
Tekst 6 

A new book spells out the magic of language 

David Adger explains an unsung human superpower 

1 In Avengers: endgame, a superhero blockbuster, the baddy’s Infinity Gauntlet 
gives him the power to snuff out the universe with the snap of a finger. This may 
sound impressive, but  ̶  although few realise it  ̶  ordinary people possess an 
infinite power, too: language. 

2  Steven Pinker, a professor of linguistics, reckons a conservative estimate of 
the number of grammatical, 20-word sentences a human might produce is at 
least a hundred million trillion  ̶  far more than the number of grains of sand on 
Earth. Most can easily be made longer. In theory, the only thing preventing this 
power from being literally infinite is the human lifespan: some possible sentences 
would be too long to say even in threescore years and ten. 

3  This awesome talent is the subject of a new book, 
Language Unlimited by David Adger of Queen Mary 
University, the president of the Linguistics Association 
of Great Britain. Mr Adger does not just celebrate 
language’s infinity. He maintains that it is the distinct 
result of a unique capacity. 

4  The book’s first, and strongest, claim is that human 
language is different from animal communication not 
just in scope, but in kind. Most important, it is 
hierarchical and nested in structure. Mr Adger 
embraces the theory that only humans possess a 
mental function in which two components may be 
joined to a larger one that can then be operated on by 
the mind’s grammar-processor. A highly trained 
bonobo called Kanzi can obey commands such as 
‘Give water [to] Rose’. But Kanzi does no better than random chance when told 
to ‘Give water and lighter to Rose’.    13   , a two-year-old child tested alongside 
Kanzi quickly intuits that two nouns can make up a noun phrase, tucked as a 
direct object into a verb phrase, which in turn is part of a sentence. This 
‘recursive’ structure is key to syntax.  

5  The second claim is that language is innate, not merely an extension of 
general human intelligence. Fascinating evidence comes from children who are 
deprived of it. Deaf pupils at a school in Nicaragua, having never shared a 
language with anyone before, created a grammatically ornate sign language on 
their own. A few deaf children in a Mexican family devised a rich sign system with 
complex grammatical features found in spoken tongues: in their ‘homesign’, 
nouns are preceded by a ‘classifier’, a sign indicating their type, just as they 
sometimes are in Chinese. It seems the human mind simply cannot help but deal 
in grammar. 



6  A more controversial claim is that all human languages share a ‘universal 
grammar’. This proposition has taken some hard knocks, because the universals 
that hold up best are negative. There are many sensible things languages could 
do, but don’t. Notably, their grammars do not make use of ‘continuous’ features, 
such as the length of vowels. For instance, a past-tense verb could be 
pronounced for a longer time to indicate how long ago the action occurred  ̶  
perfectly logical, but no language does this. Whether this is proof of universality 
is a matter of opinion. 

7  Still, Mr Adger’s tour of linguistics is entertaining and accessible. His book is 
a handy introduction to a vexed debate on the infinite power of the finite mortal 
mind.  

adapted from The Economist, 2019 



Tekst 6  A new book spells out the magic of language 

1p 12 What is the main point made about humans in paragraphs 1-2? 
A They are capable of creating an endless array of syntactic sequences. 
B They are clearly predisposed to communicating with their fellow 

beings. 
C They fail to make optimal use of the many faculties their brains offer. 
D They need a lifetime to map out the general rules that govern speech. 
E They seem to grasp most grammar rules without any formal 

instruction. 

1p 13 Which of the following fits the gap in paragraph 4? 
A Consequently 
B Meanwhile 
C Obviously 
D Paradoxically 

‘This ‘recursive’ structure is key to syntax.’ (paragraph 4) 
1p 14 Which of the following describes the capacity for ‘recursive’ structure? 

A contextually attributing a new meaning to words 
B mentally reordering and merging words into bigger units 
C methodically repeating words in order to memorise them 
D strategically separating words like beads on a string 

1p 15 What is the main point made in paragraph 5? 
A Children learn the intricate rules that govern linguistic expression from 

exposure to the language used around them. 
B Language mastery without any spoken input becomes quite a complex 

process. 
C People with a hearing impairment from birth are hardwired to develop 

grammarless means of communication. 
D The human brain seems to contain inborn knowledge of various 

linguistic principles. 



‘A more controversial claim’ (paragraph 6) 
1p 16 What has undermined support for this claim? 

A The data gathered to corroborate it turned out to be flawed and 
incomplete. 

B The eagerness with which it was postulated has had an adverse 
effect. 

C The only support that can be found for it are elements that are lacking. 
D The research methods that have been used to prove it are quite 

inadequate. 

‘Mr Adger’s tour of linguistics is entertaining and accessible’ (alinea 7) 
1p 17 Heeft de schrijver van deze recensie al in een eerdere alinea een oordeel 

over de stijl van het boek gegeven? 
Zo nee, antwoord ‘Nee’. Zo ja, noteer het nummer van de alinea waarin 
dit gebeurt. 

Bronvermelding 
Een opsomming van de in dit examen gebruikte bronnen, zoals teksten en afbeeldingen, is te vinden in het bij dit examen 
behorende correctievoorschrift. 
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