Reading Questions for Chapter 2 of McWhorter, The Power of Babel

1. What can be learned from the first paragraph about languages and dialects?

2. What does the author mean when he says “Dialects are all there is”?  Explain.  Why were Martians included in the discussion?

3. What would “Spatin” have been composed of?

4. List six Germanic languages that came from Proto-Germanic.

5. What is the whole point of the discussion on pages 56-59?

6. What does the author mean on page 60 when he says that there is no such thing as human beings speaking bad grammar?  Is Appalachian English an exception to this statement?  Explain.

7. Why are the various varieties of American English more mutually intelligible than the various varieties of German? (62)

8. In general how do standard dialects emerge?  Describe why the Parisian French dialect became the standard.
9. Describe how Standard English developed.

10. Why does the author say that Swedish, Norwegian, and Danish are all really one language?  (and why is it that they are considered to be different languages?)

11. Summarize the example about how Ukrainian went from being perhaps the “best” spoken Russian to becoming a peasant variety of Russian.

12. Summarize why although officially there are about eight main “dialects” of Chinese, in reality there are eight languages and many dialects.

13. What are two of the Iberian languages discussed?  Why are they classified as languages rather than dialects?

14. What does the author mean when he says that one language bleeds into another one? (80)
15. Why is there only one dialect of modern Hebrew?

16. What is diglossia?  How and why is its prevalence spreading?

17. Near the end of the chapter, there is a discussion about dinosaurs.  What can be learned from this discussion?

18. From what you have learned from this reading, why did your instructor not give a definition of “language” in the class notes, but did define language families, branches, and dialects? 

