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Section 1

Lecture 3/12
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Linguistic diversity

• Many languages -> tremendous diversity
• Cross-linguistic variation
• Different sounds, word orders, etc.
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But also a lot of uniformity

• often hidden behind superficial differences
• sources of uniformity

• historical reasons
• functional reasons
• some innateness⇝ “Universal Grammar” (UG)
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Knowledge of the system is almost entirely unconscious.
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How to ask a question

• The meerkat is tired.
• Is the meerkat tired?
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How to ask a question

• The meerkat that is tired was chased.
• *Is the meerkat that tired was chased?
• Was the meerkat that is tired chased?
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Knowledge of the system is acquired

• early in childhood
• with no significant instruction
• effortlessly
• perfectly

(but mostly only during the “critical period”)
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Section 2

Glitches in the matrix
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(1) No head injury is too trivial to ignore.
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(2) More people have been to Berlin than I have.
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Section 3

Where we are
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Human language

• specific noise for everything
• productivity
• expressive power
• duality of patterning
• arbitrariness
• intricate
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Human language

• acquired early, effortlessly, unconsciously, perfectly
• diverse
• glitches
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Book recommendation
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“… the foam I saw on a wave, the first one that tickled my bare
toes on a beach in Wemyss, in Fife, on my tenth birthday”

[David Adger, Language unlimited]
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Section 4

A peak at the combinatory engine
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Nominal compounds

• meerkat expert
• monkey handler
• llama keeper
• wine glass
• love spat
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swan boat

• a swan-shaped boat
• a boat that is decorated with a swan sculpture
• a boat that has a swan next to it
• a boat that is used to transport swans
• …
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Some encoding and some context

• N-N compounds are “right-headed”: a “swan boat” is
always a kind of boat

• what kind of boat depends on context: some thing to do
with swans
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tea man

• man selling tea
• man growing tea
• man drinking tea
• …
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tea man

• man selling tea
• man growing tea
• man drinking tea
• …
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Headedness

• English N-N compounds are typically right-headed
• a swan boat is a boat
• a tea man is a man
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Romance compounds can go either way

• pescespada
• astronave
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apple juice seat
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Recursion

• student film society

• student film society committee

• student film society committee scandal

• student film society committee scandal inquiry
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Compound nouns with more than two nouns are
structurally ambiguous
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student film

society
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student

film society
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student film society committee scandal inquiry
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Amusement tip

Go to https://languagelog.ldc.upenn.edu
and search for “noun pile”
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• “Ministers mull volcano ash cloud flight chaos measures”
• “Citizen science charts horse chestnut tree pest spread”
• “Fish foot spa virus bombshell”
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What we’ve learned from compounds

• meaning is partially encoded, partially filled by context
• the right component is the head of a compound
• complex compounds have a complex structure
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Another case of contextual glue

• Annie is in the kitchen; she is making doughnuts.
• Annie fell asleep; her facial color returned.
• The window was open; there was a draft.
• Peter married Annie; she had a baby.
• Paul pounded on the stone; he shattered it.
• Give me your picture; I’ll give you mine.
• The number 5 is a prime number; it is divisible only by 1

and by itself.
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We can make glue explicit

• swan boat⇝ boat shaped like a swan
• the window was open; there was a draft⇝

because the window was open, there was a draft
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There is so much more

The logic of ordinary speech provides a field of in-
tellectual study unsurpassed in richness, complexity,
and the power to absorb. [P.F. Strawson]

Take 24.900 and then 24.903 Semantics & Pragmatics!!
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