Similarities between languages – what kind of similarities are there? 

Language is a special system of signs with intended meanings and social conventioning. 

· due to universal aspects of human experience. For example, all humans experience water, and all human languages have a word for water. 

· due to common descent: The Latin language spoken by the Ancient Romans developed into Spanish in Spain and Italian in Italy; similarities between Spanish and Italian are, thus, in many cases due to their both having descended from Latin. 

· Due to contact between languages — in particular where many speakers are bilingual — can lead to much borrowing of structures, as well as words. Similarity may also, of course, be due to coincidence. English much and Spanish mucho are not descended from the same form or borrowed from one language to the other; nor is the similarity due to innate linguistic knowledge.

· Arguments in favor of language universals have also come from documented cases of sign languages developing in communities of congenitally deaf people, independently of spoken language. In general, the properties of these sign languages conform to many of the properties of spoken languages.

What are the reasons of similarities? 

Noam Chomsky considered language to be a species-specific property and argued that people posses a kind of Language Faculty which is a part of human natural biological qualities. The innate linguistic knowledge that enables practically any child to learn any of about 6000 existing languages is sometimes known as the Universal Grammar, the collection of fundamental properties all languages share (UG).

- Some theorists claim that there is a very large set of highly abstract and specific binary settings coded into the human brain; the combinations of these settings would give rise to every language on the planet. 

- Other linguists claim that the ability to learn language is a product of general human cognition. It is, however, generally agreed that there are no strong genetic differences underlying the differences between languages: An individual will acquire whatever language(s) he or she is exposed to as a child, regardless of parentage or ethnic origin. Nevertheless, recent research suggests that even weak genetic biases in speakers may, over a number of generations, influence the evolution of particular languages, leading to a nonrandom distribution of certain linguistic features across the world.

What is the proof of belonging to the same language family?

Sir William Jones noted that Sanskrit shared many common features with classical Latin and Greek, the notable ones being verb roots and grammatical structures, such as the case system. This led to the theory that all languages sprang from a common source and to the discovery of the Indo-European language family.

What was the first important milestone in Western linguistics, and why was it so important?

The first important milestone in Western linguistics was the introduction of the Phoenician alphabet to the Greeks, who modified the alphabet by adding vowels, giving rise to the ancestor of all alphabets in the West. As a result of the introduction of writing, poetry such as the Homeric poems became written and several editions were created and commented, forming the basis of philology and criticism. 

What is the difference between synchronic and diachronic approach?

Ferdinand de Saussure emphasized the importance of seeing from two distinct, which he called "synchronic" and "diachronic".

The word "chronic" has been derived from Greek word "chronos" which means time. Synchronic linguistics sees language as a living whole, existing as a state at a particular point in time (with time).

Diachronic linguistics concerns language in its historical development (through time).

Synchronic linguistics deals with systems whereas diachronic with units.

What is prescriptivism and descriptivism?

In linguistics, prescriptivism and descriptivism are contrasting approaches to grammar and usage. Both are concerned with the state of a language - descriptivism with how it’s used, prescriptivism with how it should be used.

Prescription denotes normative practices on such aspects of language use as spelling, grammar, pronunciation, and syntax.

Descriptive linguistics, is the work of objectively analyzing and describing how language is spoken.

Characteristics of:

formalist approach

Formalist approaches stress the importance of linguistic forms, and seek explanations for the structure of language from within the linguistic system itself. For example, the fact that language shows recursion might be attributed to recursive rules.

functional approach

Functionalist linguists view the structure of language as being driven by its function. For example, the fact that languages often put topical information first in the sentence, may be due to a communicative need to pair old information with new information in discourse.

cognitive approach

Cognitive linguistics (CL) refers to the branch of linguistics that interprets language in terms of the concepts, sometimes universal, sometimes specific to a particular tongue, which underlie its forms. A concept is a cognitive unit of meaning—an abstract idea or a mental symbol.

Cognitive linguistics is characterized by adherence to three central positions. 

1. First, it denies that there is an autonomous linguistic faculty in the mind (in contrast to Transformational/generative grammar); 

2. second, it understands grammar in terms of conceptualization; and 

3. third, it claims that knowledge of language arises out of language use. 

Cognitive linguistics is divided into three main areas of study:

· Cognitive semantics, dealing mainly with lexical semantics.

· Cognitive approaches to grammar, dealing mainly with syntax, morphology and other traditionally more grammar-oriented areas.
· Cognitive phonology, dealing with classification of various correspondences between morphemes and phonetic sequences.
structural approach.

In the 20th century Ferdinand de Saussure was the founder of modern structural linguistics,

Structural linguistics involves collecting a corpus of utterances and then attempting to classify all of the elements of the corpus at their different linguistic levels: the phonemes, morphemes, lexical categories, noun phrases, verb phrases, and sentence types. 

One of Saussure's key methods was syntagmatic and paradigmatic analysis that respectively define units syntactically and lexically, according to their contrast with the other units in the system.

He realised that language is based on SIGNS. A sign is made up of two elements: the signified and the signifier. The SIGNIFIER is the sequence of graphic or vocal marks (letters or sounds), the SIGNIFIED is the concept to which it refers. Saussure claimed that there is no natural connection between the two, the relationship between them is completely arbitrary.

How are signs defined by the structuralists?

The foundation of structural linguistics is a "sign," which in turn has two components: a "signified" is an idea or concept, while the "signifier" is a means of expressing the signified. The "sign" is thus the combined association of signifier and signified. Signs can be defined only in a state of contrast with other signs, in a manner that is either syntagmatic or paradigmatic.

What is: langue, parole, competence and performance; and by who were they introduced?

- Ferdinand de Saussure did not want to see language in its development, but to study it in its contemporary, actual form.

He made a difference between the two forms and said, language is a system and a practical application at the same time. He termed language as application, as actual, changing use PAROLE, and language as an unchanging system LANGUE.

LANGUE is a set of objective rules, a system shared by all users, it is public. (Like the rules of a game.)

PAROLE is private, it is the individual, concrete utterance. (Like the game itself.)

- Noam Chomsky introduced two central ideas relevant to the construction and evaluation of grammatical theories. One of them was the distinction between competence and performance.  

Chomsky noted the obvious fact that people, when speaking in the real world, often make linguistic errors (e.g., starting a sentence and then abandoning it midway through). He argued that these errors in linguistic performance were irrelevant to the study of linguistic competence (the knowledge that allows people to construct and understand grammatical sentences).
Language acquisition: behavourist and generative approach.
Generative linguistics is a school of thought within linguistics that makes use of the concept of a generative grammar.
Generative grammar is a notion that was developed in 1950s by Noam Chomsky.
In theoretical linguistics, generative grammar refers to a particular approach to the study of syntax. A generative grammar of a language attempts to give a set of rules that will correctly predict which combinations of words will form grammatical sentences. The assumption that important aspects of language are the product of universal innate ability runs counter to Skinner's radical Behaviorism.

Under Behaviorism, it was argued that language may be learned through a form of operant conditioning. In B.F. Skinner's Verbal Behaviour (1957), he suggested that the successful use of a sign such as a word or lexical unit, given a certain stimulus, reinforces its "momentary" or contextual probability.

Behaviorism assumes that we are born as a blank slate, or tabula rasa, and so equal at birth. It is environmental factors rather than genetic or biological differences that make us behave differently.
Sapir-Whorf hypothesis

A theory developed by Edward Sapir and Benjamin Lee Whorf that states that the structure of a language determines or greatly influences the modes of thought and behavior characteristic of the culture in which it is spoken.

