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Human beings have sometimes been called the ‘speaking animal’. And
. (a)
because language is so important to them, it plays a large part in the myths,

legends, and religious beliefs of people all over the world. Most cultures have

stories of how language began.

Usually it’s a god or gods who taught humans to speak or write. In one
legend of the Chinese people, a water-turtle comes down from heaven with
marks on its back, and these show people how to write. The people of Ancient
Egypt believed that one of their gods, Thoth, was the scribe for the other gods,
writing down their laws, and it was he who taught the skill of writing to the
Egyptians. In the Bible, one of the first things Adam has to do, after being
created, is name all the animals.

Some people have been so curious about how language began that they've
actually carried out an experiment using babies. One famous story dates from
the seventh century BC, and is about an Egyptian king, Psamtik I. This king

(b)
wanted to find out which of the peoples of the world was the most ancient, and

he thought that if he could discover the world’s first language, this would be

the evidence he needed.

He knew that babies learn the speech of those around them. So, he
figured, if two newborn babies were brought up in a situation where they heard
no speech at all, when the time came for them to want to talk to each other,
out would pop the world’s original language from deep within their brains.

So he put two newborns into the care of a shepherd. He was to feed them
goat’s milk and generally look after them, but on no account was he ever to
say anything within their hearing. Nor were they ever to hear anyone else
talking. When they came out with their first words, he was to tell Psamtik
immediately what they were.

The story goes that one day, when the children were about two, the

shepherd went into the room where the children were, and they rushed to him
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holding out their hands and calling ‘becos, becos’. He told the king, who then
asked his advisers what language it was. ‘It's the word for “bread” in the
Phrygian language,” they said. This disappointed Psamtik, who had hoped that
the children would come out with an Egyptian word. But he had to accept the
result of the éxperiment.

Of course —if it ever really happened — the whole thing was crazy. If
children don’t hear any language, they won’t learn to talk. And the Phrygian
language certainly wasn’t any older than other languages spoken at the time.
(It’s a dead language now, but in Psamtik’s day it was spoken in a part of the
country we now call Turkey.)

So why did the children say ‘becos’? Probably what the shepherd heard
was the way the children had come to string together some of their sounds
they babbled to each other. Maybe they’d come to associate these sounds with
the idea of ‘food’. Or maybe, quite simply, they were imitating the sound of
the sheep or the goats!

(Adapted from David Crystal, A Little Book of Language, 2010)
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Why is our nervous system so insensitive to the left-right inversion?
Probably because we evolved in an environment where this distinction is
largely irrelevant. Although the world is three-dimensional, only two of its
axes exerted a strong influence on our evolution. The first, which is vertical, is
defined by the force of gravity. The second, which only applies to mobile
species, goes from front to back. It defines a privileged side of the body, the
front, where our sensory organs and feeding apparatus are very logically
located. Together, these two axes determine the position of the body.
Ultimately, they also influence our perception of space. Discriminating vertical
from horizontal, far from close, or the front and back of an animal are
operations essential to survival. Across millions of years, strong pressures led
to the brain’s ultimate adoption of these geometrical constraints. Our visual

@)
system includes complex mechanisms for computing distances, distinguishing

approaching danger from above or below (an eagle or a snake), and for

discriminating faces and their expressions of emotion — our sensitivity to back

parts is less acute!

Crucially, the third parameter of space, the left-right axis, was given less
attention by evolution. A tiger's left and right profiles are equally
threatening . .. but the beast is less of a threat upside down than right side up!
Inversion along the left-right axis is of little consequence because it leaves the
world essentially unchanged. When we examine a picture of a natural scene,

(b)
we cannot tell when left and right have been reversed — unless the photograph

contains words, cars, street signs, or other man-made objects.

Not only was there no strong evolutionary pressure for distinguishing left

from right, but the pressure probably favored confusing them. It can be useful
()
to confuse mirror images if the goal is to generalize rapidly from past
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knowledge. Imagine, for the sake of argument, that one of our ancestors
survived a close encounter with a tiger that had attacked him on the right, and
was subsequently approached by the same tiger coming from the left —it
would certainly have been helpful for him to immediately recognize the animal.

Across generations, evolution granted us a visual system that could
generalize across left and right views. The unfortunate result is that our
Nervous éystem runs the risk of confusing objects that are not identical when
seen in a mirror, for instance shoes or gloves. The risk, however, is not great.
In a natural environment, most animals and plants possess an axis of
symmetry or quasi-symmetry, at least superficially — internal organs need not
be symmetrical, but external body shape often is. Evolution seems to have

(d)
calculated that there was more to gain from neglecting left and right if this

allowed us to react with greater speed in critical situations.

(Adapted from Stanislas Dehaene, Reading in the Brain, 2009)
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I was studying in my room. I looked at my watch and it was exactly

midnight. Suddenly, there was a knock at my window.
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Listen to the dialogues and fill in the blanks with the words you hear.

1. . [P: Pet store owner, C: Customer]

P
&
P
G

2.

M:

S:

M:

S:

3.

Ww:
M:
W:
M:

4,

H

4= Blla

5.

fFIE B

the questions in Japanese.

Are you thinking about buying a dog?
Yes, I'd love a toy poodle.

This one is really cute.

( )

[M: Mother, S: Son]

Have you finished your homework for tomorrow?
Almost. I just have a little more to do.

( )
About 30 minutes.

[W: Woman, M: Man]

Did you turn down the temperature on the air-conditioner?
Yes, I set it at 24 degrees.

( )

OK. I'll set it at 28 degrees.

[T: Train conductor, P: Passenger]

Can I see your ticket, please?

Of course, here you are.

I'm afraid you are in the wrong seat.

Oh, I'm sorry. ( ) and I'll

move.

[B: Brother, S: Sister]

Did you take out the trash this morning?
No, I forgot. Sorry.
( )

I know. Mother will be annoyed with me.

Listen to Miss Watson talk about her first visit to Japan and answer
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