperation, and ridicule when confronted with such exceptionality, a sober look reveals the intricate presence of abstract principles once again.


An important question is: why do “exceptions”  survive?  It is easy to be blind to what keeps those “exceptions” stable.  Given the reality of rules, one might think they would uniformly and rapidly drown out the exceptions.  Since children say standed, what keeps stood alive in the language, even inside a word whose meaning has drifted from its origins understood.  Our answer (currently a topic of investigation) is that grammars are inherently inconsistent because they contain a variety of subgrammars.  The exceptions are examples of rules from other grammars.

Ironically the most powerful abstractions in language (transformation, movement, quantification) invite the creation of subgrammars which are limited in domain but just as natural a part of Universal Grammar as the dominant form.  In physics, the notion of a common deep abstraction about motion—the presence of gravity—at once shows that all movement belongs to a common theory and that subtle factors produce 1000-fold variation in examples of movement.  Grammar is a less extreme case.  All the wrinkles we find reflect the same universals. 

Multiple Grammars inside Vocabulary


We all have an intuition about our internal Multiple Grammars from vocabulary.  English has Anglo-Saxon, Latinate, and Greek words and derivational rules to accompany them.  Confusion arises when we see that the divisions among vocabularies are not clean.  Janet Randall, did a splendid study in which she showed how children and adults can make two nouns from a Latinate word like: (nn1)



civil

it allows both civility and civilness.  (The same is true for trivial or  fertile.)  However for an Anglo-Saxon word 



evil  (or anvil, devil)

they accept evilness and rejected *evility.  The pattern carries on:



beauty, beautifier, beautician



propose, proposer, proposal



pretend, pretender, pretension
but:



hit, hitter, *hittian



win, winner, *winnal



lend, lender, *lension

The (primarily) Old English (-er), which turns a verb into a noun, can apply to the Latinate word, but Latinate affixes may not appear with Anglo-Saxon words.  Why the assymmetry?  We really have two grammatical systems, where one has “generalized” but the other has not, but still remains restricted to its (Latin) origins.  Amazingly, without instruction, five-year-old children have internalized two vocabulary systems, identified their affixes, and labeled one “general” (-ness) and the other restricted (-ity).  They knew that *evility was impossible, but both evilness and civilness were acceptable, though it is unlikely that they had heard either.

So again we have both the presence of rules that honor Multiple Grammars and other rules which cross-over and see no difference between Latin and Anglo-Saxon.  A kind of deep inconsistency is present--unless, of course, we see ourselves as fundamentally bilingual, building subgrammars where we have a kind of  major and a minor grammar.  An Anglo-Saxon affix like –er (or –ness) can get adopted into the minor Latin system.  The asymmetry remains: No Latin affix gets adopted into the major system.  The task for the child then is to know which is major and which is minor.  

Are We All Bilingual?

Such claims move beyond common sense when we see them in syntax.  The idea of Multiple Grammars or Universal Bilingualism—a view that Charles Yang, Anthony Kroch and I have recently explored in acquisition and historical studies--is a theoretical claim that has consequences which overturn our usual perspectives. (nn2) The arguments below are quite compressed.  The goal is to give the reader a taste of the data and arguments, not to thoroughly explain them.  Appreciation of the ideas should come even if some data are hard to swallow because some distinctions are very refined.

German inside English

Are there really pieces of German, Italian, and Chinese lodged in corners of English?  Consider these odd, but perfectly English constructions: 

“nothing” said Bill 

Into the hall scampered the children

it matters not what you do

The last form involves a rule of German: 

Move the Main Verb to second position in all sentences.

In real German a wider array arises, all disallowed in English:



meat ate Bill



there sings John



at home cooks Fred

These examples feel somewhat offbase in English because Verb-second is only marginally a part of English grammar.  Expressions like “matters not“ vary with “it doesn’t matter,” showing the effect in terms of auxiliaries.  A verb must appear before the negative not in the second position in the sentence.  German moves the main verb to that position, while English sticks in a do.  When a person says “matters not” they just chose German.

Every grammar puts universal grammar together in a unique way.  That is why linguistics professors like the late Ken Hale of MIT appealed to Congress to help save dying languages.  Like saving unusual strains of apples or flowers—we learn about UG from how each language realigns the constellation of grammatical operations.  Often the results are startlingly different.  Here is a biological analogy: A dandelion is a kind of tiny sunflower, (in appearance and perhaps genetic structure), but its cultural status is very different in our yards and gardens.  We need both the dandelion and the sunflower to understand its biology.  Could a language link phonological clicks or umlaut (ü) to quantification?  If African click languages or Germanic were to disappear, we may not be able to ask. 

Our social eye has to be open, too.  Ask anyone and they will say “matters not” sounds more serious than “it doesn’t matter.”  This feeling is not inherent to the construction itself, but attaches to its marginal status within our larger grammar, where marginal and older constructions are often linked to stronger emotions.  If one hears a Standard English speaker say “it just isn’t so” or alternatively “it just ain’t so” and ask which form is more sincere and deeply felt, most likely they would take the momentary use of dialect (aint) as a sign of seriousness.  Within the African-American dialect itself, this pragmatic difference may not be present.

Missing Subjects: Grammar and Informality

The fact that some languages omit subjects more readily may make them feel “more informal.”  In those languages, speakers may choose different avenues into informality: for some people swearing is a sign of informality, trust and intimacy while for others it is perceived as gross and repulsive. These social responses to grammatical choices are  deep within us and we cannot turn them off with a small dose of anthropological awareness.

Speakers of Spanish and Italian (and Chinese and German) drop subjects where English requires them: 



Que paso’ a Juan?   --se fue.

[What happened to John?   “went”]
Inflection in Spanish and Italian provides information about person, gender and number, so it has been suggested that the subject is really built into the inflection on the verb.  It seems that the subject is just unnecessary.  Though this explanation has some hope, it does not explain the pattern of exceptions in English, where a certain set of verbs does allow the subject position to be empty:

“Seemed pretty as a picture” (National Geographic)

‘

“looks nice out, doesn’t it?”



“rained today.”



“doesn’t matter who wins.”



“never happens that John is late.”

Just here, we seem to allow missing subjects.  It occurs only with verbs that have what we can call an “empty subject,” with it: it rained,  it looks nice out today, it doesn’t matter.  There is nothing that the it really refers to.  It just fills up the subject position when we mean something very general.

Sometimes “I” subjects disappear under what can be called “Diary Drop.”  

June 21: went to the store, bought bread, fell asleep early

But this is limited to special circumstances (which again the child must correctly perceive as special).  The depth of the grammatical difference emerges sharply in subordinate clauses:



Where’s John?   “went home”

Where’s John?  *Everyone thinks  __  went home”


English absolutely requires us to put “he” into the subordinate clause.  The subject cannot be dropped.  However, Spanish and Italian do not:



Sp:  Todo el mundo piensa que es amable.



[Everyone thinks __ is nice]

is a perfectly good sentence, as its counterpart is:



Sp:  Todo el mundo piensa que el es amable.




[Everyone thinks he is nice.]

Thus we can see a partial overlap of grammars.  English, for a specified set of verbs, allows missing subjects as if it were Spanish.  But the grammatical overlap does not extend to subordinate clauses.  Languages of the world consistently allow more variation in the top clause than in subordinate clauses, but we have not yet grasped the abstract principle which makes this fact natural.


English differs from Spanish in its semantics as well.  The meaning of 


Everyone thinks he is smart

is ambiguous in English.  It can mean either “he, himself” or some other “he.”  In Spanish the empty form is linked to the quantifier, only the he himself reading is available:


Everyone thinks __ is smart =


Everyone-x thinks  [empty]x  is smart

The x’s mean the same person is involved.  In other words the empty one is always the “himself” reading.  And the filled one refers to an outside person.  Thus Spanish captures something in the explicit grammar that is left ambiguous in English.   One consequence is that a common intuition is  correct:  grammars vary in their precision of expression.

Event and Environment


We will now create some grand metaphors and I will give them a stronger twist than my colleagues might: grammars choose Environment versus Event as a descriptive axis.  A Chinese-style Grammar focuses on the Environment, while American Indian languages, for instance, focus on Events.  Event reference, in turn, can focus on time (past, present) or the nature of the event (progressive, result),  often capturing the same situation with slightly different semantics.

  As we shall see, a dialect--like African American English—-can project a Gestalt for Events with a larger range of distinctions than Mainstream English because it engages a further grammar type.  Again, it is the surface of language we speak of;  I am not making any claim about some deeper mental reality.  I am not saying that, instant by instant, different cultures represent events or attitudes with fundamentally different ingredients.  They just use different hooks to hang their perceptions on, to use for communication, which can in turn create a different coloration in each situation.

The same view holds for the riches of vocabulary.  The word charming is French and did not exist in English for a long time.  It does not mean that there were no charming English people, or that an Englishman could not think that another Englishman was charming.  They just did not have a label for the thought.  And, who knows, maybe the marvelous I/Thou poetry was created to find a way to say that someone is charming.  It might be that English love poetry was partly motivated by the loss of the intimate form for “we” namely “wit” (while there was both formal and informal You), so they wrote whole poems to capture what a word used to capture.  Thus, the absence of certain parts of grammar may promote poetry. 

A critic might rightfully retort: but vocabulary differentiation must reflect cultural preferences.  It is quite true that wherever we differentiate kinds we have to differentiate words (the steel industry has many words for types of steel).  Nevertheless the cultural power of vocabulary does not tell us how culture connects to grammar itself.

Chinese Grammar: Presupposed Participants


One might think that we use context—-our environment-- whenever it is handy, as our discussion of ellipsis (in chapter 9 above) strongly implies.    Asian languages allow context-sensitivity of a sort that, surprisingly, English does not, which produces yet another kind of ellipsis.  One linguist has dubbed the difference: “hot” versus “cool” languages, where the “hot” ones presuppose context, like we each have our fingers and eyes on exactly the same set of objects, while the cool ones require extra explicit reference. (nn3)

There are English constructions where clear context is ignored.  I became aware of this when a visiting Asian student came to my house with a gift and said:



“let me give you”

handing me the gift.  In English, we must say:



“let me give you this”

even though, gift in hand, the pragmatics make the meaning totally clear.

Why exactly do we have to include this?  In other situations, it is quite superfluous.  For instance, imagine a stalled car, and someone says,



“Ok, everybody push”

we find that we have no sense of ungrammaticality here—no need for an extra this. So why after “give” is the object obligatory while for “push” it is not?  

This is a deep grammatical question that cannot be answered just by looking at context.  A clue comes from the idea that it is in true double object constructions that the object is required.  We say “I handed Bill this” and not *”I handed Bill.”  The single-object/double-object grammatical contrast is extremely intricate in English and it leads away from our central metaphor. (Nonetheless, evidence from Val Johnson suggests that in some English dialects we can leave out the indirect object as if it were Chinese.) (nn4)

If the ultra-presence of context is the right factor, then in even narrower corners, we might find a true Chinese grammar.  Suppose someone said:


“I’m looking for my shoes”

and another replied:


“I’ll look too”

ellipsis rules would tell us what is missing.  However it is interesting that one cannot say:


*“I’ll look for too”

The transitive preposition does not allow a missing object.  That is a grammatical fact of English.  All these expressions are impossible with a missing object no matter how clear that object is in context:



a. *John stood next to



b. *Bill looked at



c. *Mary stepped on



d. *Michael took the bike from



e. *John rolled the ball under

Nonetheless, one day I caught myself saying to a child under a blanket,



“Can I put my feet under, too?”

and the situation was so well-defined that no object was required, despite the transitive preposition.  It did not feel ungrammatical like *“Can I look for too?”  Here, in a brief moment, we see the language as momentarily departing from its grammar, or as I suggest, we see an entirely different grammatical gestalt emerge: a tiny piece of “Chinese.”  It is the syntactic version of suddenly saying bon voyage in French inside an English sentence.  And it fits the core sense of a “hot context” where speakers make larger presuppositions. The TV show “Six Feet Under” chooses an implied object too.  Maybe it enhances its appeal by tapping into another grammar type.

Now we have assembled two pieces from other languages: missing subjects and missing objects.    English, French, and Chinese each have a different posture toward the required expression of subjects and objects.  Now let us try the same sort of analysis along another dimension: Events.

Time Lines and Event Types   

Two quite different systems deal with Events in the world’s languages. We have a Time-line view and an Event-type view.  A statement like: 

the painted house 

describes an object that entails a completed event.  The statement:

the house was painted

describes an action and locates it in the past.  Often the two locutions are close enough so that an editor might substitute one for the other.

a. he thought about the house that was painted

b. he thought about the painted house.

If we stick them into the right context, two styles of perception emerge:



c. I saw the painted house



d. I saw the house painted.

In one case one sees a timeless object and in the other case one sees an action over time.

	Exploration 13.1: Action or Result?

Michiko Terada asked when children know the difference. (nn5) Here’s how she did it:









 Picture: 1) a gray house being painted white


2) a white house being painted gray 

To child: “ someone is painting a house gray”    => white house

 
or:” someone  is painting a gray house”    => gray house

She found that three-year-old children easily had a grasp of the difference.  

One can easily do the same experiment informally:

Take three boxes, one already empty, and one is emptied right before the child (and one is full for contrast): 

a) Point at box already empty:

Did you see this box emptied out? => no



b) Point at box that you emptied:

Did you see this box emptied out? => yes

c)  Point at each box and say:

Can you see this emptied out box? => yes for both cases

[Add illustration of three boxes?]

Do the same with bottles, can, buckets, etc.


Caption: Adjectives before and after the noun
 Languages have an astonishing variety of ways of representing differences of this kind.  We just touch the edge of this variety in capturing English dialects. 

Time/Event Distinctions


Let us line up the ingredients of these two systems.  Time systems articulate these concepts:


TIME

· past

· imperfect

· future        (will do)

· past perfect   (had done)

· future perfect (will have done)

· hypothetical, or subjunctive

And the Event system captures seemingly similar properties:


EVENTS

· inceptive (beginning)

· goal-oriented

· resultative

· progressive

· iterative (repeated)

· habitual

Whorf made the latter type of language famous by his discussions of the inflectional system of Hopi which allowed a huge range of ways to describe the style and content of Events and the intermixture of time and space (though I am simplifying a good deal here). (nn6)  We will discuss progressive, result, and habitual when we come to African-American English.  First we look at Mainstream English, actually an odd language.

Languages often choose one or the other, but usually they have a subsystem that combines them or has lexical pointers.  English has all three, including a lexical particle up that captures result or “completiveness”:


a. John ate the cake



b. John ate the cake up

The up does the work.  Children get it quickly too, though one can hardly see any actual upness in the meaning that gets conveyed. (nn7)

Disappearing Present Tense

In English, Time Structure and what we have dubbed Event Structure (which is called “aspectual structure”) have to work together.  It seems that English is losing its tense system.  There is no semantic present tense in the syntactic present tense--a fact that is very difficult to convey to speakers of English as a second language.  Grammatical “present tense” actually fails to anchor the verb in time:


he eats hotdogs

refers to the fact that he generally eats hotdogs.  It is a generic verb that refers to John’s characteristic activities across times or outside of time, or as a property of John (each of these options actually invokes a different semantic theory).  It cannot be used to point at now.  If I  am coming into a house looking for John and ask:

What’s up with John right this minute?

and you answer:

He sings songs

the answer is inadequate as a source of information about what he is doing right now.  We have to say:

He is singing songs 

if now is what we want to communicate.  This is not true for many languages, like German, where “he works” can mean “he is working.”  The complex structure [auxiliary Verb]-s main Verb +ing is really drawing together the Tense (Time) and Aspectual (Event) systems to capture indirectly what other languages capture directly.  Its mongrel quality makes it devilishly hard to learn as a second language, though first language learners have no trouble (a fact we really cannot yet explain).  As far as I know, English-speaking children never mistakenly use forms like John sings songs to answer questions of that kind.   It would be part of parental lore if they did.  

One can explore this distinction by just casually asking: “what is Mom up to?” and see what kind of an answer you receive.    Will a child say “she is reading” or “she reads”? 

Here's another way to explore it:

	Exploration 13.2: Inside and outside of Time 

Point at a piece of wood and ask:

Does it float?

to which the answer should be “yes.”  But if you ask:

Is it floating?

the answer should be “no.”  That would show that a child knows the difference.


Caption: Progressive versus generic.

Extension:  Any parent could, at dinner, simply ask a child a variety of such questions for objects like a singing doll:



Does it sing? “yes”/Is it singing? “no”

or a bike under a Christmas tree:



Does it go fast? /   Is it going fast?

Or at a vegetarian dinner with some vegetarians and some non-vegetarians (i.e who are just eating vegetables):



Who eats meat?/ who is eating meat?

And we would be able to see that the child knows the difference.  

Time for a digression on the confusing surface of grammar.  The astute reader may have noticed cases where the surface of language provides a puzzle here.  If I refer to “a talking bear” it may not be talking right this minute.  So that might seem to tell the child that –ing does not mean “ongoing.”  This should be confusing to the child until he sees that another rule has applied from universal grammar:  -ing verbs are adjectives when inside a nounphrase:


The talking bear

made the verb into an adjective, which describes a timeless property; therefore “ongoingness” is not involved.  Barbara Schmiedtova made the two forms as close as possible and asked about sentences roughly like these: (nn8)


Can you see the talking bear?


Can you see the bear talking?

After the noun, it is still a verb linked to time.  Inside the noun it is outside of time.    


If the child can handle this distinction, she has a foothold on both the Time system and the Event system.  She can also see how a semantic property (ongoingness) can be blocked, or rendered optional, when one form (verb-talk) is turned into another (adjective-talking) and stuck inside a third (nounphrase-the talking).  


But why is English being so indirect?  That is a deep question to which we do not have a genuine answer, but some clues are piling up.  Suppose UG has a dynamic principles (not yet understood) that makes Event Structure emerge when Time Structure becomes obscure?  Then the progressive is + -ing  can be seen as a kind of transitional expression: it combines the generic –s with the progressive aspect to achieve the equivalent of present tense.     It may in fact prove unstable since second language learners find it difficult.  It is a combination of the Time Structure (present –s) and the Event Structure (progressive –ing).  But now we have taken a truly counter-intuitive step: two kinds of grammar are in one sentence!

Again I expect the reader to be startled and resistant to such a conclusion.  It is surely unorthodox, but most surprising claims--like the idea that gravity affects big and small objects equally—have a flimsy and contradictory quality.   The way to evaluate ideas is to use them and see what work they can do for us.

Microscopic Semantics


Someone told me as a child that pork could have worms which could get in you and live inside you.  It threatened a world view about biological integrity sufficient to give me nightmares.  But the view is one we need to accept.  A greater part of our bodies are composed of  parasites and bacteria than of our own organs.  “English” grammar has pieces of other grammar-types inside it in the same way.  For those among us who perceive English with classical sentimentality, all dialects feel like alien organisms.  This is why there is a visceral antagonism to dialect uses in English, though the same forms are quite natural in other languages and why this discussion is leading us to a consideration of African-American English.   

 Yet for those who see grammars from a formal perspective, the same principles are always at work, no matter how many grammars we bring under the umbrella of a single language.  It creates a kind of beauty of heterogeneity in language. 

But are we overdoing it?  Are these incredibly subtle differences real at all?  How can one attribute something inside one language to two different grammars?  In English, these meaning differences are evanescent—-they seem to disappear when we concentrate.  One feels “Well, but it could be the same meaning for both sentences.”  Or, “if I try, I can get both meanings for both sentences.”   Still in other grammars these distinctions are thunderingly loud.  These hints and thoughts in hand, let us now ask what a “dialect” is.













