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To my father, Wayne Greene




Foreword
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by John McWhorter

When I was eight years old, my family, as most from Philadelphia will on occasion, took a day trip to New York City. We visited, as most families on such trips will at least once, the Empire State Building.

From that afternoon almost forty years ago, I retain only a vague recollection of what Connecticut looked like from the 101st-floor observatory (it was indeed the kind of clear day that allowed one that classic vista). To me, the highlight of the day, still sitting among assorted memorabilia in a box in my study closet, was the brochure for the tour. More specifically, the versions of the brochure in five languages other than English!

To me, the fact that there were ways of speaking other than English had been mesmerizing since I had first realized it a few years earlier. That sense of wonder never left me for some reason. That by my late twenties I was on a linguistics faculty and devoting a career to studying languages was not as much of a happenstance as it felt at the time.

Perhaps that sense of happenstance was due in part to the fact that being a linguist requires grappling ceaselessly with a dissonance between how you see language and how almost everyone around you does beyond the hallway where you work. You feel, in trying to discuss your career, vaguely unmoored, “different.”

The astrophysicist understands the composition and movements of heavenly bodies with a degree of detail unattainable by most. However, all readily understand in a basic sense why those heavenly bodies would interest him, and quite a few even share the interest from a fellow-traveler planetarium-style perspective. The architect wants to create buildings; we know she does and understand why. The mechanic fixes our cars, and we’re glad. There is no disjunction between the mechanic’s sense of mission and our sense of it.

Things are different for the linguist. Linguists marvel at the basic fact that human speech is complex, in a fashion that combines the sprawling with the elegant. The linguist seeks to identify the system amid what seems to be chaos. The fundamental sentiment is one of wonder.

And of a global variety. The marvels are not only German and Russian, but the Hausa of Nigeria or the virtually unknown language of the Amazonian tribe. Seeing Myanmar cut off from outsiders indefinitely, we sometimes think of the fascinating linguistic richnesses that remain to be discovered there in some distant day.

Yet as time passes, the linguist finds that to most of the general public, language comes down less to wonder than to a rather censorious bifurcated sentiment—namely, that the vast majority of the world’s humans either speak something primitive or speak something badly.

Few would put it that way, of course. Rather, it “falls out of,” to put it in the terms of the scientist, their basic assumptions.

For example, the common idea is that a language is not “real” unless it is written. Language, under this view, is letters, not sounds. An unwritten language is “undeveloped,” typically ranked as such even by its speakers.

However, given that there are about six thousand languages and only a few hundred at most are written in any serious way, the common consensus is that all but a few of the languages spoken by humans are larval. Primitive.

Primitive like, say, the tiny language of Papua, Berik, in which you have to pack onto a verb not only a person marker like English’s s but another one specifying what time of day the action happened, whether it involved a small or big thing, and whether that thing wound up up high or down low.

Or primitive like the language of the Caucasus Mountains, Kabardian, where the whole sentence “He gave it to me” is one word, with each piece of meaning composed of one syllable or even sound, pronounced roughly “Kuh-s-a-y-uh-tuh-agh-s.” Now, that’s “primitive.” And then, when you put them all together and say the word, it actually comes out as just “Kih-ZEE-tas”—even when you say it slowly! It all happens because of the same kinds of regular processes that make us say “leaves” instead of “leafs,” all and many more of which you have to learn if you want to speak Kabardian.

Linguists have found, in fact, no “primitive” language. By and large, unwritten languages are likely to be more complicated than English. Writing is ultimately just scratches on paper, a useful but flawed approximation of the sound of language. And sound, after all, is what language was from the dawn of modern humanity 80,000 years ago or before until just 5,500 years ago, when writing first emerged.

We perhaps find it easy to understand the folly of equating writing with linguistic “reality” from the common Chinese perception that Mandarin, Cantonese, and other varieties are “dialects” of “the same language” because they are all written with the same Chinese characters. Clearly, we think, even if all of the Chineses use a character [image: ] for I, if Mandarin’s rendition of the word is wo, Cantonese’s is ngóh, Taiwanese’s góa, Shanghainese’s ngú, Hakka’s ngái, and Gan’s ă, these are no more dialects of one language than French, Spanish, and Italian are. The writing is something quite different from the languages.

Yet in the same way, the idea is equally contingent that even a single language “is” the way that it happens to be written and that a language unwritten is therefore less of a language than one that is. Berik has barely ever been written, yet it most certainly “is,” with a complexity that, if anything, makes it appear in closer touch with “reality” than English. The sense of writing as what language really consists of is a modern twist of mind, like the sense that conventional travel occurs at the rate of at least sixty miles per hour.

Then there is the idea that as far as one’s own “developed” language is concerned, you would never know it was developed from the way most people actually speak it. Linguists are familiar with the fact that after giving a presentation, they find that the audience’s most urgent questions are about the fact that so many people speak incorrectly.

Lynne Truss’s Eats, Shoots & Leaves, decrying the untutored usage of language, was a massive bestseller in mining this vein, to the dismay of Lane Greene in this book. Truss’s publisher is also my own, and I highly suspect that they wish I would come up with a book that would stir up the same brand of indignation!

But I just can’t, because the things that seemed like mistakes in earlier stages of English are precisely what are today considered proper grammar. One can only imagine how Old English speakers felt hearing people letting go of the language’s Latin-style case endings. Certainly they felt as Cicero did hearing the same thing happening to Latin itself, as Lane also recounts. Yet what happened to Old English was that it became what I am writing in, and what happened to Latin was that it became the language of The Divine Comedy.

Yet the idea that the casual speech of most people is faulty dies so hard that I have seen immigrants to America accept that the argument is invalid about English but then insist that in their home countries the way people talk in this region or that one “really is terrible—they don’t speak their own language.” It would seem that especially once the frozen standards of writing are introduced, it is human to think of language as something uniquely susceptible to shirking and flouting, like posture, payment of taxes, and telling the truth.

Lane Greene’s flinty, fact-packed funhouse of a book truly gets across the peculiarity of this way of thinking about language, why linguists do not share it, and what the advantages are of letting it go. Lane goes about the task in the only way that can really work—by romping through a wide variety of the world’s languages and their histories. In the end we can see that the legions of people assessing whether languages’ development is “good” or not have been but bystanders at a gorgeous parade whose magnificence has always been clear to anyone not trained to look past it. In that light, Lane’s book will increase the ranks of the felicitously untrained.

We learn that language is interesting not only in the notoriously writerly regions of Europe, the Middle East, and perhaps China and Japan, with a nod to the Rig Veda, some “writing systems” used elsewhere in South Asia, and the hieroglyphics of ancient Egypt and the Mayans, but the world over. Lane shows us that the languages of the world are actually a smudge of dialects bleeding into and out of one another across the globe. The true stories of how French became French and Serbo-Croatian became (or didn’t become) Serbo-Croatian show how standard languages are just dialects out of many that happened to be singled out as lingua francas amidst the coalescence of nation-states.

There are actually signs that America’s sense of the wonder of language as a worldwide phenomenon is opening up. Students study Arabic, Chinese, Russian, and Japanese to an extent unthinkable when those Empire State Building brochures were printed. Of those four languages, for example, only Chinese got a brochure at the time. Also, the Immigration Act of 1965 was only eight years old. Since then, massive numbers of immigrants and their children have become a part of the American fabric. It is ever clearer, such as in urban school districts where children speak dozens of different languages at home, that “language” is more than the few behemoths that Berlitz published its classic hardback self-teachers for in the old days.

As it happens, Lane and I have of late shared in an experience that neatly encapsulates both the delightful difficulty of even lesser-known languages and the loose connection between writing and a language’s essence. Both Lane and my sister happen to have married Danes. Both Lane and I have enjoyed grappling with a language where the word for “better” is spelled bedre, but is actually pronounced something like “bihlthruh” and requires several dozen repetitions to even approximate closely enough for a Dane to sweetly pretend you’re close. And that’s just one word.

This language, spoken by fewer people than live in New York City, is murderously difficult to pronounce—and its spelling system seems designed for another language (and basically was). Lane has gotten further with it than I ever will, but for both of us it has been a lesson in what languages really are—even when spoken by few, and with its written form, like English’s, more an irritation than a badge of maturity.

This book is a perfect introduction to seeing language plain. Ironically, this is so very much more gratifying—you’ll see—than the conception of language as a grab bag of also-rans and bad habits.

JOHN MCWHORTER, a columnist for The New Republic and contributing editor of City Journal, earned his Ph.D. in linguistics from Stanford University in 1993. He currently teaches linguistics at Columbia University, specializing in language change and language contact. He is the author of the New York Times bestseller Losing the Race: Self-Sabotage in Black America.


PREFACE
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My two language teachers taught me different things. My grandfather Robert Wilson Lane was a colonel in the army, a fact you never forgot. Years after he retired, he still answered his telephone with a stern “Colonel Lane.” I worshiped him, having fingered his uniforms hanging in the hall closet, and considered a career in the military to make myself more like him. My mom and dad would stash my brother and me in San Antonio, where my grandparents had retired, for a few weeks every summer, and it was there that my first thoughts about language were formed.

Grandpa was endless entertainment. He knew French and German and delighted in trotting those languages out to no end but enjoyment. He taught me that Hottentotenpotentatenmuttermörderattentatsverrater meant, in German, “the betrayer of the murderer of the mother of the king of the Hottentots.” I thought it pretty amazing that Germans had come up with such a word. (Never did it occur to me that they hadn’t, and that this was a party trick of English-speakers charmed with the Germans’ habit of concatenating words to make compounds.)

He also taught us hundred-dollar words as playthings: Why say “a little” when you could say “a paucity”? Why say “a lot” when “a plethora” was so much fun? One of our summer games involved him instructing me and my brother, Hank, to “mosey,” “sidle,” “amble,” “strut,” and “skulk” across the room—forcing us to put physical sensations to those words we’d only read. How did it actually feel to sidle? Do you do it sideways?

But Grandpa’s real legacy with me was a strong dose of what I will call in this book “sticklerism.” “Hank and me are going to the mall,” I’d say, heading out. “Who’s going to the mall?” would come the thundering reply. “Hank and I are going to the mall.” Only then could we go.

So from my first days of thinking of it, I had internalized the stickler’s code: big words are better than plain ones and grammatical mistakes are shoddy habits, like leaving the bathroom light on.

But I also grew up closer to a very different English. My father, Wayne Greene, grew up in Macon, Georgia. He dropped out of high school and ran with the wrong boys, and everyone knew that he would turn out no good. Surprising everyone, he would instead join the navy, learn a trade as an electrician, and go back to finish a GED and then college. He spent his career at General Electric as a successful salesman and was proud of bringing up his boys in a middle-class comfort he hadn’t known.

But while you can take the boy out of the country, you can’t take the country out of the boy. Dad was Macon, distilled. I never realized how southern his English was until I was far from home. At graduate school in Oxford, when a friend from New Zealand visited my place, I pressed “Play” on my answering machine, responding to a blinking light. To my surprise I heard “Boy, what the hell you doin’? This is your Dad, callin’ to check up on you, but you probably out in one a’ them bars …” I explained sheepishly to my friend that he didn’t always talk that way. The next day, I called my mom. “Mom, has Dad’s accent gotten a lot stronger?” I was sure it had, but she said calmly, “No, I don’t think so.”

Dad was, to put it mildly, no linguist. Besides his southern diction, unfamiliar words and names utterly flummoxed him, even if they were fairly straightforward. He couldn’t pronounce the names of the players for the Atlanta sports teams we caught up on over the phone. Jon Koncak, the gangly center for the Hawks, became “Konchak” in his mouth, even though “Kon-cak” is hardly difficult to say. Once he talked up a middle-infield prospect the Braves were hopeful about: “Wilfredo Benitez.” Only knowing the Braves’ farm prospects did I guess that he meant our Dominican shortstop, Wilson Betemit.

Thousands of miles from Georgia, beginning that night in England, my dad became a foreign-language speaker to me—and I was utterly charmed by it. I had found the foreigner in myself; like so many Italian Americans, Irish Americans and so on, in my early adulthood I had uncovered an exotic background that I would cling to like a favorite shirt, one that everyone else thought was a bit silly or dingy. To me, my half-southernness all of a sudden meant the world. I probably started sounding a little bit more southern then, in Oxford of all places, trying on a heritage I had only just decided to love.

But he was proud that I had learned several languages in college. Introducing me to a German customer of his, he would say, “Now, y’all speak German,” and the red-faced, fluently English-speaking customer and I would sheepishly talk in German while Dad looked on. By that point he had accepted that I wouldn’t join the navy, and would find my way in civilian clothes instead. If I hadn’t quite turned out like him, I had become something he could tell friends about, anyway.

Languages became something of a calling card of mine. Someone would say “Lane speaks like nine languages,” and someone else would say, “Really, which ones?” I’d start to explain with the outward sheepishness and inner pride of the nerd.

I started with Spanish, in high school. Unlike for most kids at fourteen, it was a joy from the start, like cracking a code, English put through a funky processor. I went on to German in college and spent my junior year in Hamburg. Every other free elective I had in college I plowed into language classes, working up decent French and basic Russian. Later I began learning Arabic, shortly after September 11, 2001. It seemed like a good idea at the time. By then, I’d been hired as a Web editor at The Economist. Arabic, I hoped, might give me a jump ahead in foreign-affairs journalism. Over several years, I’ve learned to read a newspaper and to chat in colloquial spoken Arabic, but this, the hardest language I’ve studied, is a work in progress.

Finally, I met a six-foot blonde with a smile as wide as the sky at another linguistically significant Fourth of July, in 2005. My wife, Eva, is Danish, and I have spent the last few years working on that language while I also learn Arabic. Danish takes a backseat to the more professionally useful Semitic language, and my wife’s English would be the envy of most Americans, so there’s little incentive to learn it. Besides, Danish is a beast to pronounce. But when my wife leaves me alone in Copenhagen, I realize that I know more than I think and can get through half an hour of conversation without struggling too badly. It’s not Kierkegaard, but it works.

What made me want to write this book, though, was not all the languages I know. It was all those I don’t. My experiences trying to speak new languages and often failing made me realize what an amazing faculty the average human child has for learning language. (Nothing humbles you like an eight-year-old in another country treating you like an idiot for your broken language.) My son is nine at this writing, and his linguistic ability is through the roof—not just for a nine-year-old but compared to the many intelligent immigrant adults who struggle with English in America. Most people, especially the “sticklers” I poke gentle fun at in this book, see linguistic incompetence everywhere. I see what seems like a never-ending miracle.

Like most people, I was first educated to think that “real” language was a codified, formal thing that educated people got right and most people got wrong. But gradually, as I struggled with different languages, the English rules I had been taught started to seem a little arbitrary. That “Hank and me” that my grandfather taught me never to say? The French say Henri et moi, “Henry and me,” never Henri et je. Sticklers say you can’t end a sentence with a preposition, but Danes do. (Hvad taler du om?, or “What talk you about?”) The English rules were taught to me as self-evident and logical, yet people broke them all the time speaking the “correct” version of their own languages. Were French and Danish illogical, or were the rules I had been taught in English based on something else besides logic?

Putting languages side by side made me start to see language, not languages. Listening to the languages of the world, not with an ear for mistakes but with a curiosity for the new, the world begins to be a much more interesting place. I hope readers of this book will discover the fascinating variety of language not as a problem but as a treasure.

What does this kind of thinking about language have to do with politics? Language is a powerful marker of our identity: our social group, our class, and our nation. Virtually since we have had written records, and no doubt before, language has distinguished Us from Them. But the connection between language and politics has become ever more explicit with the rise of modern nationalism. We will see that while sticklerism has been with us for a long time, it has been wedded to a particular kind of conservative nationalism in the modern era. Not all sticklers are political conservatives or nationalists. But the rigid thinking behind sticklerism—“you must speak and write this way, and only this way”—dovetails with a rigid thinking about group belonging.

Once people in the modern era started thinking of themselves as belonging to nations, they developed a bad habit of trying to chase out diversity, including linguistic diversity. At the more harmless end of things, this has meant nuisances like ineffective and even humorous attempts to reform language, prescribing this usage and proscribing that one. But things get more serious when modern nationalism has meant trying to destroy minority languages, expel speakers of neighboring languages from the country, or make life miserable for people who don’t know the standard language. And at the extreme, modern nationalism has also been at the root of our most violent wars, especially in the twentieth century. We will see examples from dozens of countries on every continent. I hope this global approach will make the reader realize that concerns about language and languages are universal and old as the written record itself. But they have been sharpened in the modern age by the idea of nationalism.

Sticklers who will object to much in this book: I hear you. The standard languages that are the vehicles of great writing and formal speech are a valuable heritage that we must teach children, so that they gain access to their heritage and history and can distinguish themselves with their words. But as I hope to make clear here, standard languages are inventions, most of them confined to a recent period in human history. They are codes that give access not to clear thinking and basic decency but to the structured parts of our lives such as job interviews, political speeches, literary essays, novels, and the like. They signal education and learning, but they are not the same thing as education and learning.

[image: ]

This book will attempt to connect fretful thinking about language with modern identity politics, looking at some of the characteristics the two share. It will encourage a different way of thinking about language: not neat, clear-cut boxes (“This is English, this is not”; “This is quality language, this is not”) but as overlapping and moving clouds (“This is how these people here speak, not unlike, but interestingly a bit distinct from, the people here next to them”). I think flexibility, humility, and multilingualism should take the place of sticklerism, arrogance, and nationalism when we think about language. I believe this is a more human way to think about our most human faculty, not to mention a source of much more sheer joy. Too many people are too angry about language too much of the time. That time that could be better spent listening, learning, and enjoying the vast variety of human language around them.

And so we return to the two men who taught me language and who represent the two poles of language in this book. I hope my grandfather, the proud colonel and stickler of sticklers, would have enjoyed it. I doubt I would have changed his mind completely, but I hope I would have made him think twice about where some of the rules he liked to enforce came from, and what was really worth fighting for: not compliance but communication, not rules, but rhetoric. His captivating speech came not from his grammar or vocabulary but from the joy he took in wielding them well.

And my father? A stickler could have found fault with much of what he said. His grammar was nonstandard, his pronunciation southern, his vocabulary earthy and frequently not the type you want your three-year-old learning. He was also the best talker I ever knew. Dad could tell the same joke again and again and make it funny every time. And the stories he told of growing up, getting in trouble, and fighting his way through life got more outlandish every time I heard them. Yet I couldn’t wait to hear them again. He could spellbind any audience.

I learned what poor language use really looks like. Dad died of cancer, which traveled slowly to his brain until he made little sense. He would ask non-sequitur questions or worry about things that hadn’t happened. Over time, it came so that words just poured out of him, the remnants of grammar still there for a while, then just words, then just sounds.

But that wasn’t my father. My father was an absolute genius with language: funny, fiery, persuasive, enchanting, and most of all, charming. To anyone who would hear his southern English at its peak and say, “He can’t speak properly,” I’d say, “The hell he can’t.” And there’s just enough southern in me to look for a fight over it. He didn’t speak French or German, but he taught me that there’s more than one way to put two words together. Language isn’t just rules and words, but communication. And my father was a master talker. This book is for him.
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Babel and the Damage Done
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Language and Myth


The Gileadites captured the fords of the Jordan leading to Ephraim, and whenever a survivor of Ephraim said, “Let me cross over,” the men of Gilead asked him, “Are you an Ephraimite?” If he replied, “No,” they said, “All right, say ‘Shibboleth.’ ” If he said, “Sibboleth,” because he could not pronounce the word correctly, they seized him and killed him at the fords of the Jordan. Forty-two thousand Ephraimites were killed at that time.

—JUDGES 12



The power of language in the human imagination is illustrated by one of the best-known stories of Genesis. Men, in their arrogance, began to build a tower that would reach to Heaven, rivaling even the glory of God. God, who admits he is “a jealous God,” is not amused and resolves to take action. But what does he do? Does he smite the tower builders, as he does a host of other unfortunates throughout the Old Testament? Does he send an unforgettable visible sign, like the writing on King Belshazzar’s wall or the pillar of fire that led the Israelites through the desert?

These things, well in God’s power, would have been more direct ways of impeding the arrogant tower builders. But instead, God makes a decision that will have lasting consequences, deciding to “confound the language of all the earth.” Before the birth of historical linguistics, the Babel story explained how the world came to speak a multitude of languages. Adam and Eve presumably spoke the same one. Genesis tells us how this happy state of affairs ended and we got Akkadian, Hittite, and Hebrew.

But the more interesting part of this story is what it shows about the power of language in the eyes of its authors. God worries that with one common language for humankind, “nothing will be restrained from them.” This, remember, is God: he can flood the world, rain frogs on the Egyptians, turn rivers to blood, and raise the dead. Communication through language must be mighty indeed to worry the Supreme Being into doing something about it.

The epigraph beginning this chapter may be the first recorded, but certainly not the last, story of language differences getting violent. Militant Protestants and Catholics distinguished one another in Northern Ireland in part by the modern-day equivalent of “shibboleth”: Protestants pronounce the eighth letter of the alphabet “aitch,” while Catholics say “haitch.” Minor differences in the Serb, Croat, and Bosniak pronunciations of the language once known as Serbo-Croat were played up by ethnic nationalists in the runup to the wars in the former Yugoslavia. (The former Yugoslavs have abandoned “Serbo-Croat,” now insisting they speak Serbian, Bosnian, and Croat.) And after a horrifying multiday spree of shootings and bombings in Mumbai in December 2008, Indian police insisted that Pakistanis were behind the massacres. Though the killers had attempted to appear Indian, Indian authorities noted spelling mistakes in their letter of demands. Pakistanis retorted that certain pronunciations—“zoror” versus “jurur”—marked the terrorists as Indians. The two nuclear-armed rival countries mobilized troops amid talk of war, as the shibboleth appeared again in its most life-or-death form.

If language is enough to get God himself involved and a terrifically powerful marker of who belongs to what tribe, we would expect humans to try to control it by raising one language above all others—and sometimes even restricting who can use it and when and how.

Hebrew died out as a standard language almost two thousand years ago. As Aramaic became more common in the ancient Middle East, Jews began using the holy language of the Torah mainly for religious purposes. Hebrew was effectively dead for those millennia, until Eliezer Ben Yehuda began the revival of it in Palestine. But the idea of using the holy tongue for scolding a child or ordering food offended the most Orthodox Jews, who resisted violently. It is those same ultrareligious types who don’t even speak the name of their god. Modern scholars can only guess (from the Hebrew text, which omitted vowels) that the Jewish deity’s name is “Yahweh.” When reading the Torah aloud, religious Jews replace YHWH, the four letters of God’s name, with adonai, “Lord.” Elsewhere, they simply refer to him as haShem: the name. Jews are famous for revering their holy books; less famously but just as fervently, they revere the language itself, too. They once revered it so much that they resisted its revival: to see it spoken in the street would inevitably mean seeing it profaned.

Judaism’s Abrahamic rival took the opposite path: not restricting the language of religion but flinging it far and wide. The archangel Gabriel’s first word to the prophet Muhammad was Iqra’!, “Recite!” Muhammad took dictation of the Qur’an from Heaven in his native language, Arabic, then spoken only in the Arabian Peninsula. From there, he and his successors spread the new religion of Islam spectacularly in just a few centuries. And Arabic was the essential language of Islam. So important was the original language of the text that true Muslims had to read it only in Arabic. (The Qur’an itself states, in God’s own words, “And if We had sent this as a Quran in a foreign language other than Arabic, they would have said: ‘Why are not its Verses explained in detail in our language? What! A Book not in Arabic and the Messenger an Arab?’ ” [41:44])

The religious role of the language helped Arabize the lands from Morocco to Iraq. Pious Muslims the rest of the world over must know Arabic to read their holy book too. Any translation is by definition inauthentic—in 2009 an Afghan court upheld the twenty-year prison sentence of a man who had translated the Qur’an into the local dialect of Persian without the Arabic text alongside. This means that hundreds of millions of Muslims—a majority of the world’s Muslims, in fact—can access their religion today only in a foreign language.

Different though the Jewish and Islamic approaches are, both faiths revere their sacred language. Being a true Jew means mastering the Hebrew language in order to interact with the texts and learning Aramaic to read Judaism’s lengthy exegeses on the Bible. Meanwhile, Arabs so venerate the language of the Qur’an that one of the highest honorifics in Islam is hafiz: one who has memorized the entire book.

This is a book about language, not religion, so why all this talk about the sacred? The interplay between religion and language illustrates a core point: language is tightly bound with the things we hold dearest. It makes us human; if united through language, we can be as great as God. But language also defines us as religious tribes: we are those who read the holy texts in their original sacred languages, and you are not. Finally, religious-linguistic taboos reveal some of our magical thinking: using a word, the name of God, risks the sin of taking that holy name in vain. Jews avoid it entirely. Christians make sure that when they are angry they say “Jiminy cricket!” or “Jeez!” The fact that God made this one of only ten commandments tells us something.

The point is that even today, we both worship the power of language and approach it with a dose of fear. People believe that words matter intensely. They often think that the way they speak is inimitable and superior, and that their language is the clearest outward sign of who they are. These two beliefs taken together form a secular religion of language today—and make language an inviting target for mythmaking and manipulation. Often these myths come from those who care most about language, great writers and wordsmiths who should really know better.

For example, did you know that the Arabs have six thousand words for camels and camel equipment; that “muscatel” is an Italian word meaning “wine with flies in it”; and that the Maoris of New Zealand have thirty-five words for dung?

Actually, you couldn’t know any of these things, because verbs such as “know” (and “learn” and “discover” and the like) require the following statements to be true. None of these statements is. And they all come from the same source: the entertaining and wide-ranging journalist Bill Bryson, in his book The Mother Tongue. This book, meant to be an entertaining but serious look at the English language, begins with an introduction so packed with manifest silliness that it makes for an excellent illustration of why smart people believe so many odd things about language.

The Mother Tongue first takes the reader on a magical mystery tour of foreign languages. Bryson says that “we tend to regard other people’s languages as we regard their cultures—with ill-hidden disdain.” Too true. Unfortunately, Bryson proves himself right with a series of stories that should have set off his own too-bizarre-to-be-true detector. “In Japanese, the word for foreigner means ‘stinking of foreign hair’,” he tells us. No. Gaikokujin means foreign-country-person. “To the Czechs, a Hungarian is ‘a pimple.’ ” No, to the Czechs, a Hungarian is a Mad’ar, related to the Hungarians’ name for themselves, Magyars. (A less-common variant, uhersky, looks a bit like uher, “pimple,” but only coincidentally.)

Bryson goes on, “The French, for instance, cannot distinguish between house and home, between mind and brain, between man and gentleman.” All three claims are wrong. “Mind” is esprit, brain is cerveau, and the French can certainly tell them apart. Man is homme, but the French have the (English-derived calque) gentilhomme for a well-bred man, as well as the word monsieur for situations such as “The gentleman would like a cup of coffee.” Maison does mean both house and home, but that doesn’t mean the French “cannot distinguish” them any more than it means that Americans “cannot distinguish” “house,” a dwelling, from “house,” a kind of electronic dance music.

The “X people have no word for” trope is a staple of curious but only half-informed language writing. It is based on the expectation that a foreign lexicon is mysteriously different if one word in that language equates to two or more of ours (maison for “house” and “home”) or if we need two English words or more to translate a foreign one. Bryson says we have no word for the Danish hygge, then goes on to tell us exactly what it means: “instantly satisfying and cozy” (though he’s confused parts of speech: hygge is a noun, and so it’s “coziness”). Since we have no word for the French sang-froid or Spanish macho, Bryson says, “we must borrow the term or do without the sentiment.” Really? Was there no way to think about cool under pressure or swaggering masculinity, before those words entered English? Bryson is indulging here in a pop form of the theory called “Whorfianism”: the notion that without a word for something, you can’t think about it.

What about thirty-five Maori words for “dung”? I don’t know Maori, so I found a dictionary, which included three: haumuti, hamuti, and tuutae. “Piece of dung” also came in with parakaeto and paratutae. Perhaps in every dialect of every Maori, including slang words and euphemisms and animal-related terms, and throwing in adjectives and verbs related to it, you could, at a stretch, turn up thirty-five. But how easy would it be in English? Polite words would be dung, fertilizer, manure, feces, stool, defecation; euphemisms would include poo, poop, doo-doo, and number two; animal terms would include cow patty, buffalo chip, rabbit pellet, and guano; semi-taboo words would include turd and crap; silly words would encompass malarkey and caca; and let’s not forget good old shit.

What of “muscatel” being Italian for “wine with flies in it”? Not remotely, though Bryson may have been misled by the fact that mosca means “fly” in Italian. If you want a fun fact for muscatel, here’s one: the name comes from muscat, a type of grape. “Muscat” shares an etymology with “musk.” And “musk”? It comes from Middle English muske, which comes from Middle French musc, which comes from Late Latin muscus, from Late Greek moschos, from Middle Persian mušk-, from Sanskrit muska, meaning—wait for it—“testicle.” And muska comes from the diminuitive of mus, meaning “mouse.” So Sanskrit speakers many, many years ago euphemized “testicle” as “little mouse,” and through many years of natural language change, the word “musk” evolved along one track and the words “muscat” and “muscatel” developed from another. This doesn’t mean that “muscatel” means “testicle wine” or “wine with mice in it” or any such ridiculousness. It means that “muscatel” shares a distant past with Sanskrit words for “testicle” and “mouse”—a story just as interesting as Bryson’s, with the virtue of being true.

I can’t resist one last Bryson foreign-language story, perhaps the most preposterous of all: “In Cantonese, hae means ‘yes.’ But with a fractional change of pitch, it also describes the female pudenda. The resulting scope for confusion can safely be left to the imagination.” This requires a tremendous imagination indeed. I have tried and totally failed to imagine a context in which both “yes” and “female pudenda” might both be appropriate responses to the same question and hilarity could ensue from the wrong understanding. In any case, the “fractional change of pitch” Bryson describes is one of the Chinese “tones,” rising, falling, level, or dipping pitch. These tones make one Chinese word as different from another as “bit” and “beet” are in English, and the Chinese have no trouble distinguishing them.

Somewhere out there, a Chinese journalist-cum-humorist may be writing “In English one word means ‘cotton or cotton-blend cloths used to cover a bed.’ But with a fractional change in vowel quality, it means excrement. The resulting scope for confusion can safely be left to the imagination.” Except how often do you really confuse “sheet” and “shit,” even when, as many foreigners do, they are pronounced similarly?

Having exoticized—call it amiable bullsheet—every foreign language he has ever heard a tall tale about, Bryson moves on to English, the real subject of The Mother Tongue. Here the talented writer is on firmer ground, and by and large the book is an accurate and enjoyable popular history. But first he feels compelled to set up the unique story of English with a list of supposedly mind-bending quirks:


English is full of booby traps for the unwary foreigner.… Imagine being a foreigner and having to learn that in English one tells a lie but the truth.… The complexities of the English language are such that even native speakers cannot always communicate effectively.… English also has a distinctive capacity to extract maximum work from a word by making it do double duty as both a noun and a verb … drink, fight, fire, sleep, run.… There is an occasional tendency in English, particularly in academic and political circles, to resort to waffle and jargon … one of the great curses of modern English.



Which of these things couldn’t be said of French or German, or a vast number of other languages for that matter?

That is quite enough picking on Bill Bryson. He is, after all, more of a commentator and a humorist than a serious journalist. His writing is laugh-out-loud funny, he has remarkable powers of observation, and he is obviously a highly intelligent man. But being a humorist doesn’t get him off the hook; he wrote not just The Mother Tongue but several other books trying to entertainingly teach people things they did not know about English. Humorist or not, Bryson really wants to share the things he “knows.” The problem is, as the nineteenth-century American writer Josh Billings wrote (though it’s often put into the mouth of Mark Twain), it’s not the things people don’t know; it’s the things they know that ain’t so.

It seems nobody knows more things that ain’t so about language than journalists. No journalist would switch from writing about politics to a writing about physics without checking the facts carefully. But thoughtful and brainy writers think that because they know how to use language well, they can suspend their nonsense detector when they write about language. Legends get dredged from magazine articles and other secondary sources, themselves badly informed. For the writer passing them along, some stories are too good to check or even to think critically about for several seconds. All a writer needs, when writing about language, is the sense of being a good writer with a fine vocabulary and style. Forget research, dictionaries, etymologies, the insights of linguistics—just use your intuition to decide what to believe or, when in doubt, just wing it. Journalists writing about language without getting the facts, just because they themselves are adept at using language, are like top athletes who think they are physiologists. I, of course, am a journalist too. But I’ve learned (not least by making my own mistakes) that language really deserves proper study in its own right, not just the odd dashed-off column on a linguistic topic between other endeavors.

If you want entertaining language punditry without too much worry about the facts, I prefer punditry that knows it’s fake. Take Dave Barry’s “Ask Mr. Language Person,” an advice column:


Q: I am a speechwriter for a leading presidential candidate, and I need to know which is correct: “integrity OUT the wazoo,” or “integrity UP the wazoo.”

A: We checked with both the Oxford English Dictionary and the Rev. Billy Graham, and they agree that the correct word is “wazooty.”



But those interested in language don’t need to choose between dry academia, too-good-to-check “facts,” and satire. There are many fascinating real-world facts about language, including those still being discovered about language’s origins, its possibilities, and its global varieties. No enemy of fun facts, I absolutely glory in them. But fun facts are fun only when they’re true.

Language myths serve to define “us” and distance “them.” Many myths are about one’s native tongue. People around the world often describe their own language or dialect as the clearest, most beautiful, most logical, and most expressive. You will also commonly hear speakers of a language you don’t know tell you, “Oh, this word is very special in our language. It cannot be translated.” Almost immediately, though, they will tell you what the word means, proving themselves wrong. Virtually anything can be translated—“X cannot be translated” usually means nothing more exciting than “We have a word, X, that you need three or four words for in your language.” But it is thinking like this, for example, that makes Arab Muslims think the Qur’an cannot be translated. Of course it can.

Other “no-word-for” and “can’t-be-translated” myths include the stories that the Irish have no word for “sex” or even “yes” (how, one wonders, is there an Irish people left on the earth if they cannot say “yes” to sex? There are many words for “sex,” and Irish, like some other languages, just repeats the verb in a question to reply with “yes”); that the Moken people of Thailand have no word for “when”; that the Inuit had to come up with a word for “twilight” because of global warming, and so on.

The problem is that the harm of these myths goes beyond the reputations of those who pass them on. In 1985, Ronald Reagan, about to begin a summit with Mikhail Gorbachev, mused about the differences between America and the Soviet Union, saying “I’m no linguist, but I’ve been told that in the Russian language there isn’t even a word for ‘freedom.’ ” There is one, of course: svoboda. Reagan, like Bryson, was dabbling in Whorfianism—in this case, the notion that the Russians had lacked freedom for so long that they did not have a word for it and presumably couldn’t even talk about it. This, remember, was the leader of the free world, carrying this inane prejudice to his summit with Gorbachev.

One of the most common beliefs about other languages is that certain languages are “primitive.” People in literate, wealthy societies often consider the languages of preliterate ones to be unable of conveying much beyond the most basic thoughts. The writing of the colonial era is filled with Western officers describing the “babbling” of the natives. And though no one is so rude to say things like that these days, this is the unspoken implication when a journalist reports on some newly discovered or rare language with “no words for” some basic phenomenon, such as time or sex or colors. The conclusion is tactfully left to the reader: these people are so primitive they can’t even talk about life’s basics.

The fact is usually just that those words haven’t been discovered yet or that the “primitive” language simply expresses the concepts in different ways from the well-known Western languages. As linguists know, it is the popular imagination that is primitive. Not only is there no language in which you can’t talk about time or sex, but also there is no such thing as a “primitive language” at all. Many such “babbling” tongues of preliterate or indigenous societies have rules of grammar that are mind-bogglingly complex—not to mention impressive—to any outsider who takes the time to look into them.

Take Tuyuca, spoken now by just under eight hundred people in Brazil and Colombia. Its speakers are poor, and are a prime example of the indigenous peoples taken as simple by colonizers and outsiders. Yet Tuyuca has a feature that linguists call evidentiality. In English, we can say simply, “The boy played soccer.” But embedded in the Tuyuca verb is an ending that lets the listener know how the speaker knew that the boy played soccer. Did he see the boy playing? Did he hear him? Did he see evidence, such as muddy feet? Did he just assume it, since the boy loves soccer so much and has been gone for two hours? Tuyuca encodes this information directly into a verb suffix.

But are we back to mythologizing the exotic here? Surely the Tuyuca have some deep connection to the epistemological that Westerners lack. Perhaps they are very truthful people, or perhaps they were descended from a race of warrior-lawyers? Nonsense. Evidentiality is unusual, but many other languages, such as Turkish, have it as well. The Tuyuca surely think nothing of this feature of their language.

This brings us to one of the major points of this book: the world’s languages—and language varieties such as accent and dialect—have far more in common than they have differences. Noam Chomsky, whose lifelong goal has been to describe the “universal grammar” underlying the world’s languages, put it pithily when he said that human languages have far more in common with one another than any does with any other form of possible communication. If Martians came to Earth, they would conclude that we spoke one language, with local variations. It is possible to communicate beautifully, or boringly, in every language on Earth. But people don’t like to believe this. They make self-aggrandizing myths instead.

As long as people mythologize language—whether “Our language is logical and beautiful” or “That language is primitive and bizarre”—they will try to control it. This takes several forms.

Dictators often proclaim one language in a country supreme and try to destroy others. Francisco Franco attempted to do this in Spain, for example, legislating Basque and Catalan from the public square. Josef Stalin, who never shed his own Georgian accent, flirted with Russification of minority areas in the old Soviet Union. China has tried to suppress its “dialects”—which are really separate languages—by pushing Mandarin, which it calls putonghua, or “common tongue.”

Democracies are tempted to control language, too. Despite the overwhelming dominance of English in the United States, the U.S. Senate passed in 2006, à propos of no terrible crisis, a bill proclaiming English the country’s “national” language—a status without which English had done just fine for 230 years. Quebec requires that English be banished to a distinctly second-tier status, with English on signs required to be half the size of the corresponding French text or smaller. France nervously asserts its national language over an international competitor, English, by limiting, for example, how much English can be used by businesses based in France. France also has a long history of suppressing its own native regional languages, such as Basque and Breton.

Not all attempts to control language are designed to promote one language entirely over another. Other policies are more subtle or benign. Irish children must learn the Irish language, called “Irish Gaelic” by some, in school. But only a small percentage of Irish still speak the language as their first, and all speak English as well. The vast majority will never use Irish after school, and those hundreds of class hours could be spent teaching science or mathematics, giving Ireland a competitive edge in the cutthroat global economy. The nationalist love for Irish, however, trumps mercenary calculations such as economic competitiveness. The language reminds the Irish of centuries of glorious history before Ireland’s domination by England, serving as a link to the past, and—crucially—giving an Irishman the option of distinguishing himself linguistically with more than an accent in English.

The French employ another kind of language politics. The French government seeks to govern when and how the French language is spoken and written by its native speakers. Perhaps most famously, government ministries try to prevent infiltration of Americanisms by offering native French words instead. And the French have a distinctive institution, the venerable French Academy, to rule on questions of French usage. The idea seems strange to Americans or Britons—a government body determining how plurals should be formed? Or to rule officially on whether words denoting job titles (such as ministre, “minister”) must always be masculine? The French, for their part, respect the Academy. But while this kind of thing delights and engages the French elite, the Academy and government ministries are, more often than not, cheerfully ignored. People the world over, even the French, tend just to speak the way they speak.

Sometimes government fiddling with language looks like mere practicality. For example, leaders might introduce a new alphabet—usually sold as simpler, more suitable, or more modern—in place of an old writing system. But this kind of decision isn’t merely a technical one; it can have geostrategic implications. When the Central Asian republics of the former Soviet Union switched from the Cyrillic alphabet to the Roman one, they hinted at where they thought their future lay. Sometimes an alphabet isn’t just an alphabet. Meanwhile, the Chinese hold on to their ancient writing system in part because it helps tie together the Chinese-speaking world. Writing phonetically—say, in the Roman
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