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by Robert Currie

Few human activities are as com-
mon as speech. Yet for something so
vital, language is only dimly under-
stood. How we use and acquire lan-
guage is the subject of Talk Talk Talk,
a book which attempts (and gener-
ally succeeds) in outlining this mys-
terious but most profoundly human
of behaviors.

Author Jay Ingram possesses just
the credentials for the task. As host
of CBC Radio’s science program
Quirksand Quarksfor 12 years, Ingram
has that rare combination of scien-
tificunderstanding, an energetic writ-
ing style and a gift for making con-
cepts understood by the lay reader.

This is a task which puts those
credentials to the test. Despite the
universality of its subject matter,
speech, the field of linguistics is a
minefield of abstraction, jargon,
theory, andbitterdiscord. Theschol-
arly detachment so honored (al-
though not always observed) in the
social sciences gives way to polemics,
invective and personal attacks. Lead-
ing linguists say of each other’s theo-
ries “misguided and dangerous,” and
“it should be shouted down.” Fortu-
nately, Ingram stays much more
level-headed.

Ingram sets out to cover a lot of
territory. In just over 300 pages, he
probes how we make and understand
sounds, the normal acquisition of

language in children, and the many,
often baffling;abnormalities of speech
and conprehension.

In addition, he explores commu-
nication in animals, the role of ge-
neticsand environment in language,
and travels back to the dimly per-
ceivable syllables of protolanguages,
the ancient ancestors of modern lan-
guages. Despite the breadth of scope,
Ingram manages to acquaint the
reader with the fundamental issues
in all these fields, and more.

Through his use of examples and
case histories, Ingram explains how
scientists have pieced together their
limited understanding of the mecha-
nisms of speech. We meet a man
who's speech was normal in almost
every respect, except for his inability
to name fruits and vegetables. We
look at the cases of bilingual people
people who, as a result of a stroke,
lose only one of their languages. And
we also see the how children not
exposed to language, the so-called
“wild children,” fare when atrempts
have been made to teach them to talk.

In the process, we learn how po-
litical and social conditions have
shaped how language is studied and
regarded, up to the present day. We
also watch as a succession of curious

rulers conduct cruel experiments to
discover what language achild would
learn if left alone, banishing infants
into the wild, usually to die.Ingram
shows us the political use of linguis-
tics at its most sinister, as Adolf Hit-
ler twists the work of archaeologist
Gordon Childe into a justification of
Nazi theories of a “master race”.
Turningtothe presentday, Ingram
turns up some interesting findings.
He finds research showing that men
don’t necessarily interrupt conversa-
tions more than women, and

Margaret Thatcher, famous forwant-
ing to take control of conversations,
actually interrupted interviewers less
often than they interrupted her.

Talk Talk Talk is an excellent
primer toanyone interested inspeech,
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but even more, Ingram writes with
enough style and wit to make anyone
interested. We can only wish that

every dicipline had a introduction as
lucid as Talk, Talk, Talk.




