
  
    
      
    
  



Edward Sapir


Language: An Introduction to the Study of Speech

Enriched edition. 
Introduction, Studies and Commentaries by Sophia Farnsworth

 


    EAN 8596547028628
  

Edited and published by DigiCat, 2022




[image: ]


    Table of Contents

    
    
        Introduction

    

    
    
        Synopsis

    

    
    
        Historical Context

    

    
    
        Author Biography

    

    
    
        Language: An Introduction to the Study of Speech

    

    
    
        Analysis

    

    
    
        Reflection

    

    
    
        Memorable Quotes

    

    
    
        Notes

    

    


Introduction




Table of Contents




    Language: An Introduction to the Study of Speech opens on the most ordinary miracle: every time we talk, we improvise meanings out of breath and memory while invisible habits, shared by a community and tempered by history, shape our choices, limit our inventions, and knit our voices into a living pattern that binds us to others; in this tension between creative freedom and systemic constraint, the drama of speech unfolds, revealing language as both a tool we wield and a framework that quietly wields us.

First appearing in 1921, Edward Sapir’s book has long held the status of a classic because it marries disciplined analysis with a supple literary sensibility. It is written for readers beyond the academy without sacrificing precision, and it demonstrates how a scientific account of speech can be lucid, humane, and arresting. Its chapters model an intellectual poise that remains rare: patient attention to detail paired with a constant widening of the lens. The result is a work that introduced many to modern linguistics and that still serves as an inviting doorway to the subject’s central questions.

Sapir, an American linguist and anthropologist active in the early twentieth century, brought to this volume a distinctive synthesis of field experience and theoretical insight. He worked closely with speakers of Indigenous languages of the Americas and wrote extensively on language structure and culture. Language distills that background into a coherent statement intended for a broad audience. While rooted in the scholarship of its time, it shows the breadth of a thinker who saw the study of speech not as a narrow specialty but as a way to understand human life in society, history, and mind.

The book’s central premise is straightforward yet profound: speech is a patterned, social phenomenon that can be studied systematically without losing sight of its human depth. Sapir describes how sounds and forms interlock to create the expressive resources of a language, how languages differ in their categories, and how they change across time. He treats writing as secondary to speech and keeps the focus on living usage. Throughout, he frames linguistic analysis as both a rigorous science and an interpretive art, concerned with structure, variation, classification, and the cultural contexts that give words their force.

Part of its classic stature comes from its style. Sapir’s prose is measured, vivid, and attentive to the reader’s path through unfamiliar terrain. He moves from concrete observations to general principles with almost musical pacing, using examples to clarify rather than to overwhelm. The book does not rely on technical formalisms; it builds understanding through explanation and comparison. That literary poise enlarges its reach. It has long been valued not only for the information it conveys but for the way it teaches readers how to look at language—calmly, carefully, and with sympathetic curiosity.

The influence of Language can be traced in the work of later scholars who explored the relation between linguistic patterns and human thought. Sapir’s discussions helped set terms for debates about linguistic relativity and the diversity of grammatical systems, and they shaped the research agendas of linguists and anthropologists for decades. Benjamin Lee Whorf, among others, drew inspiration from Sapir’s ideas about how languages guide habitual experience. Even where later theories diverged, Sapir’s orientation—empirical, comparative, and culturally aware—remained a touchstone for writers seeking to connect analysis with lived speech.

To appreciate the book, it helps to recall its historical moment. In the early twentieth century, linguistics in North America was consolidating as a discipline distinct from philology, and large-scale documentation of the languages of the Americas was underway. Sapir wrote at a time when careful fieldwork and comparative study were transforming the understanding of language structure and classification. Language captures that transition: it is both a synthesis of new methods and a reflection on what those methods reveal about human expression as such, beyond any single family or region.

A hallmark of the volume is its insistence that every language is a complete, intricate system worthy of respect. Sapir argues against the notion that some languages are inherently crude or deficient; instead, he shows how different languages distribute attention differently, offering distinct but equally valid articulations of experience. This stance, anchored in description rather than prescription, underlies the book’s enduring appeal. It invites readers to set aside reflexive judgments about “correctness” and to consider the internal logic of each system on its own terms, with an ethical as well as an intellectual openness.

Methodologically, Sapir balances abstraction with observation. He explains how sounds pattern, how forms cluster into meaningful units, and how grammatical arrangements differ across languages, while also noting the social life that sustains those patterns. He emphasizes speech over orthography, urging readers to hear language as it is used. The result is a framework that encourages analysis without reification: the categories we apply are tools, not cages. This approach equips newcomers to recognize both the commonalities that link languages and the particularities that give each one its characteristic profile.

The structure of the book guides the reader from foundational concepts to broader vistas. Early discussions of sound and form establish the basis for later considerations of classification and historical change. Sapir then extends the inquiry to encompass how languages relate to culture and habit. The progression is clear, and the tone remains hospitable throughout. While the treatment is comprehensive for its size, it avoids encyclopedic detours. Each chapter builds toward a view of language as a dynamic, evolving constellation of patterns, intelligible through analysis yet always animated by human use.

Readers coming to Language for the first time often find that it sharpens their awareness of everyday speech. Familiar words and constructions acquire texture when seen as choices among alternatives, molded by tradition and circumstance. Sapir’s patient exposition encourages attention to nuance without drowning the reader in technicalities. The book’s great strength lies in how it reframes the ordinary: it shows that our habitual talk is a creative practice governed by form, and that understanding those forms deepens our sense of what it means to belong to a community of speakers.

More than a century after its publication, the themes of Language remain timely. In a world marked by multilingual contact, debates about standard usage, and efforts to document and revitalize endangered languages, Sapir’s emphasis on description, diversity, and cultural context retains urgent relevance. The book does not prescribe rules; it offers a way to think—careful, comparative, and humane. That orientation, at once rigorous and generous, explains its lasting appeal. It invites readers to engage with speech as a living system and to recognize, in its patterns, the enduring possibilities of human understanding.





Synopsis




Table of Contents




    Edward Sapir’s Language: An Introduction to the Study of Speech, first published in 1921, offers a clear, wide-ranging survey of what language is and how it works. Writing for educated readers as well as specialists, Sapir frames language as a central human institution that can be studied with rigor. He blends descriptive examples with theoretical reflection, setting the stage for a systematic inquiry into the components of speech, the patterns that organize them, and the social forces that shape their use. The book’s progression moves from basic definitions and sound patterns to grammatical structure, historical change, typology, and cultural implications.

At the outset, Sapir separates speech from writing and insists that language is primarily a spoken phenomenon. He characterizes language as a socially established system of vocal symbols that serve communicative needs, while cautioning against equating language with thought or logic. He stresses conventionality and shared norms, situating language within everyday interactions rather than as an abstract code detached from use. The opening chapters thus establish the analytical ground rules: study language as it is spoken, attend to its patterned nature, and treat variation and change as intrinsic rather than pathological features of human communication.

Sapir then turns to the sound aspect of language. He introduces the articulatory bases of speech sounds and the ways languages select a limited set of contrasts from the broader range of humanly possible sounds. Beyond cataloging sounds, he emphasizes the patterned organization of sound systems, showing how languages rely on discrete, distinctive units and prosodic features to signal meaning and structure. He discusses the relationship between physical sound and psychological perception, urging attention to the functional contrasts speakers actually use. This grounding in sound structure supports his later arguments about how form and meaning interlock in the grammatical organization of language.

From sounds, Sapir moves to form. He distinguishes lexical content from grammatical patterning and shows how languages package concepts through recurrent processes. He surveys affixation, internal changes, reduplication, compounding, and word order, explaining how such devices create paradigms and encode relations like tense, number, person, case, and gender. Rather than treating any one system as standard, Sapir highlights the diversity of formal strategies and the economy each language achieves in its own way. He underscores the point that grammatical categories reflect habitual analyses of experience, not universal logical necessities imposed on all languages.

Building on this, Sapir outlines major types of linguistic structure. He describes languages that tend toward isolating patterns, those that are richly agglutinative, others that are more fusional, and still others that are polysynthetic. He treats these as tendencies on a spectrum rather than rigid classifications, showing how languages may combine traits. Examples illustrate how similar conceptual content can be expressed through very different formal means. Sapir’s typology is analytical, not hierarchical; it clarifies how structure channels expression and counters the idea that one linguistic pattern is inherently more advanced or precise than another.

Having established structural foundations, Sapir addresses change over time. He introduces the notion of drift to describe patterned tendencies in linguistic evolution, distinguishing these from abrupt innovations. He examines how sound changes proceed, how analogy remodels paradigms, and how morphological and syntactic reanalyses arise. Change, for Sapir, is constant and natural, reflecting both internal systemic pressures and social dynamics. He argues that apparent irregularities often resolve when seen in broader context, reinforcing an approach that searches for regular processes rather than attributing change to mere error or decay.

Sapir further explores contact phenomena. He considers how borrowing transfers words and sometimes structural features across languages, how diffusion complicates genealogical classification, and how mixed inputs can reshape a community’s speech. He discusses dialectal differentiation, the emergence of standard varieties, and the social valuations attached to them, noting that boundaries between dialect and language are not solely linguistic. Throughout, he treats speech communities as historical and social formations whose interactions leave discernible traces in linguistic structure while warning against simplistic assumptions about purity or isolation.

The book also probes relations between language, thought, and culture. Sapir argues that languages guide habitual interpretations of experience, while rejecting claims that any language fixes or limits thought. He separates language from race, denying any inherent link between linguistic structure and biological type, and he insists that no language is primitive in expressive capacity. He returns to the primacy of speech over writing and reflects on literature as a creative exploitation of linguistic resources. These discussions broaden the inquiry from structural description to the cultural and cognitive environments in which languages are learned, used, and transformed.

Sapir closes by emphasizing the scientific study of language as a pathway to understanding human behavior and social life. The book’s enduring significance lies in its synthesis: a coherent vision that unites sound patterning, grammatical form, typology, historical change, and cultural context without ranking languages by value. Its message is that each language embodies a distinctive, systematic way of making meaning, and that rigorous, comparative study can reveal both shared tendencies and unique solutions. This perspective continues to inform linguistics and related fields, encouraging respect for linguistic diversity and attention to the interplay of structure and use.
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    Edward Sapir’s Language: An Introduction to the Study of Speech appeared in 1921, in a North American world reshaped by the First World War and rapid urbanization. The book was published in New York by the young house Harcourt, Brace (founded in 1919), and written while Sapir worked in Ottawa, where he led anthropological work associated with the Geological Survey of Canada and the Victoria Memorial Museum. Universities and museums were key knowledge-making institutions, joined by government bureaus that sponsored field research. The moment prized scientific authority and popular accessibility, creating a receptive audience for a lucid, general introduction to the science of language.

Sapir’s intellectual formation was rooted in the American school of anthropology established by Franz Boas at Columbia University. Boas’s program, influential from the 1890s onward, insisted on careful fieldwork, phonetic rigor, and cultural relativism. He criticized racial determinism and argued that language and culture must be understood on their own terms. Boas’s Handbook of American Indian Languages (1911) set methodological standards that shaped Sapir’s outlook. Sapir’s book carries forward this Boasian ethos, presenting linguistics as an empirical, comparative science rather than a vehicle for ranking peoples or languages on evolutionary or civilizational scales.

The war years (1914–1918) intensified nationalism and sharpened the connection between language and identity. In the United States, anti-German sentiment led to restrictions on German-language instruction and publications in several states. Governments promoted “Americanization” programs aimed at molding immigrant communities into English-speaking citizens. In Europe, the postwar settlement and the League of Nations elevated questions of national languages and minority rights. Sapir’s text, composed in this atmosphere, stresses the structural equality of languages and treats linguistic phenomena as human universals, standing apart from wartime and postwar ideologies that conflated linguistic difference with political loyalty or cultural worth.

Mass immigration to the United States from the 1880s to the early 1920s created multilingual cities and workplaces. Policy increasingly favored restriction: a federal literacy test was enacted in 1917, and the Johnson–Reed Immigration Act of 1924 imposed national origins quotas that reshaped the immigrant population. Public schools, settlement houses, and civic organizations promoted standardized English as a tool of assimilation. Against this backdrop, Sapir’s accessible survey rejects the notion that “nonstandard” varieties or immigrant speech are deficient. He explains variation as normal and systematic, pushing back—implicitly—against the social stigmas that equated linguistic difference with ignorance or incapacity.

Sapir’s Canadian setting brought him into contact with distinct language politics. English–French tensions, visible in Ontario’s Regulation 17 (1912) restricting French-language schooling and in the 1917 conscription crisis, made education and language central to debates over citizenship. At the same time, federal and provincial authorities oversaw residential schools for Indigenous children, institutions that often punished or prohibited Indigenous languages. Anthropologists recognized the resulting pressures on those languages and accelerated documentation. Sapir’s sustained field research on Indigenous languages informed his discussion of morphology, phonology, and typology, and his insistence that so-called “primitive” languages exhibit complexity and expressive power equal to that of European tongues.

Cultural and technological change shaped how people experienced speech. Telephones and phonographs were common; commercial radio broadcasting began in the United States in 1920. New mass media propagated ideals of “standard” pronunciation and encouraged elocution and speech-correction movements. Internationally, the International Phonetic Association (founded in 1886) and teachers such as Daniel Jones in Britain advanced practical phonetics. Field researchers increasingly recorded speech on wax cylinders. Sapir’s book devotes substantial attention to sounds, articulatory processes, and phonetic transcription, reflecting a broader early twentieth-century turn toward precise description of spoken language in both laboratories and the field.

Nineteenth-century comparative philology, dominated by Indo-European studies and the Neogrammarian stress on regular sound laws, had established historical method. By Sapir’s time, scholars were also developing typology and synchronic analysis. Ferdinand de Saussure’s posthumous Cours de linguistique générale (1916) articulated a structural perspective that would influence later work. In the Anglophone world, Otto Jespersen popularized insights about grammar and usage. Sapir’s 1921 synthesis draws on this shift: he explains morphological types, sound systems, and grammatical patterning without treating Indo-European norms as universal benchmarks, guiding readers from historical reconstruction toward a general science of language.

Field methods were central to Sapir’s generation. Boasian practice emphasized learning from individual speakers, careful elicitation, and the analysis of naturally occurring texts. Many North Americanists used phonograph cylinders to capture narratives, songs, and word lists, supplementing notebooks with audio evidence. The urgency was practical as well as scientific: Indigenous communities faced disease, displacement, and state policies that undermined language transmission. The examples in Sapir’s book—spanning numerous families and showing the variety of morphological strategies—bear the mark of this field orientation. They reflect a scholarly ethos that derived theory from data, rather than forcing data into inherited European categories.

Contemporary debates in psychology influenced linguistic thought. In the United States, behaviorism rose after John B. Watson’s 1913 manifesto, with promises of an objective science of behavior. At the same time, philosophers and human scientists continued to treat meaning, intention, and culture as central. Sapir’s treatment of language highlighted mental life and symbolic patterning, insisting that linguistic forms align with culturally meaningful distinctions. Though the later 1930s would see stronger behaviorist currents in American linguistics, Sapir’s 1921 account situated language within a web of psychology and culture, resisting reductions of speech to mere stimulus–response chains.

Dialectology offered another context. The American Dialect Society, founded in 1889, encouraged the collection of regional speech, while European atlases—such as Jules Gilliéron’s Atlas linguistique de la France (1902–1910)—mapped variation across space. In the United States, plans for comprehensive linguistic atlases would gather momentum later in the decade. Meanwhile, mass schooling and commercial culture promoted standardized forms that often devalued regional and social varieties. Sapir’s book analyzes dialect and language change without moralizing. He treats variability as a normal feature of speech communities, thereby countering educational movements that attempted to eliminate local speech in favor of a single “correct” standard.

Modern bureaucracies and schools expanded literacy and shaped writing practices. Typewriters and standardized forms spread across offices; newspapers and advertising multiplied. Debates over orthography—most famously, Theodore Roosevelt’s 1906 but short-lived push for simplified spelling—kept spelling reform in the public eye. Sapir’s account separates speech from writing and explains why orthographies so often diverge from phonetic reality. By demystifying conventional spellings and emphasizing the primacy of spoken forms, he provided readers a framework to understand why “irregular” spelling persists and why reform is difficult, without endorsing prescriptive or moral judgments about usage.

The era nurtured hopes for a shared international language. Esperanto, launched in the late nineteenth century, held widely attended congresses, and related projects such as Ido promised even greater regularity. Postwar internationalism and the League of Nations gave these movements new visibility. Sapir devotes a portion of his book to artificial languages, weighing their practicality for limited purposes while distinguishing them from the historical, culturally embedded processes that generate natural languages. His analysis acknowledges the appeal of planned languages for diplomacy or science but shows why the full range of human expression depends on the complexities of natural linguistic systems.

Economic conditions framed everyday language use. A sharp U.S. recession in 1920–1921 was followed by the consumer boom of the later 1920s. Urban offices expanded, secretarial and clerical work multiplied, and technical vocabularies grew in business, advertising, and engineering. Standardized forms and correspondence emphasized clarity and efficiency, giving prescriptive handbooks a ready market. Sapir’s book recognizes the utility of conventional norms for specific tasks while insisting that linguistic change is adaptive and inevitable. He shows that efficiency is not the sole measure of linguistic value, and that attempts to legislate language from above misunderstand how speech communities actually function.

Racial thought and eugenics formed a powerful, troubling current. U.S. states began adopting sterilization laws in 1907, and mental testing expanded, notably with the Army Alpha and Beta tests during World War I. These practices often conflated language proficiency with innate intelligence and reinforced racial and immigrant hierarchies. Boasian anthropology criticized such assumptions, emphasizing environmental and cultural factors. Sapir’s insistence that all languages are equally capable of expressing complex ideas undercuts pseudo-scientific claims that tied “primitive” languages to inferior mentality. His approach provided readers with tools to separate linguistic difference from racialist hierarchies prevalent in public debate.

The professional landscape of linguistics was consolidating. Before 1924, American linguists worked largely within departments of anthropology, philology, or modern languages. The founding of the Linguistic Society of America in 1924 and the launch of its journal, Language, in 1925 would give the field a new institutional home. Sapir’s 1921 book preceded these developments and helped articulate a coherent domain for general linguistics to a broad readership. By surveying phonetics, morphology, syntax, meaning, and change in a single volume, he modeled the scope of the discipline that the LSA and its journal would later formalize.

Transatlantic scholarly exchange, disrupted by the war, was nevertheless crucial. British phonetics (exemplified by Daniel Jones), Scandinavian and Germanic scholarship (including Jespersen), and the emerging structural insights associated with Saussure informed Anglophone work. In Central Europe, currents that would lead to the Prague Linguistic Circle gathered in the 1920s. Sapir’s book digests many of these discussions for English-language readers without technical barriers, knitting together comparative-historical tradition, typological classification, and a nascent structural sensibility. It thus served as a bridge between European scholarship and the North American field tradition in which Sapir was trained.

Censuses, mapping projects, and social surveys made language increasingly visible to policymakers. Cities recorded mother tongues, schools tracked home languages, and courts navigated translation and interpreting. Meanwhile, printing technology and cheaper books democratized access to knowledge, and public lectures and adult education flourished. Sapir’s clear prose and careful examples responded to this democratization: he offered non-specialists a map of linguistic science applicable to questions they encountered—in classrooms, courts, and offices—about standards, intelligibility, and change. In doing so, he equipped readers to separate popular myth from evidence-based claims about speech and writing in modern life. Prospectively, the interwar decades would bring further upheavals that made language policy even more salient, from nation-state consolidation in Europe to integration and segregation debates in North America. Sapir’s intervention stands at the cusp of these transformations, giving it enduring relevance to his era’s social questions and to subsequent scholarly developments that his work helped to shape.
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    Edward Sapir (1884–1939) was a pioneering American linguist and anthropologist whose work helped establish linguistic anthropology as a central field in the human sciences. Born in Europe and raised in the United States, he combined rigorous field methods with a humanistic view of culture. Sapir became widely known for his analyses of Indigenous languages of North America and for theoretical writings that clarified how language functions as a patterned system. His 1921 book, Language, reached scholars and general readers alike, shaping discussions of phonology, typology, and the relationship between language and culture. He also wrote poetry and engaged deeply with music, underscoring his belief in language as creative human expression.

Sapir studied at Columbia University, where training in Germanic philology intersected with emerging American anthropology. Franz Boas, his mentor, encouraged empirically grounded study of language as an aspect of culture, a stance that shaped Sapir’s lifelong commitments. Intellectual debts to Wilhelm von Humboldt and related traditions of comparative philology informed his interest in how grammatical patterning channels habitual thought without strictly determining it. At Columbia he honed skills in meticulous text collection and analysis, approaches he later extended across many language families. This blend of Boasian fieldwork, philological comparison, and philosophical reflection gave his scholarship unusual breadth and methodological clarity.

After early fieldwork in the American West and Northwest, Sapir took a formative post with the Geological Survey of Canada, where he developed an anthropology and linguistics program and pursued extensive documentation of Indigenous languages. He produced grammars, texts, and lexicons, and published Time Perspective in Aboriginal American Culture: A Study in Method (1916), an influential methodological essay on historical inference in culture and language. His fieldwork ranged across areas such as the Northwest Coast, California, and the Great Basin, and included languages like Southern Paiute and Nuu-chah-nulth, among others. These projects set a standard for descriptive adequacy and for respectful, sustained collaboration with speakers.

Sapir’s theoretical contributions are central to twentieth-century linguistics. In Language (1921) he argued that languages are structured systems of patterns, shaped by historical “drift” as well as by creative usage. His essay Sound Patterns in Language (mid-1920s) clarified the analysis of phonological systems and helped solidify the concept of the phoneme as a unit with psychological reality. The Status of Linguistics as a Science (1929) championed linguistics as an autonomous discipline with rigorous methods. He also advanced typological insights into morphology and syntax and proposed broad genetic relationships among North American languages, some of which were later refined by subsequent research.

In the mid-1920s Sapir joined the University of Chicago, where he developed influential courses on field methods, phonology, and the interplay of language, culture, and personality. He mentored a generation of scholars, including Mary Haas, Morris Swadesh, and Harry Hoijer, who carried his methods into diverse language areas. Moving to Yale in the early 1930s, he helped build an interdisciplinary program that linked linguistics with anthropology and psychology. Although Benjamin Lee Whorf was never his formal student, Sapir’s writings and conversations strongly influenced Whorf’s work on linguistic relativity, which later brought Sapir wider, if sometimes simplified, public recognition.

Sapir’s essays in cultural theory and psychological anthropology, notably Culture, Genuine and Spurious (1924), explored values, individuality, and the subtle social patterning of behavior. He opposed crude determinisms, arguing instead for probabilistic influences of language on habitual thought and for the autonomy of individual creativity within cultural forms. Across his field studies he advocated careful documentation of endangered languages and emphasized collecting extensive texts to capture living usage. His lucid prose reached audiences beyond academia, and his interests in poetry and music complemented his view of language as both rule-governed and aesthetically charged, a domain where social pattern and individual style continually interact.

In his later years at Yale, Sapir continued research on North American language families, including Athabaskan and Uto-Aztecan, while shaping curricula and research agendas for the emerging discipline. He died in 1939, leaving major manuscripts, field notes, and essays that students and colleagues edited and extended. Sapir’s legacy endures in linguistic anthropology, phonological theory, typology, and discussions of linguistic relativity. Language remains a classic, valued for its clarity and insight. His field records continue to inform community-based language revitalization and comparative scholarship. More broadly, Sapir’s synthesis of rigorous analysis with humanistic vision sustains his relevance to contemporary linguistics and the social sciences.
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This little book aims to give a certain perspective on the subject of language rather than to assemble facts about it. It has little to say of the ultimate psychological basis of speech and gives only enough of the actual descriptive or historical facts of particular languages to illustrate principles. Its main purpose is to show what I conceive language to be, what is its variability in place and time, and what are its relations to other fundamental human interests—the problem of thought, the nature of the historical process, race, culture, art.

The perspective thus gained will be useful, I hope, both to linguistic students and to the outside public that is half inclined to dismiss linguistic notions as the private pedantries of essentially idle minds. Knowledge of the wider relations of their science is essential to professional students of language if they are to be saved from a sterile and purely technical attitude. Among contemporary writers of influence on liberal thought Croce[1] is one of the very few who have gained an understanding of the fundamental significance of language. He has pointed out its close relation to the problem of art. I am deeply indebted to him for this insight. Quite aside from their intrinsic interest, linguistic forms and historical processes have the greatest possible diagnostic value for the understanding of some of the more difficult and elusive problems in the psychology of thought and in the strange, cumulative drift in the life of the human spirit that we call history or progress or  evolution. This value depends chiefly on the unconscious and unrationalized nature of linguistic structure.

I have avoided most of the technical terms and all of the technical symbols of the linguistic academy. There is not a single diacritical mark in the book. Where possible, the discussion is based on English material. It was necessary, however, for the scheme of the book, which includes a consideration of the protean forms in which human thought has found expression, to quote some exotic instances. For these no apology seems necessary. Owing to limitations of space I have had to leave out many ideas or principles that I should have liked to touch upon. Other points have had to be barely hinted at in a sentence or flying phrase. Nevertheless, I trust that enough has here been brought together to serve as a stimulus for the more fundamental study of a neglected field.

I desire to express my cordial appreciation of the friendly advice and helpful suggestions of a number of friends who have read the work in manuscript, notably Profs. A. L. Kroeber[2] and R. H. Lowie[3] of the University of California, Prof. W. D. Wallis[4] of Reed College, and Prof. J. Zeitlin[5] of the University of Illinois.

Edward Sapir.


 


Ottawa, Ont[6].,

April 8, 1921[7].
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Speech is so familiar a feature of daily life that we rarely pause to define it[1q]. It seems as natural to man as walking, and only less so than breathing. Yet it needs but a moment’s reflection to convince us that this naturalness of speech is but an illusory feeling. The process of acquiring speech is, in sober fact, an utterly different sort of thing from the process of learning to walk. In the case of the latter function, culture, in other words, the traditional body of social usage, is not seriously brought into play. The child is individually equipped, by the complex set of factors that we term biological heredity, to make all the needed muscular and nervous adjustments that result in walking. Indeed, the very conformation of these muscles and of the appropriate parts of the nervous system may be said to be primarily adapted to the movements made in walking and in similar activities. In a very real sense the normal human being is predestined to walk, not because his elders will assist him to learn the art, but because his organism is prepared from birth, or even from the moment of conception, to take on all those expenditures  of nervous energy and all those muscular adaptations that result in walking. To put it concisely, walking is an inherent, biological function of man[2q].

Not so language. It is of course true that in a certain sense the individual is predestined to talk, but that is due entirely to the circumstance that he is born not merely in nature, but in the lap of a society that is certain, reasonably certain, to lead him to its traditions. Eliminate society and there is every reason to believe that he will learn to walk, if, indeed, he survives at all. But it is just as certain that he will never learn to talk, that is, to communicate ideas according to the traditional system of a particular society. Or, again, remove the new-born individual from the social environment into which he has come and transplant him to an utterly alien one. He will develop the art of walking in his new environment very much as he would have developed it in the old. But his speech will be completely at variance with the speech of his native environment. Walking, then, is a general human activity that varies only within circumscribed limits as we pass from individual to individual. Its variability is involuntary and purposeless. Speech is a human activity that varies without assignable limit as we pass from social group to social group, because it is a purely historical heritage of the group, the product of long-continued social usage. It varies as all creative effort varies—not as consciously, perhaps, but none the less as truly as do the religions, the beliefs, the customs, and the arts of different peoples. Walking is an organic, an instinctive, function (not, of course, itself an instinct); speech is a non-instinctive, acquired, “cultural” function[3q].

There is one fact that has frequently tended to prevent  the recognition of language as a merely conventional system of sound symbols, that has seduced the popular mind into attributing to it an instinctive basis that it does not really possess. This is the well-known observation that under the stress of emotion, say of a sudden twinge of pain or of unbridled joy, we do involuntarily give utterance to sounds that the hearer interprets as indicative of the emotion itself. But there is all the difference in the world between such involuntary expression of feeling and the normal type of communication of ideas that is speech. The former kind of utterance is indeed instinctive, but it is non-symbolic; in other words, the sound of pain or the sound of joy does not, as such, indicate the emotion, it does not stand aloof, as it were, and announce that such and such an emotion is being felt. What it does is to serve as a more or less automatic overflow of the emotional energy; in a sense, it is part and parcel of the emotion itself. Moreover, such instinctive cries hardly constitute communication in any strict sense. They are not addressed to any one, they are merely overheard, if heard at all, as the bark of a dog, the sound of approaching footsteps, or the rustling of the wind is heard. If they convey certain ideas to the hearer, it is only in the very general sense in which any and every sound or even any phenomenon in our environment may be said to convey an idea to the perceiving mind. If the involuntary cry of pain which is conventionally represented by “Oh!” be looked upon as a true speech symbol equivalent to some such idea as “I am in great pain,” it is just as allowable to interpret the appearance of clouds as an equivalent symbol that carries the definite message “It is likely to rain.” A definition of language, however, that is so  extended as to cover every type of inference becomes utterly meaningless.

The mistake must not be made of identifying our conventional interjections (our oh! and ah! and sh!) with the instinctive cries themselves. These interjections are merely conventional fixations of the natural sounds. They therefore differ widely in various languages in accordance with the specific phonetic genius of each of these. As such they may be considered an integral portion of speech, in the properly cultural sense of the term, being no more identical with the instinctive cries themselves than such words as “cuckoo” and “kill-deer” are identical with the cries of the birds they denote or than Rossini’s treatment of a storm in the overture to “William Tell” is in fact a storm. In other words, the interjections and sound-imitative words of normal speech are related to their natural prototypes as is art, a purely social or cultural thing, to nature. It may be objected that, though the interjections differ somewhat as we pass from language to language, they do nevertheless offer striking family resemblances and may therefore be looked upon as having grown up out of a common instinctive base. But their case is nowise different from that, say, of the varying national modes of pictorial representation. A Japanese picture of a hill both differs from and resembles a typical modern European painting of the same kind of hill. Both are suggested by and both “imitate” the same natural feature. Neither the one nor the other is the same thing as, or, in any intelligible sense, a direct outgrowth of, this natural feature. The two modes of representation are not identical because they proceed from differing historical traditions, are executed with differing pictorial techniques. The interjections of Japanese and  English are, just so, suggested by a common natural prototype, the instinctive cries, and are thus unavoidably suggestive of each other. They differ, now greatly, now but little, because they are builded out of historically diverse materials or techniques, the respective linguistic traditions, phonetic systems, speech habits of the two peoples. Yet the instinctive cries as such are practically identical for all humanity, just as the human skeleton or nervous system is to all intents and purposes a “fixed,” that is, an only slightly and “accidentally” variable, feature of man’s organism.

Interjections are among the least important of speech elements. Their discussion is valuable mainly because it can be shown that even they, avowedly the nearest of all language sounds to instinctive utterance, are only superficially of an instinctive nature. Were it therefore possible to demonstrate that the whole of language is traceable, in its ultimate historical and psychological foundations, to the interjections, it would still not follow that language is an instinctive activity. But, as a matter of fact, all attempts so to explain the origin of speech have been fruitless. There is no tangible evidence, historical or otherwise, tending to show that the mass of speech elements and speech processes has evolved out of the interjections. These are a very small and functionally insignificant proportion of the vocabulary of language; at no time and in no linguistic province that we have record of do we see a noticeable tendency towards their elaboration into the primary warp and woof of language. They are never more, at best, than a decorative edging to the ample, complex fabric.

What applies to the interjections applies with even greater force to the sound-imitative words. Such words as “whippoorwill,” “to mew,” “to caw” are in no sense  natural sounds that man has instinctively or automatically reproduced. They are just as truly creations of the human mind, flights of the human fancy, as anything else in language. They do not directly grow out of nature, they are suggested by it and play with it. Hence the onomatopoetic theory[10] of the origin of speech, the theory that would explain all speech as a gradual evolution from sounds of an imitative character, really brings us no nearer to the instinctive level than is language as we know it to-day. As to the theory itself, it is scarcely more credible than its interjectional counterpart. It is true that a number of words which we do not now feel to have a sound-imitative value can be shown to have once had a phonetic form that strongly suggests their origin as imitations of natural sounds. Such is the English word “to laugh.” For all that, it is quite impossible to show, nor does it seem intrinsically reasonable to suppose, that more than a negligible proportion of the elements of speech or anything at all of its formal apparatus is derivable from an onomatopoetic source. However much we may be disposed on general principles to assign a fundamental importance in the languages of primitive peoples to the imitation of natural sounds, the actual fact of the matter is that these languages show no particular preference for imitative words. Among the most primitive peoples of aboriginal America, the Athabaskan tribes of the Mackenzie River[8] speak languages in which such words seem to be nearly or entirely absent, while they are used freely enough in languages as sophisticated as English and German. Such an instance shows how little the essential nature of speech is concerned with the mere imitation of things.

The way is now cleared for a serviceable definition  of language. Language is a purely human and non-instinctive method of communicating ideas, emotions, and desires by means of a system of voluntarily produced symbols. These symbols are, in the first instance, auditory and they are produced by the so-called “organs of speech.” There is no discernible instinctive basis in human speech as such, however much instinctive expressions and the natural environment may serve as a stimulus for the development of certain elements of speech, however much instinctive tendencies, motor and other, may give a predetermined range or mold to linguistic expression. Such human or animal communication, if “communication” it may be called, as is brought about by involuntary, instinctive cries is not, in our sense, language at all.

I have just referred to the “organs of speech,” and it would seem at first blush that this is tantamount to an admission that speech itself is an instinctive, biologically predetermined activity. We must not be misled by the mere term. There are, properly speaking, no organs of speech; there are only organs that are incidentally useful in the production of speech sounds. The lungs, the larynx, the palate, the nose, the tongue, the teeth, and the lips, are all so utilized, but they are no more to be thought of as primary organs of speech than are the fingers to be considered as essentially organs of piano-playing or the knees as organs of prayer. Speech is not a simple activity that is carried on by one or more organs biologically adapted to the purpose. It is an extremely complex and ever-shifting network of adjustments—in the brain, in the nervous system, and in the articulating and auditory organs—tending towards the desired end of communication. The lungs developed, roughly speaking, in connection with the  necessary biological function known as breathing; the nose, as an organ of smell; the teeth, as organs useful in breaking up food before it was ready for digestion. If, then, these and other organs are being constantly utilized in speech, it is only because any organ, once existent and in so far as it is subject to voluntary control, can be utilized by man for secondary purposes. Physiologically, speech is an overlaid function, or, to be more precise, a group of overlaid functions[5q]. It gets what service it can out of organs and functions, nervous and muscular, that have come into being and are maintained for very different ends than its own.

It is true that physiological psychologists speak of the localization of speech in the brain. This can only mean that the sounds of speech are localized in the auditory tract of the brain, or in some circumscribed portion of it, precisely as other classes of sounds are localized; and that the motor processes involved in speech (such as the movements of the glottal cords in the larynx, the movements of the tongue required to pronounce the vowels, lip movements required to articulate certain consonants, and numerous others) are localized in the motor tract precisely as are all other impulses to special motor activities. In the same way control is lodged in the visual tract of the brain over all those processes of visual recognition involved in reading. Naturally the particular points or clusters of points of localization in the several tracts that refer to any element of language are connected in the brain by paths
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