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Cognitive Fire:
Ideas on the Practice of

E thnog rammar ¢ “We must look upon language, not
as a dead product, but far more as a

77

producing...” [emphasis in the
original, DLE].”

Wilhelm von Humboldt, On
Language, (1999 translation, Peter
Heath, p46ff)

® “Language is, as it were, the outer e “... in the scattered chaos of words and rules
appearance of the spirit of a people; the that we are, indeed, accustomed to call a
language is their spirit and the spirit language, there is present only the
their language; we can never think of particular brought forth by this speaking...

e g ; this ... can only be perceived or divined in
them sufficiently as identical... [we] Sk e B

E < 3 connected discourse; which is all the more
must seek the nature of this g i gt
. Bty J i proof that language proper lies in the act of
imdividuality in every case in ifs its real production.” Humboldt (p49)
structure.”

hat 1s culture
ey i s Constraint Relationshij Representative Theor
e Living in a culture vs. living culturally a D preselfallve Taeofy
© S * 1. cognition —  grammar Chomsky's Universal Grammar
® Culture vs. values 2.grammar —  cognition Linguistic Relativity (Whorf)
= . 3. cognition = culture Brent Berlin and Paul Kay's work on color
® A tree branch moving up and down can indicate terms
the presence of mobile meat. (EtiC VS. EITliC) 4.grammar  —  culture Greg Urban's work on discourse-centered
culture
® Rousseau was one step behind - language is the S.culture = cognition Long term effects on thinking of cultural
socio-cultural contract. (John Searle, “What is restrictions on certain behaviors
Language?”) 6.culture  —  grammar Ethnogrammar; individual forms structured
by culture




The “straight ones’

SWEET HOME AMAZONAS |

The Piraha live along the banks of the Maici river, a tributary
of the Madeira river, in south-west Amazonas state, Brazil

The population has shrunk from 50,000 two centuries ago to
just 350 today, but the people remain protective of their
unique culture. Most only speak Piraha, and shun the
trappings of the modern world

Humgita |
ansAmazonian highway

® 1. Piraha Phonology
® Segmental simplicity free variation

® Channels of discourse (different communicative tool

2. Some cultural-cognitive-communicative tools that are not
needed in all societies:

e Number
e Color
® Quantifiers

® Recursion
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Stress the rightmost token of the heaviest syllable in the last three syllables
of the word.

® Stress = amplitude

e CVV>GVV>VV>CV>GV

R ((@ eless; G = voiced)
(! = stress; * = high tone)
small parrot’; b. Ipigi 'swift;’ c. Isabi 'mean, wild’; d. Ixabi 'to stay’;

head’; g. tilxi ney bee’; h. tithi 'tobacco’

A H or L tone sequence associated with identical vowels in a monosyllabic word
is lowered; H to M and L to *L (extralow). "
2.

LRSI = LI

—
o[ A Il MR i
AT | | f 1 AR |
A H tone between two Ls or at the beginning of a word followed by a L tone is \ | ‘ i 1 1‘\"!‘ i m
lowered to M. | e \ | " ! 1 Ml
3 a HLH - HMH ‘ WORLT QU R j il
b. HL] — HM] : ] i | |
|

AL tone between two H tones or following a H tone word finally is M.

o6topaii xdaga.

Dan he spoke. Dan he spoke. Armpit. What is the name of that? I spoke. It is an armpit.

| E' I
A 0 b U ]
bigai. Hi xo6sobaati. Hi ti xibiibaiihai.
attention to him), Dan. Look at him. He ordered me.
Xaibigai. Hi boit6hooi. Hi xaitakoi. Hi boit6 xaba:
‘Dan. Hi (has a) boat. He really moves. He (in the) boat alone (moves)’.




a. HUM SPEECH: Disguise, Privacy, Intzmact/, TalI\
when mouth is full, Child language acquisition

b. YELL SPEECH: Long distance, Rainy days, Most

frequent use — between huts & across river

c. MUSICAL SPEECH: ('big jaw') New information,
Spiritual communication, Dancing, flirtation

d. WHISTLE SPEECH: (sour or 'pucker' mouth'
Hunting, — same root as 'to kiss' or shape of mouth Men-
only (as in ALL whistle after eating lemon))

iga igia . Ti goo kaipii.
Hmm Fatlur he is up high. He spoke. The same do. I WHAT/FOCUS do.
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10:56:40:22

Segmental Inventory
eMale Phonemic Inventory:i,a, w;p, t, k, ?,s,h, b, g
eFemale Phonemic Inventory: i,a, w; p, t, k, ?,(s), h, b, g

oti piai ~ ki piai ~ ki kiai ~ pi piai ~ xi piai ~ xi xiai ~ ti piai, etc. (*ti tiai, * gi
giai, *bi biai) 'me too”
exapapai ~ kapapai ~ papapai ~ xaxaxai ~kakakai ~(*tapapai, * tatatai,
gagagai) 'head”
xisiihoai ~ kisiihoai ~ pisiihoai ~pihiihoai ~kihiihoai ‘fuel’

The tones are normal word tones, though the tonal rises and falls are exa rated.
No special melody. No special theme. They can be repeated. Closest to formulaic.

o Constraint on ﬁ,{, nctional load and neces sary Does speaking a language without number words change the way
e speakers of that language perceive exact quantities?
contrast (E’UCI ett (1 985)) We show that the Piraha have no linguistic method whatsoever
for expressing exact quantity, not even “one.” These results
suggest that language for exact number is an cultural invention
043. Greater Dependence on the rather than a linguistic universal, and that number words do
not change our underlying representations of number but
Channel — Greater Contrast Required instead are a cognitive technology for keeping track of the
cardinality of large sets across time, space, and changes in

ob. Lesser Dependence on the Channel modality.

— Less Constrast Required



Percent word use

4 5
Quantity
Decreasing quantity elicitation

No lexical items, no binding, no truth conditions of
quantifiers.

Hiaitiihi hi xo0gixdagao pio kaobii

’A lot of the people went to swim/went
swimming/are swimming/bathing, etc.'

Ti xogixdagao 'itii'isi x0gio xi kohoaibaai. Koga hoi
hi hi kohoihiaba

"Alot of us ate a lot of of the fish. We didn’t just
eat a little (contrary to what you might expect).”

3

Karaja vs. Piraha color terms: Karaja has
words for colors and contradicts the
predictions of Berlin and Kay. Piraha lacks
these words yet conforms to the predictions of
Berlin and Kay. So the innate seems to be
only able to be overridden in this case by
language, whereas the absence of language
leaves the innate unaffected. My reading of Terry

Regier, Paul Kay, and Naveen Khetarpal, Color naming and the shape
of color space. guage - Volume 85, Number 4, D r 2009, pp.
884-892 and discussions with Kay)

Piraha people he evil spirit fear -be

"The Pirahd are afraid of evil spirits,"
"A Piraha is afraid of an evil spirit,"
"The Piraha are afraid of an evil
spirit," or " A Piraha is afraid of evil
spirits.”

hi hi ;\."ogniaguo (0ga ﬁﬁpiz’. Xaikdibaisi,
Xahoddpati pio, Ttigi hi pio,'ogidagao
'The bigness of/a lot of men all went to the
field, Xaikaibaisi, Xahoadpati, Ttigi their
bigness went.'
Gdtahai héihii xabaxdigio 'aoaagd xagaoa koo

'There were (a) few cans in the foreigner's
canoe.' (literally: smallness of cans remaining
associated was in the out of the canoe')

bii -opar ai

blood -dirty/opaque be/do
"Blood is dirty.”

k -obi ai sees.

biis ai

blood it is

"bloodlike”

ahoas aagd

immature be:temporary
"temporarily being immature”
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TE PRESENT i
he Piraha tend to talk almost excusively about the here and now. They do not celebrate birthdays or anniversaries. They do,
owever, recognise the passage of time through wet and dry seasons, and use the full moon as a simple calendar. me complete list
. f Piraha words for time runs to just 12, as follows:
® No perfect tenses (I had eaten when you arrived.) ) c ;
irahd word  Meaning Literal translation
P 2 “ahoakohoaihio
‘ahoapid s06d ahodi early morning,
another day Sl G i
; x E . other at fire lime-weyar by mg’? t :ﬂn‘u '!; e
e Simplest kinship system - only one generation s RS
from ego.
§ v piidiso
“kahai‘aii “ogiiso Yol water
mom"ul:ll ll\l:!:’zl - water skinny hibig/bnyd'ﬂ_im
ig temp temporal sunset/sunrise
he touch comes
® No creation myths. s
J hisé ‘hisdogidi Tou iibigaiso
duting the day noon day :igh ter
in sun in sun big be fire water thick temporal,

e Societal Intlmacy As in Souetl/ of Intimates vs
Society of Strangers. The former share nearly 100%
of knowledge and expectations of discourse
content. (vs. Societies of Strangers in which few
expectations on possible discourse content.)

Keep the information rate low - the
value of cultural conservatism -

carefully separate topics and

comments
Individual Cultural Values

® Information Rate; cultural conservatism

It must be witnessed (you saw it or
® More narrow values: Immediacy of Experience.

someone who saw it told you)

Experiential liminality - a focus on the
boundaries and immediacy of
experience.

tahad. Hi xaohoi xigop: alxaagahaa, baasi.
He already just came back into sight. He manioc brought, sweet manioc.
Baasii xo6 hi xagiahapita. Hi xibipiio paitahaa.
Bweet manioc from the jungle he brought. Hi came back into sight.




'Declarative Pirahd utterances contain only assertions
related directly to the moment of speech, either
experienced by the speaker or as witnessed by someone
alive during the lifetime of the speaker.”

1) Explains time words; discourse content; lack of creation myths; contentment,
perhaps.

2) Other charact of the language, lack of recursion, follow from being a
society of intimates, by the tool principle:

o HC&F (1573): “In fact, we propose in this hypothesis
that FLN comprises only the core computational
mechanisms of recursion as they appear in narrow
syntax and the mappings to the interfaces. If FLN is
indeed this restricted, this hypothesis has the
interesting effect of nullifying the argument from
design, and thus rendering the status of FLN as an
adaptation open to question.”

® In fact, recursion supports the argument of design -
cultural design (in a nonteleological sense).

B Kil}i11g the Panther

Xaki, xaki ti kagdthiai kagi abdipi kodi.
'Here the jaguar pounced upon my dog. It died
Ti kagdihiai kagi abdipi kodi.

Xai ti aid xaid.

'There the jaguar pounced on my dog. It killed him. It happened

with respect to me (summary - recursive).”

a. Greater Dependence on the Tool —
More likely it will be used.

b. Lesser Dependence on the Tool —
Less likely it will be used.

1. “An operation that applies to its own
output.”

e 2. “Having the property that in principle a
machine could determine in finite time, for
any arbitrary finite string over the right
alphabet, whether the string is in the
language or not.”

¢ | will assume we are interested in (1).
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(1) the lack of recursion predicts that factive
verbs will be absent (though there is a - crosslinguistically
common - use of the verb 'to see' for 'to know").

(2) Second, Piraha is predicted to lack a marker of
subordination.

(3) Piraha has no coordinating disjunctive particles (e.g. 'or).
(4) Piraha has no coordinating ve particle (e.g. 'and").
There is only a more general particle, piaii, which may appear
preverbal or sentence final and which means 'is thus/
simultaneous' (vague meaning), which never works like proper

n, but only supplies the information that these two
gs were simultaneous (it is related to pixai, now).

depenﬁuncms except between
independent sentences, i.e. discourse:
i) a. 'Who do you think John believes __ (that Bill saw__)?"
b. ! , I think he told me he tried to like __'
(ii) Soxogiai Padxaisi hi xapaitiisi xaabaita.
Hi hoisai piaii kosaaga. Hoaga xobaaxaipixai xiga.

'Long ago Dan could not speak Piraha. His children could not
either. Nevertheless, (he) speaks it well now.'

s require both biology and culture for u:
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(6) Piraha has no syntactic complement clauses.

(6) Piraha does not allow recursive possession ar
(7) Piraha prohibits multiple mo ation in the same phrase.

(8) Piraha semantics shows no scope from one clause into
another: 'John does not believe you left' (where 'not' can negate
'believe' or 'left', as in 'Tt is not the case that John believes that
you left' vs. 'It is the case that John believes that you did not
leave')

simplicity principle: Tenenbaum and Perfors’s
an evaluation of alternative grammars

Linguistic distributional arguments.
ot look inside the head.

: can’t use meanings to argue for morphosyntactic form

Intonation: no direct link to s

® Turn-taking
® Objects and events

® Purpose and intentionality (monitoring
the interlocutor)

® Serial ordering

® Desire/Need to cooperate and
communicate



)

Information and Source =» Transmitter =»
Receiver = Destination

2) Nonlinear thoughts to linear expression (this
had to be solved by evolution - but as grammar
or simply the ability to linearize?

3) Refine, develop, and encode values

4) Share knowledge

® Symbols - perhaps a sufficient condition for language.
(Saussure; Construction Grammar; Deacon)

(the
principal universal of language, along with
symbols - Tomasello; Hrdy).

? A prerequisite. (Only humans
see others as have similar mental lives.)

Language emerges/ d from the interactions
between these and the culture-specific tasks it has
to solve (only once?)

We all know that human biology in some way underwrites
human language. The debate is on the specificity of how this is
accomplished.

Humans have fewer genes than corn.

Genes generally take millions of years, but they can be
culturally influenced, perhaps even induced by culture (Boyd &
Richardson).

The relationship of genes to phenotype in humans is non-linear.

Neural microcircuitry is culturally shaped.

There are no known language-specific genes or regions of the
brain.
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Syntax? Any communication system, even DNA, must have
this).

Recursion? No. It is a tool, but neither necessary nor sufficient.

Specific Physical Modality? (Gestures; Speech; Phonology) No.
(Many species have meaningful sounds and gestures/
movements.)

Phonetics - the fact that our meanings are instantiated? No. (All
species have physical instantiations of meaning.)

Semantics? Not generally. (All species have meaning.)

Society? A prerequisite. (Although many species have social
rolationg )

To argue convincingly that grammar is innate,
we must first show that it cannot be derived from
independent factors. Is there any significant
grammar ‘left over” once we have explained what
we can in terms of: Logic; Mathematics/Statistics;
Semantics; Phonetics; Sociolinguistics; Cognition;
Culture; Diachrony; Functionality. Aspects of sy
independently derivable from these other
factors shouldn't be ascribed to the genome as
well. The prognosis is dim.

Descriptive linguistics: understanding the “genius’ of each language,
i.e. the way that each language fits its cultural niche. Not just
lexically, but in morphosyntax, phonology, semantics, and so on.

How much variation is possible in human languages?

uage vs. Universal Grammar: If there are no
als, then the idea of a ‘language faculty” or ‘language organ’
or UG refer only to a ‘capacity’. But, in the absence of essential
features (found in all languages), why should such a capacity be
considered specifically linguistic? It would be less parsimonious to
do so.
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“The generalized conclusion is that therefore the parts of
experience hold together from next to next by relations that are
themselves parts of experience. The directly apprehended
universe needs, in short, no extraneous trans-empirical

connective support, but possesses in its own right a
concatenated or continuous structure.” William James: Meaning
of Truth, p. 152

Taxonomies vs. Generalizations: Taxonomic Linguistics
Revisited - Linguists study languages, not language. They
eculate about that.

Studies of culture, subsistence, social structure, and language in
other monolingual, hunter-gatherer societies.
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