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My Language Biography

We all have a different experience of language. The questions below are to get you thinkin
about language and the kinds of things we will study. Respond to each in as much detail as
you can. Different people will produce different amounts for each qugsiio I y R (i K I
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remember?

2) What important conversations and discussions do you remember? How much of
them can you remember? Words? Sentences? Think as far back inpashas
possible!

3) Do you recall listening to any important/inspiring speeches? When/where were you?
What do you remember about them?

4) What books (or other written texts) have had an effect on you as you have grown up”
What effect have they had and why dowthink this is?

5) Do you speak a regional variety of English? What are the distinctive features of your
accent (the way you pronounce things) and dialect (the words you use)? Have you
veer had these pointed out to you? When and by whom?

6) Do you speak any o#én languages as well as English? Which do you consider your
first language? Are there any words you know from other languages that you struggle
to translate into English?

7) Why did you choose to study A Level English Language?

We will discuss our differeretxperiences of language early in the course. We look forward
to hearing your thoughts!



Pre-Reading

The following pages are an extract frétow Language Worksy David Crystal. The whole
book is an excellent introduction to the study of languageu could do a lot worse than
read the whole book before September, but it is an expectation you read these pages
carefullybefore the course starts

Reading passively is not enough. Read actively, take notes and learn the keyndeas.
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need to know as a student of language!

“The man is a national treasure’ @
John Humphrys
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Preface

I know an artist who has spent his whole life painting a still-life, in
innumerable versions, in order to get it right.  know another who continu-
ally repaints a scene, in various lights and circumstances, in order to
obtain fresh insights into it. There is no end to the process. It is always
the next work which will achieve the longed-for resolution.

The study of language is no different. I have lost count of the number
of times I have tried to introduce this subject to one readership or another.
There are, I imagine, only so many ways of telling the language story, but
one goes on looking for new angles, new insights. The present book has
been an interesting exercise in taking familiar ideas and rethinking them
with a focus on the ‘how’ rather than on the ‘what’, ‘why’, ‘where’, or
‘when’. I have quite consciously incorporated material from my earlier
expositions displaying those other emphases, but I hope I have managed
to present it here in a fresh and interesting way.

It is not necessary to read the book ‘from left to right’. Each chapter
is designed as a self-contained unit, and there are many cross-references
to associated chapters. This is the distinctive feature of any ‘how’
approach. The section in a car manual which tells you about its tyres can
be read independently of the one which tells you about its lights.

This is a book about how language works, not about how the study
of language works. That would be called ‘How linguistics works’ - or
perhaps better, ‘How linguists work’. I am a linguist, so you will see from
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these pages how I work, how I think about language. But there is no
attempt in these pages to represent the full range of opinions — at times
often very divergent - about the way language can or should be studied.
This is above all a personal account. Nor is there much on the methodology
of linguistic enquiry: while I talk a lot about child language, for example,
I do not say anything about the range of methods that linguists use when
they are investigating child language. I have therefore included a short
bibliography of further reading for those who reach §73 and wish to take
such things further.

David Crystal
Holyhead, April 2005
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How what works?

‘Language’, the title of this book says. But what is meant by ‘language’?
Consider the following expressions:

body language

spoken language

written language

sign language

computer language

the French language

bad language

animal language

the language of birds

the language of cinema

the language of music

the language of love

Plainly the word is being used in many ways ~ some technical, some
figurative — and the senses go in various directions. If a reviewer were to
remark, after an impressive orchestral concert, ‘The conductor and the
musicians were all speaking the same language’, we would interpret this
to be a comment about their playing, not their chatting. And the same
point applies to other linguistic terms, when used in special settings. I
have seen books called The Grammar of Cooking and The Syntax of Sex.
The first was a collection of recipes — as was the second.

How what works?



How Language Works

How Language Works is not about music, or cookery, or sex. But it is
about how we talk about music, cookery, and sex — or, indeed, about
anything at all. And it is also about how we write about these things, and
send electronic messages about them, and on occasion use manual signs
to communicate them. The operative word is ‘how’. It is commeonplace to
see a remarkable special effect on a television screen and react by exclaim-
ing ‘How did they do that?’ It is not quite so usual to exclaim when we
observe someone speaking, listening, reading, writing, or signing. And yet
if anything is worthy of exclamation, it is the human ability to speak,
listen, read, write, and sign.

An alien visitor to Earth might well wonder what was going on. It
would see humans approach each other, use their mouths to exchange a
series of noises, and — apparently as a result of making these noises -
cooperate in some activity. It would see human eyes look at a set of marks
inscribed on a surface, and the eye-owners then behaving in the same way
- going out of one door rather than another in a theatre, for instance.
Rather less often, it would see some humans using their hands and faces
to achieve the same results that others obtain through the use of their
mouths. In each case it might think: ‘How did they do that?’ And in each
case the answer would be the same: ‘through the use of language’.

But our alien would also observe other kinds of behaviour. It would
see humans smiling and frowning at each other, or waving and gesturing,
or stroking and kissing. It would notice that the effect of carrying out
these actions was similar in some respects to that produced by the use of
spoken noises, written marks, and manual signs. It might well reflect: can
these actions therefore be called ‘language’ too?

Our alien would also see apparently similar behaviour among other
species. It would see a bee find a source of nectar, return to a hive, and
perform a series of dance-like body movements. Other bees would then
move off in the direction of the nectar. Animals of all kinds would seem
to be sending information to each other in analogous ways. Is this the
same sort of behaviour as the humans are displaying, our alien observer
might think? Do animals also have language?

These questions involve more than hypothetical extraterrestrials.






