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Up to the very present day, the irons, the steels, direct and rule and
change life as no Alexanders, no Caesars, no Jengis Khans or Mussolinis
- have ever done. You can see the things that arise out of iron from the
first iron spear-head and the first axe to the steel rail, the battleship and
the motor. You can see them tempting and obliging and compelling men
to change their ways of life and their relations to one another. There
were no particular éron-minded peoples. It was a matter of quite secondary
importance to everyone but the gangs and individuals concerned, what
collection of people first got hold of the new thing. . .. But the new history
is not simply an account of the general material life of mankind. ...
Its subtler and more important business is the study of the develop-
ment of socially binding ideas through the medium of speech and writing.
How did language, speech and writing arise? ... The old-type historians
have done nothing to show how the imposition of a language or a blen-
ding of languages gives a new twist and often a new power to the com- i
munity’s mental p L AL is an impl quite as much i
as an implement of stone or steel its use involves social consequences; {
it does things to you just as a metal or a machine does things to you. It |
makes new precision and also new errors possible.

H. G, WELLS, In Search of Hot Water

The evolution of language has been almost as unconscious as that
of an embryo. He (man) grasps, necessarily without reflection, this
fascinating but gnarled product of evolution, neither he nor his relatives
and teachers considering at all whether the technique of communication
he is learning is modern. He is in the position of a person who has
just discovered he can ride a bicycle and rushes off to buy the first he can
find, irrespective of whether it is new or of the latest design. It is a
bicycle and gets him along somehow, that is enough. He takes it, with
all its defects. The language he learns is the unconsidered end-product
of an evolution from the sound-communications of ape-like ancestors.
The immemorial words change less quickly than the entities they
represent, until to-day we find words often extremely misleading assis-
tants in complex thinking, A colossal quantity of philosophizing upon
every side of life is entirely vitiated because persons use words quite
unsuited to describe the things they are discussing, as if men must
always sculpture with a hatchet because that was (perhaps) the first
instrument used for the purpose.

J. G CROWT’HER, Qutline of the Universe
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FIG. 1.—THE RosETTA STONE

This inscription, which came to light during Napoleon’s campaign in Egypt,
made it possible to decipher the ancient picture writing (top third) of the
Egyptian priesthood. The Greek translation is at the bottom., The middle
part is the equivalent in a later form (demotic) of Egyptian wri ing. The
demotic was an ideographic script of which the symbols had lost their pictorial
character (see pages 58-61).







EDITOR’S FOREWORD

DURING the past fifteen years instruction in school and college has
undergone a drastic reorientation in Germany and Italy. Its expressed
aim is to consolidate and to promote the sentiments and institutions of
the totalitarian state. During the same period no country with an
ostensibly democratic form of government had an educational system
designed with equal singleness of purpose to promote the democratic
way of life. In England school education is the last bulwark of caste
privilege. In Britain, as in Scandinavia, university education is a
patchwork made up partly of relics from the catholic authoritarian
tradition of medieval Europe, partly of vocational specialities reluc-
tantly added to meet the demands of modern technics.

The basic defect of British education beyond the elementary school
level—at which it has an intelligible and necessary function as an
insurance policy against national illiteracy—is that selection and
presentation of materials for teaching of subjects most relevant to the
constructive tasks of modern society is largely in the hands of experts
whose main preoccupation is to produce other egperts like themselves.
We learn our mathematics with scant reference to its scientific appli-
cations. We learn natural science without regard to the impact of
scientific discovery on the society in which we live. We struggle with
one or more modern languages in complete indifference to the part
which language differences play in providing fuel for international
mxsundersmndmg and mthout the slightest concern for the problem of

1002 p y scale in an age of potential plenty.

Like that of its predecessor, Science for the Citizen, the project of
The Loom of Language is based on the conviction that the orientation of
studies in our schools, universities, and Adult Education Movement
does not provide a sufficient equipment for the constructive tasks of the
society in which we live, that radical changes in the scope and methods
of education are a necessary condition of continued social progress,
that such educational reforms will not come about unless there is a
vigorous popular demand for them, and that mere precept or contro-
versial criticism s not likely to stimulate popular demand for reform
unless the plain man can examine substantial examples of instruction
vitalized by a new infusion of social relevance. Like other primers for
the Age of Plenty, The Loom of Language does niot set out'to add to the
number of popular books written to snmulan: superﬁcml iﬁm
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among curio hunters, to promote unnecessary veneration for professors,
to provide material for light conversation at cocktail parties, or to
mitigate the inconvenience of insomnia. First and foremost it is a
self-educator for the home student, a book which members of the
Adult Education Movement can use as a basis for sustained study, and a
book from which teachers alert to the need for a new orientation to meet
the needs of the ordinary citizen in a progressive democratic society
can get helpful suggestions with a direct bearing on their daily task.

An attempt of this kind needs no apology on account of its novelty
or break with traditional methods of school teaching. Less than a
century ago, the introduction of modern languages into schools where
language teaching had been circumscribed by translation from classical
authors of antiquity, was greeted as a welcome innovation. It seemed at
last as if the teaching of languages had been brought to life. After two
generations of experiment, educationists are not convinced that the
results of school-teaching justify the time devoted to them in English-
speaking countries, It would not be an exaggeration to say that the
prevailing attitude among American educationists is one of alarm at
the poverty of return for effort put into the task. Subsidized by the
Carnegie Corporation, the American Council of Education has under-
. taken a survey of methods and results in order to review the current
situation in American schools. The published report is an honest
admission of dismal failure.

Years ago, when Dr. Bodmer was my colleague on the staff of the
University of Cape Town, we discussed the twin project of Science for
the. Citizen and The Loom of Language in a preliminary way. Shortly
before the war we: drew up a detailed plan based on joint discussion,
chiefly in English country pubs during the course of a motor trip from
Aberdeen to London via the Yorkshire moors and Suffolk, back again
by way of the Lake district. There, as I expected, my job as editor
finished, at least till I read the page proofs. In reality collaboration
has been closer, and the author has urged me to explain the extent
of it During the writing of the book Dr, Bodmer lived in a small
croft which 1 used to rent on Deeside. So I saw him during the
week-ends continuously. I read the first drafts of each chapter, and
was able to: suggest how to get round difficulties of ordinary people
who are like myself:poor linguists. I shall always be grateful for what
was a highly educative experience and one which kept me intellectually
alive during a period of somewhat curtailed opportunities for my own
research. 3 1 :
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As time passed the task became more and more a co~operative effort
in which I acted as a sieve, or, if you like it, as a bit of litmus paper.
Dr. Bodmer submitted to suggestions for the benefit of readers who
find languages as formidable as I do with more readiness than those
of us who have a normal modicum of egotism and a less developed
social conscience. When the rising cost of paper forced us to curtail the
scope to some extent, I took a hand in the job of condensing and
rewriting some sections. Consequently I have had the greatest diffi~
culty in preventing Dr. Bodmer from refusing to publish the book
without my name as a co-author on the cover. I have got him to see
that limitations which vindicate my editorial qualifications for recog-
nizing the difficulties of ordinary people would make me a laughing
stock in the capacity of joint author. So we have compromised on the
understanding that I make clear the extent of my contribution in a
foreword.

There is one thing to add. The merits of the two predecessors of The ..
Loom of Language in their later editions are due in no small measure to
the co-operation of scores of readers who have sent in suggestions for
further clarification or. have drawn attention to author’s slips or. to
printer’s errors. In a book of this size, produced under exceptionally
difficult conditions, blemishes are inevitable in a first edition. Editor,
author and publishers hope that readers will show appreciation of
what has been achieved by contributing constructive ' criticism for
use in later impressions or editions.

Because this book is a successor to Mathematics for the Million and
Science for the Citizen, its motif is social and its bias is practical. It
does not touch on the aesthetic aspects of language, What aesthetic
merits some people find, and—we may hope—will continue to find;
in their home languages have little to do with difficulties which beset
the beginner learning a new one, or with technical problems of de~
vising ways and means of communication on a planetary scale in an
age of potential plenty. :

LANCELOT HOGBEN
TORPHINS, ABERDEENSHIRE
October 1941







CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

WHAT language we habitually speak depends upon a
accident. It has nothing to do with the composition

sperm or of the human egg. A child grows up to speak

language used at home or at school. If born in a biling
may grow up to use two languages without any formal
either. Many Welsh, Breton, Belgian, and South Africa
so. There is nothing to suggest that the chromosomes

geographical
of the human
or to write the
yual country it
instruction in
in children do
of the Welsh,

Belgians, Bretons, and South Africans have an extra share of genes

which bestow the gift of tongues. Experience also sh
emigrants to a new country eventually acquire the k
municating inoffensively with the natives. So scarcely
have any rational basis for the belief that he or she

incapable of t ing a linguist. If a 1 phobia

be a by-product of formal education or other agencies of
ment,

By the same token it is not difficult to understand why
or the Dutch enjoy the reputation of being good linguis
speech communities the market for talkies or for speci:
is small, and it is not economically practicable to produc
the Norwegian boy or girl who hopes to enter a profes
with the knowledge that proficiency in English, Germar

an essential educational tool. In any part of Scandinavia

ws that adult
mack of com-
any one can
is congenitally
exists, it must
social environ-

Scandinavians
tists. In small
alist textbooks
ce them. Thus
sion grows up
n or French is
a visit to the

cinema is a language lesson. Translation of the English, German

or French dialogue flashes on the screen as the narra
To all the cultural barriers which' linguistic isolation
small speech community we have to add exigencies of
and a stronger impulse to travel. In short, members
European speech communities experience a far greater
foreign languages and enjoy greater opportunities for do;
Special circumstances combine to encourage a distaste

that the water frontiers of Britain, and still more th
States, 1solate most British and American citizens fmm

studies among those who speak. the Anglo-American l:lﬁuzge One is
of

tive proceeds.
imposes on a
external trade
of the smaller
need to study
ing so. .

for linguistic

the: United
ience
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of linguistic contacts. Another is that formal education fails to supply
a compelling reason for a pursuit which has little connexion with the
needs of everyday life. Reasons commonly given for learning foreign
languages are manifestly insincere, or, to put it more charitably, are
out of date. For instance, it is obviously easy to exaggerate the utlity
of linguistic accomplishments for foreign travel. Only relatively pros-
perous people can continue to travel after marriage; and tourist facili-
ties for young people of modest means rarely, if ever, take them into
situations where nobody understands Anglo-American. There is even
less sincerity in the plea for linguistic proficiency as a key to the treasure-
house of the world’s literature. American and British publishers scour
the Continent for translation rights of new authors. So the doors of
the treasure-house are wide open. Indeed, any intelligent adolescent
with access to a modern lending library can catch out the teacher who
enthuses about the pleasures of reading Thomas Mann or Anatole
France in the original. People who do so are content to get their know-
ledge of Scandinavian drama, the Russian novel or the Icelandic Sagas
from American or British translations,

In spite of all obstacles, anyone who has been brought up to speak
the Anglo-American language enjoys a peculiarly favoured position.
It is-a hybrid. It has a basic stratum of words derived from the same
stock as  German, Dutch, and the Scandinavian languages. It has
assimilated thousands of Latin origin. It has also incorporated an
Impressive battery of Greek roots. A random sample of one word from

 each of the first thousand pages of the Concise Oxford Dictionary gives
the following figures: words of Romance (Latin, French, Italian,
. Spanish) origin 536 %, Teutonic (Old English, Scandinavian, Dutch,
German) 31-1 %, Greek .10:8°%. With a litte knowledge of the
evolution of English itself, of the parallel evolution of the Teutonic
languages and of the modern descendants of Latin, as set forth in the
second, part of this book, the American or the Briton has therefore a
key to ten living European languages; No one outside: the Anglo-
American speech: community. enjoys this privilege; and no one who
knows how to take full advantage of it need despair of getting a good
working: knowledge of the languages which ournearest neighbours

speak,  cwdnl b el
- Though-each of us is entitled to & personal distaste, as each of us is
- entitled to a personal’ preference, for study of this sort; the usefulness
of learning languages is not merely a personal affair. Linguistic differ
1 source of international misunderstanding, ‘a wells




Introduction 17

nigh inexhaustible supply of inflammable material which warmongers
can use for their own evil ends. Some knowledge about the languages
people speak is therefore one prerequisite of keeping the world’s peace.
Keeping the world’s peace is everybody’s proper business; but keeping
the world’s peace is not the only reason why study of languages concerns
all of us as citizens. Linguistic differences lead to a vast leakage of
intellectual energy which might be. enlisted ‘to make the potential
plenty of modern science available to all mankind.:

Human beings are unique in two ways. Man is a tool-bearing animal
and a talkative animal. In the pursuit of their tool-bearing activities,
men and women have learned to co-operate on a planetary scale; but
such co-operation is perpetually thwarted by local limitations of their
speech habits. What is characteristic of the intellectual achievements of
mankind in the age of hydro-electricity, magnesium-aluminium alloys,
broadcasting, aviation, synthetic plastics, and' chemotherapy is a com~
mon possession of all nations which encourage scientific research, but
nations have no common idiom through which workers by brain or
hand can communicate results of research or collaborate in applying
them to human welfare. Modern technology is a supernational culture
which ministers to the common needs of human beings, while language
limps behind the human endeavour to satisfy needs which all human
beings share.

To canalize the interest of intelligent men and women into the
constructive task of devising or of adopting an auxiliary medium to
supplement existing national languages is therefore one of the foremost -
needs of our time, ‘This concerns s all, and it calls for- a lively
knowledge of the limitations imposed on languages by the laws of
their growth. It will therefore be one of the tasks of The Loom of Lan-
guage 1o trace the history. of the languages in which the technical
resources of our age have been recorded, It will not be a record of
deliberate and intelligent prevision. It is: partly a story of confusion
resulting from a continuous record of slovenliness and' of obstinate
complacency towards the mistakes of our grand-parents. It is also a
story of ancestor-worship, and of makeshifts to conserve the ineptitudes
of a supposedly heroic past, ‘It affects us more intimately than the
fate of the Dinosaurs, It unearths remains not less dramatic than the
jaw-bone of the ape-man of Java, It points the way down dim paths of
prehistory from which we return with muagmunon ﬁred by a'vista df’
futture possibilities,

- This does not mean - that The Laom of Language'is- ﬁrs’t and’ remos: ;







