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    A human voice can turn fleeting breath into a shared world of memory, custom, and thought. Edward Sapir’s Language: An Introduction to the Study of Speech begins from this astonishing fact and treats speech not as a minor technical subject but as a defining human achievement. First published in 1921, the book offers an accessible, ambitious account of language as a patterned means by which people communicate and organize experience. Its subject is universal, yet its argument resists easy assumptions about what language is, where it comes from, and how it relates to the societies in which it is spoken.

Sapir was an American linguist and anthropologist whose work helped establish the study of language as a central concern of modern anthropology. Writing in the early twentieth century, he addressed readers at a moment when linguistics was developing more rigorous methods for comparing languages and describing their structures. Language reflects that scholarly transformation, but it is not confined to specialists. Sapir writes for the intellectually curious reader, joining technical clarity to an unusually graceful and forceful prose style. The result is a work that introduces linguistic questions while continually enlarging their cultural and philosophical significance.

The book’s classic status rests partly on its breadth. Rather than reducing speech to vocabulary lists, grammar rules, or a simple instrument for naming objects, Sapir presents language as a complex human system. He considers sound, form, meaning, historical change, and the relation between language and culture. These concerns give the work a scope that remains impressive more than a century after publication. Readers encounter not merely an introduction to a discipline, but a sustained invitation to notice the intricate order that underlies ordinary acts of speaking and listening.

Its literary impact follows from that combination of intellectual range and expressive precision. Sapir’s prose made difficult questions about language available to readers beyond the emerging professional field of linguistics. His examples and arguments demonstrate that language can be discussed with scientific seriousness without becoming remote from daily life. For later writers on linguistics, anthropology, communication, and culture, the book has remained a model of lucid exposition. It helped make the study of speech legible as a subject with consequences for broader discussions of human life, social difference, and knowledge.

At the center of Sapir’s approach is the premise that language is a learned, socially shared system of symbols rather than a mere collection of natural cries or individual habits. Speech is therefore both deeply human and irreducibly collective: it is acquired within communities, shaped by convention, and maintained through use. This premise allows Sapir to distinguish language from writing, gesture, and other forms of expression while still acknowledging the many ways human beings communicate. The distinction gives the book its conceptual focus and supports its larger inquiry into the organization of linguistic systems.

Sapir also insists on the importance of studying languages on their own terms. This commitment carries particular weight in a period when many discussions of language ranked peoples and cultures according to narrow standards of supposed development. Language instead directs attention to the internal structure and expressive resources of diverse languages. Its perspective helped strengthen the case for careful description rather than casual judgment. In doing so, the book contributed to an enduring scholarly ethic: languages should be analyzed as coherent systems, not measured against an assumed single norm.

The historical setting of the book is essential to its achievement. Published in 1921, it belongs to an era in which comparative linguistics, anthropology, psychology, and the study of cultural history were actively redefining their methods and boundaries. Sapir draws on the concerns of that period while avoiding a purely historical account. He asks how languages change over time, but he also examines how they function at any given moment. This balance between history and structure gives the work a durable usefulness for readers approaching language from several directions.

One reason the book continues to reward rereading is that it treats grammar as evidence of human ingenuity rather than as a burden imposed by schoolroom correction. The patterns of sounds and forms that speakers command often operate below conscious awareness, yet they permit extraordinary flexibility and precision. Sapir makes this hidden organization visible. His account encourages readers to move beyond the familiar prestige attached to certain written standards and to recognize the systematic character of speech itself. Such attention remains foundational to the modern study of language.

Language and culture form another major thread of the book. Sapir explores their close relation without simply treating one as a mechanical product of the other. Language is embedded in social life, transmitted among people, and shaped by historical circumstance; at the same time, it has patterns and developments that require focused linguistic analysis. This careful framing has made the work important to later discussions of how communities express, preserve, and interpret experience. It also explains why the book reaches beyond linguistics into anthropology and the humanities.

The book’s influence is especially evident in the questions it helped keep open. How does a language arrange meaning? What does it mean to say that speech is social? How should scholars compare languages without treating difference as deficiency? And what can linguistic change reveal about the past? Later writers and researchers have developed these questions through new evidence and methods, but Sapir’s formulation of them remains consequential. His work endures not because it supplies a final answer to every problem, but because it identifies problems of lasting depth and consequence.

For contemporary readers, these themes have acquired renewed urgency. Public debates about multilingualism, language education, endangered languages, translation, digital communication, and linguistic prejudice all depend, in different ways, on assumptions about what language is and whom it belongs to. Sapir’s attention to linguistic diversity and to the social life of speech offers a disciplined alternative to simplistic claims about correctness, superiority, or cultural uniformity. Reading Language today can sharpen awareness of the structures that shape communication while preserving a sense of the variety of human expression.

Language remains compelling because it joins a foundational scholarly subject to a question every reader already inhabits: how speech makes common life possible. Sapir’s early-twentieth-century account retains its appeal through the elegance of its argument, the range of its concerns, and its respect for linguistic diversity. As an introduction, it opens a field; as a classic, it continues to challenge inherited assumptions about speech, culture, and human capacity. Its lasting relevance lies in its ability to make the everyday act of using words appear newly complex, consequential, and worthy of sustained attention.
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    Published in 1921, Edward Sapir’s Language: An Introduction to the Study of Speech presents language as a central subject for understanding human life rather than as a mere collection of words or a practical instrument of communication. Sapir begins by distinguishing human speech from instinctive animal signaling and from other cultural activities. He treats language as a learned, socially transmitted system of meaningful symbols through which people express ideas, emotions, and desires. This opening establishes the book’s broad concern: how an apparently ordinary human capacity possesses its own structure, history, and relation to culture, while resisting simple explanations based on biology, race, or material civilization.

Sapir next turns from the general nature of language to the components of speech. He explains that speech is not an undivided flow but can be analyzed into meaningful units and sound patterns. Words, roots, affixes, and other elements function within organized systems, and their value depends on relations within a language rather than on isolated physical forms. The discussion emphasizes that speakers ordinarily use these systems without conscious technical knowledge, yet their speech displays regularity and complexity. By separating linguistic analysis from casual assumptions about spelling, vocabulary, or apparent logical order, Sapir prepares readers to examine language as a structured object of study.

In his treatment of speech sounds, Sapir surveys the physical production and classification of sounds while stressing that phonetic possibilities exceed the sound systems used by any one language. Languages select, combine, and distinguish sounds in different ways, so the same audible feature may matter greatly in one system and little in another. He also addresses the importance of sound patterns, including the ways sounds occur in sequence and are perceived by speakers. The chapter makes phonetics foundational but not sufficient: the study of language must account not only for articulatory facts, but also for the organization and function of sounds in meaningful speech.

The book then examines grammatical form, asking how languages build and relate words. Sapir describes processes such as affixation, internal modification, reduplication, and changes in word order, showing that grammatical expression can take markedly different forms. He distinguishes the formal devices of grammar from the ideas or relations they convey. This distinction permits him to compare languages without measuring them against the categories familiar from English or classical languages. Grammar emerges as a disciplined organization of expression, not an optional embellishment added to a stock of names. Even where a language appears simple on the surface, its structural principles may be elaborate and precise.

Developing this analysis, Sapir considers grammatical concepts and the differing ways languages classify experience. Categories involving such matters as number, person, time, relation, and location need not be distributed alike across languages, nor must all languages make the same distinctions obligatory. He argues that linguistic form channels expression through habitual patterns, while avoiding the claim that grammar simply mirrors an independently fixed logic. His account draws attention to the difference between universal capacities for thought and the particular systems through which communities give recurrent expression to thought. The resulting comparison challenges hierarchical judgments that label some languages inherently primitive, deficient, or incapable of abstraction.

Sapir’s discussion of linguistic types organizes languages according to broad structural tendencies, including isolating, agglutinative, fusional, and incorporating patterns. These labels describe recurring methods of combining meaningful elements and expressing grammatical relationships; they are not intended as rankings of cultural achievement. He notes that actual languages may combine tendencies and may change their type over time. The classification therefore serves as a comparative tool rather than a rigid set of boxes. By focusing on internal form, Sapir shows how languages can differ profoundly in their organization while remaining equally capable of serving the full communicative and expressive needs of their speakers.

The middle portion of the book treats language as a historical product. Sapir describes linguistic drift as the persistent movement of a language along characteristic lines of change, even though individual speakers do not consciously direct that movement. He then considers phonetic law, the regularity with which sound changes may affect related words under comparable conditions, and analogical change, through which patterns within a language can reshape forms. These processes explain why languages preserve traces of earlier stages while continually altering their systems. Historical linguistics, in Sapir’s presentation, depends on disciplined comparison and attention to regular correspondences rather than on superficial resemblances between words.

Sapir also examines contact among languages, recognizing borrowing as an important source of linguistic change while distinguishing borrowed material from deeper structural developments. He cautions against equating language with race, arguing that linguistic affiliation, physical ancestry, and cultural identity do not necessarily coincide. His treatment of language and culture similarly rejects simple one-to-one correspondence. Language participates intimately in social life and helps sustain cultural patterns, but it cannot be reduced to a direct record of a people’s biological origin or every feature of its civilization. These chapters place linguistic history within wider questions of migration, contact, social transmission, and cultural interpretation.

In its closing movement, the book considers language in relation to literature and artistic expression. Sapir emphasizes that literary effects are inseparable in part from the particular resources, habits, and associations of a language, making translation both necessary and limited as a cultural practice. The book’s larger significance lies in its insistence that language deserves study on its own terms: as patterned sound, grammatical form, historical process, and cultural medium. Without treating languages as fixed or unequal, Sapir offers readers a framework for recognizing their diversity, complexity, and enduring importance to the study of human societies.
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    Edward Sapir’s Language: An Introduction to the Study of Speech appeared in 1921, in a North American intellectual world shaped by universities, museums, government surveys, and expanding systems of public education. Published in New York by Harcourt, Brace and Company, the book was written while Sapir was associated with the Geological Survey of Canada in Ottawa, where he directed its anthropological division. Its setting was therefore not merely literary or philosophical. It emerged from institutions collecting linguistic and ethnographic information at a time when professional anthropology and linguistics were becoming more specialized disciplines. Sapir presented language as a central human institution, worthy of systematic study rather than casual observation.

Sapir’s own life connected the book to the transatlantic migrations of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. He was born in 1884 in Lauenburg, Pomerania, then part of Germany, and emigrated with his family to the United States in 1889. Raised in New York City, he entered Columbia University, receiving his bachelor’s degree in 1904 and his doctorate in 1909. His movement from Europe to the United States formed part of a broader period of mass immigration that transformed American cities, workplaces, schools, and political debate. Language was consequently an everyday public issue: immigrant languages persisted alongside strong pressures for English-language assimilation.

Columbia University was especially important to Sapir’s formation because it was a leading center of the anthropology associated with Franz Boas. Boas challenged influential racial theories that treated human cultures as products of fixed biological hierarchies. His students, including Sapir, pursued detailed studies of particular languages and communities rather than arranging peoples along an assumed ladder from “primitive” to “civilized.” Language reflects this scholarly orientation. It insists that all languages are organized systems and rejects the idea that some are inherently crude or deficient. The book thus belongs to a major early twentieth-century challenge to racialized accounts of human difference.

Sapir’s early research also linked him to Indigenous communities whose languages were being studied amid intense colonial pressure. He conducted fieldwork on Takelma in Oregon and later worked extensively on several Indigenous languages of North America, including Nuu-chah-nulth, then commonly called Nootka, and Southern Paiute. These investigations took place when U.S. and Canadian governments pursued policies intended to assimilate Indigenous peoples, including schooling that often suppressed Indigenous languages. Language does not offer a detailed political history of those policies, but its serious attention to Indigenous linguistic complexity stands against contemporary assumptions that such languages lacked intellectual or grammatical richness.

The Canadian state was a direct institutional context for Sapir’s work from 1910 to 1925. He worked for the Geological Survey of Canada, whose mandate included an anthropological division that documented peoples, material culture, and languages. Government-sponsored research could preserve valuable records, yet it operated within a settler colonial order that exercised authority over Indigenous territories and communities. Sapir’s book was not a manifesto against that order. Still, by treating Native American languages as indispensable evidence for general linguistic theory, it challenged the marginal place to which colonial society often assigned them. Their structures were not curiosities but central data for understanding human speech.

The book also reflects the professional separation of linguistics from older traditions of grammar and philology. Nineteenth-century comparative philology had achieved major results by tracing historical relationships among Indo-European languages, often through written texts. Sapir retained the importance of historical change and linguistic classification, but he enlarged the field’s scope. He discussed spoken language, sound systems, grammatical patterns, meaning, and the diversity of languages without restricting inquiry to classical or European traditions. This expansion was enabled by anthropology’s growing use of firsthand fieldwork and by the recognition that unwritten languages could be examined with the same analytical rigor as languages with long literary records.

The First World War formed the immediate background to Language. The war, fought from 1914 to 1918, intensified nationalism and made language a charged sign of national belonging in Europe and North America. In the United States, anti-German sentiment and wartime restrictions affected the public use and teaching of German; after the war, debates over immigration and “Americanization” continued. Sapir’s account does not center on wartime politics, but it resists any simple equation of language with race or nation. He describes languages as historically changing social systems, not as permanent biological possessions of supposedly homogeneous peoples.

Postwar North America also saw restrictive immigration politics. The U.S. Emergency Quota Act of 1921, enacted in the same year as Sapir’s book, limited immigration through national-origin quotas, and the Immigration Act of 1924 imposed a more restrictive quota system. Such measures drew upon arguments about national origin, assimilation, and cultural fitness. Language offers no direct commentary on these laws, but its analysis weakens the intellectual habits behind linguistic prejudice. Sapir emphasized that linguistic differences do not establish differences in mental capacity, and he treated linguistic diversity as a normal outcome of history rather than evidence of social inferiority.

A central claim of Language is that speech is a human, social, and cultural phenomenon. Sapir distinguished language from mere instinctive vocal behavior and explained it as a learned system transmitted within groups. This argument mattered in an era when racial heredity was frequently invoked to explain culture, intelligence, and social position. Without denying that human beings have biological capacities for speech, Sapir refused to reduce particular languages to racial traits. His position was consistent with the Boasian critique of biological determinism: languages are acquired through social life, change through historical contact and internal development, and cannot be ranked as expressions of superior or inferior peoples.

Sapir’s discussion of grammatical form further opposed popular assumptions that European languages supplied the universal model of reason. He examined how languages may organize words, relations, and meanings in markedly different ways. Rather than treating unfamiliar structures as failed versions of Latin, English, or French grammar, he presented them as coherent systems with their own patterns. This was especially significant when school grammar and much public discourse still privileged classical and major European languages. The book’s comparative method made linguistic diversity intellectually productive. It encouraged readers to see unfamiliar forms not as disorder, but as evidence of the range of possible human analyses of experience.

The work was written during a period of rapid urban, industrial, and technological change. Telephones, telegraphs, mass-circulation newspapers, rail travel, phonograph records, and motion pictures expanded the speed and reach of communication in North America. Standardized national languages gained new influence through schools, government, commercial publishing, and mass media, even as cities remained multilingual through migration. Sapir’s focus on speech rather than writing was therefore notable. He reminded readers that language is fundamentally spoken and that writing is a secondary symbolic technique. The distinction qualified the tendency of literate institutions to judge languages chiefly by whether they possessed prestigious written traditions.

Educational systems were another important context. Compulsory schooling expanded in the United States and Canada during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, often making a dominant national language central to civic instruction and employment. English-language education was commonly presented as a route to social mobility for immigrants, while it could also become an instrument of cultural pressure against Indigenous and minority-language communities. Sapir did not frame Language as an educational policy text. Yet his explanation of language learning, dialect variation, and historical change complicates the belief that one standardized form of speech exhausts linguistic value. It supplies a scholarly basis for recognizing variation without confusing it with incapacity.

Sapir also addressed language change, borrowing, and dialect differentiation at a time when public discussion often imagined national languages as stable inheritances. Industrialization, migration, colonial expansion, and international trade brought speakers into sustained contact, making linguistic borrowing a familiar social reality. The book explains that languages continually change and influence one another, while retaining patterned structures. This approach undermines purist claims that contact necessarily corrupts a language. It also offers a historical perspective on the mixed linguistic environments of modern cities, borderlands, and colonial settings. For Sapir, change was not a sign of decline but an ordinary condition of linguistic life.

The book’s treatment of language and culture requires careful reading because Sapir did not claim that language mechanically determines what people can think. He argued that linguistic patterns and cultural habits are closely related, and that language can guide habitual ways of interpreting experience. At the same time, he warned against treating linguistic forms as direct proofs of a people’s character or level of civilization. This distinction was consequential in an age when anthropologists, educators, and political writers often made broad judgments about groups from linguistic or cultural differences. Sapir’s framework made language historically meaningful without turning it into a racial or national destiny.

Language was accessible in style compared with many technical studies, helping to introduce general readers and students to modern linguistic ideas. Sapir combined examples from English and other familiar European languages with evidence from a wider range of languages, particularly those of North America. This pedagogical choice reflected the growth of the social sciences in universities and the demand for introductory works that could define emerging fields. Yet the book did not simplify diversity into a catalogue of exotic examples. Its comparative material was intended to show that general claims about speech must be tested against many linguistic systems, not inferred from English alone.

Sapir’s career continued after the book’s publication. He left the Geological Survey of Canada in 1925 for the University of Chicago and later taught at Yale University from 1931 until his death in 1939. His later work influenced anthropology and linguistics, including debates about the relation between language, culture, and thought. Language nevertheless remains especially tied to the formative period of American linguistic anthropology. It consolidated approaches developed through Boasian fieldwork, comparative analysis, and resistance to racial ranking. Its historical significance lies not only in individual theories, but also in its effort to establish language as a disciplined object of inquiry across cultures.

Viewed in its 1921 context, Language functions both as a mirror and a critique of its era. It mirrors a period in which states, schools, museums, and universities sought to classify populations and standardize knowledge, while migration, colonialism, and new communication technologies made linguistic difference highly visible. It also critiques dominant assumptions by denying that languages can be ranked according to racial worth, literary prestige, or proximity to European grammar. Sapir did not resolve the political inequalities surrounding the communities whose languages he studied. But his account supplied a powerful intellectual alternative: every language is a complex historical system, and linguistic diversity is a fundamental fact of human social life.
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    Edward Sapir (1884–1939) was an American linguist and anthropologist whose work helped establish modern linguistic anthropology in the United States. Born in Lauenburg, Prussia, he immigrated to the United States as a child and spent his professional life studying language, culture, and Indigenous languages of North America. Sapir combined detailed field-based linguistic description with broad questions about how languages change, how they are classified, and how they relate to social life. His writings remain important to linguistics, anthropology, sociology, and the history of ideas, especially for their insistence that every language merits careful, rigorous study.

Sapir studied at Columbia University, receiving a bachelor’s degree in 1904, a master’s degree in 1905, and a doctorate in 1909. At Columbia he worked closely with Franz Boas, a central figure in American anthropology and a major influence on Sapir’s approach to Indigenous languages and cultures. Boas encouraged close attention to particular languages and communities rather than broad evolutionary assumptions about cultural development. Sapir’s doctoral research concerned the Takelma language of Oregon. His early training joined philological methods with ethnographic inquiry, helping form the comparative and descriptive approach that characterized much of his later career.

From the beginning of his career, Sapir conducted and directed research on numerous Indigenous languages, including Takelma, Yana, Nootka, Southern Paiute, and Navajo. He worked for the Bureau of American Ethnology in the early twentieth century and later led anthropological work for the Geological Survey of Canada, where he was based in Ottawa and Victoria. His research produced grammars, texts, vocabularies, and comparative studies at a time when many scholars considered documentation urgent because of colonial disruption and language shift. Sapir treated linguistic materials not merely as data but as evidence of sophisticated historical, cultural, and intellectual traditions.

Sapir’s scholarly publications ranged from technical descriptions to influential general works. His 1921 book Language: An Introduction to the Study of Speech became one of the best-known introductions to linguistics in English. Written for a broad audience, it presented language as a structured, historically changing human activity rather than a simple inventory of words. Other major publications included Time Perspective in Aboriginal American Culture (1916), Southern Paiute, a Shoshonean Language (1930), and Navajo Texts (1939). His work also included studies of sound change, grammatical structure, language classification, and the relation between language and culture.

In 1925 Sapir joined the University of Chicago, where he helped develop linguistic study within anthropology and taught students who would become important researchers. In 1931 he moved to Yale University, continuing work on linguistics, anthropology, and Native American language documentation. He was associated with an expanding circle of scholars interested in language as both a formal system and a social practice. Sapir’s teaching emphasized analytic precision, broad comparative knowledge, and direct engagement with linguistic evidence. His intellectual influence extended through his students and colleagues as well as through his published research.

Sapir is often linked to discussions of linguistic relativity, the view that the categories and habitual patterns of a language may shape aspects of thought and experience. His writings argued that language and culture are deeply interconnected, but they did not present language as an absolute prison of thought. Later discussions frequently joined his name with that of Benjamin Lee Whorf, producing the label “Sapir–Whorf hypothesis.” That label can obscure differences between their work and simplify Sapir’s more nuanced arguments. His lasting contribution was to make questions about language, social meaning, and human perception central to anthropological and linguistic inquiry.

Sapir died in New Haven, Connecticut, in 1939, at the age of fifty-five. Although his career was comparatively short, his scholarship shaped several fields: descriptive linguistics, linguistic anthropology, historical linguistics, sociolinguistics, and the study of language and culture. His documentation of Indigenous languages remains valuable both as scholarship and as a record of linguistic traditions. Language continues to be widely read, while his specialized studies remain central to the history of North American linguistics. Contemporary interest in language diversity, revitalization, cultural interpretation, and linguistic relativity ensures that Sapir’s questions and methods remain relevant.
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This little book aims to give a certain perspective on the subject of language[1q] 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 and R. H. Lowie[2] of the University of California, Prof. W. D. Wallis of Reed College, and Prof. J. Zeitlin of the University of Illinois.

Edward Sapir.


 


Ottawa, Ont.,

April 8, 1921.
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Speech is so familiar a feature of daily life that we rarely pause to define it[2q]. 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.

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[3q], 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[4q].

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 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[4] 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. 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
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