Thc Martian Momcnt - How thc!:_xact Wora’Camc To Bc
A Note from the [Tounder
What is the[” xact |}/ordand where did it come from? Pornof a 7 ureka” moment, my
realization that English isa binarg Ianguage clﬁanged everything.
5ummar3
The story of “how” follows. l]cyou do not want a longer read, leave the “Martian Moment” at
this summary; otherwise, of course, the longer story follows. |n order to teach a night-school class to
practical and very bright adults with no interest in academic theory but keen desire to write well, carn a
high-school diploma, or move forward to college, | needed a solution for “the problem of = nglish.”
“Fretending” to be a Martian to create a tabula rosa, a clean slate in my mind, allowed me the
discovcrg that English excePtions do not have to exist. | he exceptions do exist because Ersglish
does not fit its model, | atin languages, but for that misfit, no one is to blame. And why not? The
M of the E_ng]ish Ianguage, contained on this website in “T he Monks’ Moment,” will explain how
40 or 50 monks traveled to the British Jsles and cl‘]angecl the shape of ourlives for 1500 years }33
interpreting oral [ nglish as a | atin language. Pecause [T nglish does not fit this model, myriad
exccptions have bedeviled English SPcakcrs ever since.
Over fifteen books have followed that moment, as have workshops, facilitating, coaching, and
some remarkable outcomes from our small company, tl’lCE_XaCt Word Tlﬂe Patent we have forour
methods essentia“g means that Formalizing 1anguage as a binarg system changes how we describe the

connection between thougl‘xt and Englis}m Stag tuned or read on, or both.

Frogression/f)ince The [ ureka Moment
Having sPent hundreds, magbe thousanc{s, of hours studging grammar, from 8th grade or

earlier through unclergracluate and gracluate classrooms, and then ]inguistics] | felt | had the right to
ask a couP]e of questions about the Premise and logic of English grammar. Something had to be
amiss.

| already knew, from this considerable language study, that Noam Chomsky, an MIT
Pro{:essor, gave the 20™ century a new direction bg identhcﬂing patterns ina “deeP structure,” as he
called it, in the English languagc. And | knew that Chomskg and later !inguists had long sougl‘ﬂ: a
solution to the “Prescriptive nature of Eng]ish grammar — correctness — needed a clearer countering
system, a “descriptive” model which fit [ nglish without having exceptions. | had read the | anguage
Arts and language~s’cructure writers — in aPProximatelg 1940s and 50s, from Faul De[ ries to Dr.
William Strunk to Albert uPton and Noam Chomsky — who asserted that grammar research had
showed little or no correlation between learning grammar and writing well. Yes, something was amiss
and the logical solutions apparently couldn’t help me. Something, somehow was missing,

Naturally, | had a couple of questions. Where did our grammar “come from? And who?
Clearly, try as they might, the grammarians and linguists had not yet solved the problem in a way
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useful to me. Yet, the}j had definedthe Problem Beautifu“g. The next idea that came to me: look
somewhere else. | he historg of English, Phi]osophg ~ Aristotle &e]cining the meaning, of meaning, for
example - and social scientists began to cast some light. T he history or [T nglish illuminated the
“where and who? considerably. Ah ha again! Forty or fifty monks directed by a pope were the “who.”
| atin languages were the “where” E nglish grammar came from. See The Monks' Moment. Bout what
happened?

| had a teaching dagjob, enrolled in graduate school at niglﬁt and on the weekends. | sought a
linguistics masters degree. And | took a nightjob teaclﬁing E_nglish to adults.

A Professor at T/chmerfcan L/n/vers/zy, Dr. ox, made a IiFCJong imPression in the
oPcning line of the first class | took with him !33 saying, “You know evergthing you need to know about
[Cnglish because you speak it.”

And we speak languages, very casily, very carly in life. Why so casily? Why not later? We
start as a kind of genius and then we lose it? Put that can’t be. A thread of thought had begun to
form. Throughout, | had the notion that, as language geniuses before age 5, we should have some of
that genius, if dormant, still available to tap as adults. | wanted to find a simPIicitH which | felt governed
Eng]ish and which | believed remains in every adult speaker of Eng]ish. Most imPortantlg, a
hypothesis formed itself into a belief which grew into a discoverg‘

| had read metaphgsics and ePistemologg searching for 1anguage clues; and | had strugg]eé
with two Romance languages, and subsequently linguistics, searching for that simPlicitg which | also
wanted to take to those adults in that night school class: humans share something fundamental about
language itself, notjust Eng]ish.

Meanwhile, | knew that | did not have the nerve to try, with a straight face to convince a single
soul that the eight parts of speech could help anyone write well automatica”g, or, in any way, go much
begond passing grammar tests.

| started to feel a little excitement. Science took me further. T he brain and how it Produces
!anguage began to make sense. Not the science alone, but science in combination with the historg of
language, the historg of humans, the miracle that language exists atall. | o this clay no one knows
with final certainty whg we have language at all, or how.

However, those in the field have made some very interesting progress: the brain structures
shared bg all human beings may be the same, despite the era, geographic location, culture, or !anguage
family. |n a Natural [History Magazine article, “Reinventions of [uman | anguage,” May, 1991,

Jarecl Diamond supports Mr. Cl’lomskg’s idea that, beyond Eng]ish, a universal grammar exists, a
monogenesis. Diamond discusses Derick Bickerton’s i 970s stuclg of [Hawaiian Piclgin exPancling
into a creole and creating its own grammar.

Ficlgin means two Ianguages spoken sidc~bg~sicle bg Peop]es knowing onlg one of the

two. lnitia“g, the two sets of sPeakers begin to share vocabularg, some from one

!anguage, some from the other. The cleveloping creole becomes a third entitg, a



language “thing” which develops its own grammar, which would logjcally, and
apparently, combine the two different languages and their cultures. Chomsky and
Bickerton say no, a real third evolves, a grammar somehow different or with different
aspects than the two side-by-side. [“ven without [~ nglish influence, the “apparently
logical” combination of the two languages involves the word-order trait of [~ nglhsh,

outside of the ag/’acenl'/aqguag@s’ two grammars. 50 much for “a/o/oarent /og/c. 7

"T'hat they did indeed create it, rather than somehow borrowing
grammar from the language of Chinese laborers or [Z_nglish plantation
owners, is clear from the many features of [Jawaiian creole that differ
from [ nglish or from the workers’ languages. T he same is true for
Neo-Melanesian: its vocabulary is largely [T nglish, but its grammar has
many features that [~ nglish lacks.

| dom't want to exaggerate the grammatical similarities among creoles by
implying that they're all essentially the same.... Put many similarities
remain, particularly among those creoles quickly arising from carly-stage
pidgins. [Jow did cach creole’s children come so quickly to agree on a
grammar, and why did the children of different creoles tend to reinvent

the same grammatical features again and again?

‘..Again, creoles haPPen to resemble English in Placing sukject, verb,
and ohject in that order, but borrowing from Eng]ish can’t be the
exP]anation, because creoles derived from Ianguages with a different

worc‘l order sti“ use tlﬂe subject~verb~object order.

These similarities among creoles seem instead ]il(e]y to stem from a

genetic bluePrint that the human brain possesses for learning Ianguage

cluring childhood.

Hence, Chomskﬁ reasoned that we are born with a “universal grammar”
a!readg wired into our brains to give us a spectrum o{:grammatical
models encomPassing the range oFgrammars in actual languages. This
Prewired universal grammar would be like a set of switches, each with

various alternative Positions.



Jared Diamond
From “Reinventions of [Juman Languages”
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Signhcicantlg, then, Chomskg and Bicker’con both spoke, if inclirectlg, to the “genius” in the
brain ora Pre~wirea function starting bg atleast age three of every language sPeaker.
Hﬂpotheticany, tl—\en, ] agrecé with Mr‘ Clﬁomsky. Clearly, ]anguage Pattem creates the
common denominators which every speaker of a given ]anguage must use to communicate in that
language. To speak a language at a”, the sPeakers have to share the same Patteming in that
language. | Figurec{ that as children we felt or sensed or absorbed the undcr]ying patterns and then
“swirled” vocabularg into those sPotsjust as a Romance~|anguage child would learn the Patterned
endings {:orgivcn words’ uses along with their vocabu]arg meanings.
o | sought a solution with an unusual, perhaps desperate, method. retende
Solsought a sol h | perhaps desp hod. IF | pretended |
were a Martian who had come to earth to learn Eng]ish ~but could take no books to Mars to teach
Eng]ish to my fellow Mar‘cians ~ maybe ] could create John Loc‘(e’s tabula rosa, or blank slate, in my
mind to see E_r\glisl-l with new eyes. Mﬂ mental conversation as the “Martian” took aPProximatelg this
Pat}m
T he first Iogical step seemed to be to iclenti% the “oPerating system” clements. \What basic
units create meaning? (Good idea. Answer: cight parts of sPeech. Gireatl! lllearn the smallest first,
save the largest until Iast, then Party a lot until ]go home. Great iclea; great Plan; great thcorg.
[First words: intcjcc’cions. Theg include:
Abhl Ohi
Wow! We”l
Geel Gos}ﬂ

One down, seven word types (Parts~oF~sPeech> left. A breeze! (Good news: notl’n’ng hard
here. Fronouns: under one hundred as noun substitutes and also acﬁcctivcs. What's an adjective?
“|£” modifies a person, Place or thing, the noun definition. [ Immm. Okag. [How many nouns, then,
does English have? 16-1 7,000 common nouns alone. (]njust the “Co”egiate-cheI” dictionarg.)
Yikes. Pack to small categories. What's the next smallest category? | see three types of conjunction
(corjunctive, subjunctive, and coordinating — well, correlative too); learn those and on!y four word
types remain, Preposition, verb, pronoun, adverb. Not too bad.

Byut the carthling grammar books which | had open before me allowed me to look at F nglish
through the eyes of their authors. T he corxjunctions lists, in every single book, listed a few and then
said “etcetera” at the bottom of the list. Put none of the books listed the same words; each book
had at least one or two that the others didn’t. [Jow could that be? \When | wanted to know af/of the
con_junctions, no one of the books had them. Uh oh. ], the Martian, had suspectcd qui’ce ear]9 that



this quici@lisbomc—worthyPes idea might have a Pi’mca”; it all looked too casy. And sure enough. \/\/hg, |
asked mﬂselﬁ don’t these books list af/of the elements of any oPerating system? Whg the “ctceteras?”
| could find no clear answer.

And then | thought, both as earthling and Martian, this same bewilderment must bedevil
school kids too. Hmmm. No wonder F nelish grammar scems unsettling. And what, | wondered,
caused this mess? Did some idiot along the line just “come-up-with” what looked like a possible
exPlanation for English and then quit mid-stream, Perhaps?

[Note from the present: the books still onlﬂ list “some” of the common Partic]es including the
conjunctions, Prepositions, and articles because, until now, in the[” xact |Vord's Patented system, no
one has everlisted all the word types in scparate files, a mammoth task which no one ever saw a reason
to do. ['ll tell you that “mammoth” fit the task. Pefore computer data bases, we looked through three
dictionaries with highlightcrs to find them all. Remember, every clictionary word lists its Possiblc uses,
i.e., “still:” noun, verb, acljcctivc, adverb, conjunction, thus requiring us as researchers (3 of us) to read
every part ofspccc/z for every word. No wonder we stuck-with the collegiate levels of 150K words
instead of the full 750K.]

“Well, what about a definition, then?” both the Martian and | asked. A conjunction
introduces a clause. Wait, the operating elements do not include clauses. And, come to think about
the eighbpartswoﬁspeech, tl—weg dort list “Phrase” in the eight either. What's up here? What about
that definition? A clause is a group of words with a subject and a verb. | found verb in the eight parts
of speech, but | did not find subject or groups of words. And then, what about the fact that verbs can
“become nouns” An action “becomes” a person, place, or thing?” There seems to be a “you should

Just know factor oPcrating here.” T'immm

With a 5/h£/h‘gsense of discoverg, | rePeatec! these steps with Prépositions which introduce
Phrases and which contain objects. (lause, P}wrase, subject, object, verbs becoming nouns, and no
groups of words identified on the oPerating clements list.

The idea of “Partging” before returning “home” to Mars quicklg vanisl‘xed; my “Martian” heart
sank right alongsicle the eartHing heart with the reinforced realization that we have a mess, somehow,
in Eng]ish with no apparent simplicit3 no matter how much genius may be dormant or how much genius
we may have as children.

Wl‘xat had ] overlooked?

[How can Englisl‘i Possiblg have an evasive simP!icitg, evasive for how many centuries?

And then a memory struck me: Wait!!! T he term, “groups of words,” had applied to both
clause and phrase! [ow can both have the same definition? (Groups of words. AT AT

T his was the Martian moment! Bidden, yes. ExPec’cec{? No. A sudden insight) a Paradigm
shift, a obviousness which fell together with a thunderc]ap of c]aritg.




The linguis’cics systems, Plus Mr. Chomsl(y’s beliefs about the brain and all the historg and
science and cliscover9 that | had read, and Dr. Rober‘c [Fox at American Universitg, had Prepared me
for this moment.

] felt as tlﬂouglﬂ “Iightning” had struck me between the eyes. Martian no Ionger, but not the
eartHing as | was, | have seen English with new eyes evermore.

And, | thought, then let’s assume that simplicitg, lies, unconscious, not dormant, in the mind
that governs our sPeech, in Patterns that every ]anguage has to have. But what Patterns’? GrouPs of
words? APParent|9 we do have a brain oPerating system of word order. Again, for example, the word
“still » which “becomes” different meanings when it changes Part~omc~speech? But what “makes it”
change Part~o1c~speec}1 in the first Place? Ah hal again: a language trait called “fixed-word order.”
Fixed-word order means that the order s fixed. not words. English does not have words which inflect,
one bg one, for meaning and word relationsl')ips as in most other Ianguages. Jt does have a globa”g
rare trait: that the Placemcnt of words changes their meaning and therebg their Par’c~oxc~speech label.
Does that mean, then, that Part~o1c~speccl1 [o//owslo/accment? ] stilled the engine. \/erb meaning of
“still ” to end movement. Still, | ran the still. Corjunction “still » meaning yet. And noun “still”
meaning clisti”ery‘ Thus, if we mean “clisti”ery,” we must /o/ace “still” in a “nounp/accmcnt,”ana/
ctcetera for the rest of still’s meanings. Converselﬂ from thinking, speaking, and writing, if we read
“sti”,” then we “create” or “ca”~uP” its meaning }39 /},‘5P/acement andon/ﬂ /'ts/o/acement because all
En‘gfisf; words have at least 2-5 meanings and often many more.

Ancl the groups of words. Tl’\at’s what English has; [/Xca’ordcrofgroups of words as
f/mu‘g/z i'/)@y were 5//75/@ words, as Mr. Chomskg says, “with finite rules for infinite combinations.” |n
other languages where one word has one meaning, and the enclings on each sing]e word iclcnthcg that
meaning’s relationships to other words, then groups of words cannot create mcan[n‘gbﬂ (/'mf/cctcc/)
enc//ngs. For examP]e, What she said influenced what he did. The “subject~noun” in that sentence is
a group of worc{s, “what she said.” Eng]ish has no endings to “tell” the listener or reader what is the
“subject.” Ancl certain]ﬂ, “what she said” /s not “the name of a person, p/acc, or t/nhg. 7 (“Or idea” a
latergrammatical “rule” clarified. (Good clarification, but s]iPPcrg.) The &ictionary of course cannot
list “ideas” like “what she said.” T he English sPeaker must know thatgroups of words can “sit” in
“noun,” or Better, “Nounness,” P]aces‘

C!auses: groups of words with subjectwerb P]aceho]ders for the “subjects” which may be filled with
groups of words, Nested. ] hus, | determined much !ater, giving the “subject” anew name forwhat it
does or means would /7640 alot. [ hus, the term, “[ Doer,” was born in my mind as a /og/ca[ clear label
for the “sujccl”s”Pur/Dose —the Doer does something and thereby an event, or mental image of an
event, becomes visual, graphic. Could Eng]ish rea”g work that simply? “| et’s hoPe s0,” | thought

FPhrases: groups of words without the subject and verb combination. And theg may contain
Nested groups of words. And we have two types of clause and two tgpes of Phrase. Yee hal and



Ah halll | ets hope the simP]icitﬂ holds. Now, let’s look at the meanings they create, the Martian still
with me and | thought. [Hmmm.

We have in Enghslﬂ, indeed, a ianguage of enormous, remarkable simplicity which supports
tl’zoughts of vast sophistication. | hope that the[” xact Wordexperience Points you toward cliscoverg
of the simPlicit9 in English and its usefulness to you. Talaving a system both for correct grammatica]
forms, for writing master\cu”g, as which as Perspicacious critical thinking which can give you both
lifetime confidence and new horizons. Commanéing the combinations oFgrouPs of words Possible in
Eng]ish will certainlg give you access to the structure of exPressed thouglﬁt as a wonclerFu”g
satisfﬂing prospect. The “Martian moment” had quite an outcome, became a system, carned a
patent, now lives as “the[” xact Word-”and, so it will, | hoPe, Forgou have long life, real benefit, and
genuine P]easure.

Witness what these folks say.

Written ]anguage ranks among the great inventions of humanitg...As
children, we learn Ianguage 133 hearing and imitating the words softor
wetwhile touching tl‘xings that have those qua]ities. 59 sPeaking to
others, we learn that “l want aPPle” is understood more quicklg than
“APP]e want l” and so learn sometl-ling imPortant about a basic Pattem
of Eng]is!‘x sentences. When we learn to write, we again encounter
Patterns to master. Grammar, tl’)éﬂ, is no more than the studg of how
language has been used in the past and a guicle to its use in the future.
S T‘jagakawa
From 7 he One Minute (Grammarian bfj Morton 5. [Treeman

Language is sO clearlﬁ a blessing and a curse that we l‘iarc”g know what
to think of it, any more than we know what to think of its sole
possessors, human beings. We start learm’ng it the day we’re born, and
neverlearn it comPIeteIg. No one knows where it comes From, no one
can exPlain the meaning of meaning, or define a sentence, or even say
what a word is. But somehow it has to be mastered, because so much -
Perhaps evergthing ~ depends on it...Communicating well with others is
essential to our haPPiness, but we can’t quite get it right..‘The Political
order clePencls on open, truthful communications, but where are tlﬁcg?
Do truth and sPeech have angthing in common? A heavg sense of how
difficult ]anguage is causes shyness, stammering, stage Fright, page
Fright (the inabilitg to read), and pen Fright (the inabilit9 to write). \Nhg
must we bejuclgecl bg the way we wag our tongues?

Robert C Pinckert
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