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THE EQUALITY OF LANGUAGES

SEOTHI

HFRIC6,000L L2 EEDNDERSEOHICIE, —RFRBEDODE
WL D ESHEEEBBENRRIND. XN BIEEZNERELT
SOOI EE, FNIMCBEOEELAEEDTCRALIED. R, £
DESESDRDEBVCEDENDDED I PHICLELD, EXEFHRAD
FTWS. BROSBFZERABOSHEEFENCEE2TEFELORE, &0
3T EFHBLIEVEE>TVWSDRE. [OOBIFHFTLWEIEALLED
CIdrEd HEWEERHREE D CLLlE, UEDIKEFREBNL<H
K5 TDEDEHDZERES ERKRIT DL DTS T EFDNBAULLY.

T comes near to stating the obvious that all languages have developed
I to express the needs of their users, and that in a sense all languages are
equal. But this tenet of modern linguistics has often been denied, and still
needs to be defended. Part of the problem is that the word ‘equal’ needs to
be used very carefully. We do not know how to quantify language, so as to
be able to say whether all languages have the same ‘amounts’ of grammar,
phonology, or semantic structure. There may indeed be important differ-
ences in the structural complexity of language, and this possibility needs
to be investigated. But all languages are arguably equal in the sense that
there is nothing intrinsically limiting, demeaning, or handicapping about
any of them. All languages meet the social and psychological needs of
their speakers, are equally deserving of scientific study, and can provide
us with valuable information about human nature and society. This view is
the foundation on which the whole of the present book is based.

‘PRIMITIVE’ LANGUAGES

There are, however, several widely held misconceptions about languages
which stem from a failure to recognize this view. The most important of
these is the idea that there are such things as ‘primitive’ languages — lan-
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guages with a simple grammar, a few sounds, and a vocabulary of only a
few hundred words, whose speakers have to compensate for their lan-
guage’s deficiencies through gestures. Speakers of ‘primitive’ languages
have often been thought to exist, and there has been a great deal of specu-
lation about where they might live, and what their problems might be. If
they relied on gestures, how would they be able to communicate at night?
Without abstract terms, how could they possibly develop moral or reli-
gious beliefs? In the 19th century, such questions were common, and it
was widely thought that it was only a matter of time before explorers
would discover a genuinely primitive language.

The fact of the matter is that every culture which has been investigated,
no matter how ‘primitive’ it may be in cultural terms, turns out to have a
fully developed language, with a complexity comparable to those of the
so-called ‘civilized’ nations. Anthropologically speaking, the human race
can be said to have evolved from primitive to civilized states, but there is
no sign of language having gone through the same kind of evolution.
There are no ‘bronze age’ or ‘stone age’ languages, nor have any language
types been discovered which correlate with recognized anthropological
groups (pastoral, nomadic, etc.). All languages have a complex grammar:
there may be relative simplicity in one respect (e.g. no word-endings), but
there seems always to be relative complexity in another (e.g. word-posi-
tion). People sometimes think of languages such as English as ‘having lit-
tle grammar’, because there are few word-endings. But this is the unfortu-
nate influence of Latin, which makes us think of complexity in terms of
the inflectional system of that language.

Simplicity and regularity are usually thought to be desirable features of
language; but no natural language is simple or wholly regular. All lan-
guages have intricate grammatical rules, and all have exceptions to those
rules. The nearest we come to real simplicity with natural languages is in
the case of pidgin languages; and the desire for regularity is a major moti-
vation for the development of auxiliary languages. But these are the only
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The Equality of Languages

exceptions. Similarly, there is no evidence to suggest that some languages
are in the long term ‘easier for children to learn’ than others — though in
the short term some linguistic features may be learned at different rates by
the children of speakers of different languages.

None of this is to deny the possibility of linguistic differences which
correlate with cultural or social features (such as the extent of technologi-
cal development), but these have not been found; and there is no evidence
to suggest that primitive peoples are in any sense ‘handicapped’ by their
language when they are using it within their own community.

— SIMPLE SAVAGES?

Edward Sapir was one of the first linguists to attack the myth that primitive people
spoke primitive languages. In one study, he compared the grammatical equivalents of
the sentence he will give it (a stone) to you in six Amerindian languages. (Hyphens
separate the parts of the Indian sentences, and in the literal translations that follow
they join words that are equivalent to a single indian form.)

Wishram

a-&-i-m-l-ud-a

will he him thee to give will

Takelma

20k-t-xpi-nk

will-give to thee he-or-they-in-future

Southern Paiute

maTa-vaania-aka-ana-‘mi

give will visible-thing visible-creature thee

Yana

ba’-"a-ma-si-wa-Znuma

round-thing away to does-or-will done-unto thou-in-future

Nootka

o?-yi’-2a’qx-2at-e%ic

that give will done-unto thou-art

Navaho

n-a’-yi-diho-24’l

thee to transitive-marker will round-thing-in-future

Among many fascinating features of these complex grammatical forms, note the level
of abstraction iniroduced by some languages (expressed by round thing and visible) -
quite contrary to the claim that primitive peoples could only talk about concrete
objects.
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A LINGUISTIC MYTH

A belief that some languages are intrinsically superior to others is wide-
spread, but it has no basis in linguistic fact. Some languages are of course
more useful or prestigious than others, at a given period of history, but this
is due to the preeminence of the speakers at that time, and not to any
inherent linguistic characteristics. The view of modern linguistics is that a
language should not be valued on the basis of the political or economic
influence of its speakers. If it were otherwise, we would have to rate the
Spanish and Portuguese spoken in the 16th century as somehow ‘better’
than they are today, and modern American English would be ‘better’ than

British English. Yet when we make such

. The Roman goddess

comparisons, we find only a small range of Fortuna, holding a cornu-
copia and a rudder—an
appropriate deity to asso-

rant such sweeping conclusions. ciate with the uncertain
destinies of languages.

linguistic differences, and nothing to war-

At present, it is not possible to rate the
excellence of languages in linguistic terms.
And it is no less difficult to arrive at an eval-
uation in aesthetic, philosophical, literary,
religious, or cultural terms. How, ultimately,
could we compare the merits of Latin and
Greek with the proverbial wisdom of
Chinese, the extensive oral literature of the
Polynesian islands, or the depth of scientific
knowledge which has been expressed in
English? Perhaps one day some kind of
objective linguistic evaluation measure will
be devised; but until then, the thesis that
some languages are intrinsically better than

others has to be denied.
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1. The Equality of Languages

It comes near to stating the obvious that. .. [ ZZFHEWPHOZ L &l
NBITEL ]

languages LT, 2o X 5 ICE@EAF & LTHY 5 h/zlanguage(s)
IR AR L o AEEEZRL, —F, &EH - BETHwS
N blanguageld BIEINICAME R (human language) €0 b D%
WEhig v,

quantify [#®1b9 5, e LTHET

grammar | Jk360) ikl TROLLEREEF TR CMEERH B

FEEy (syntax).

phonology [ 7]

semantic structure [ FBRHEE |

arguably equal [ L Wk nwoTELEZ W]

There are no ‘bronze age’ or ‘stone age’ languages. .. t M2 &0

AYFEOERLE R Y, AMEFIENHOMIIVwbIE [ine L

T), LAbRABSENICELLEOTERVWREEZONRTVS,. 9

word-endings [ (¥ - 8 - ARt &) FhRZEAL]

unfortunate influence of Latin N /- MAYSEH - X5 7 V5 -

FNIT7HEEEIBDOTHEI L%, INOSOEHEEOBERE LI

ERZTE%R LRV,

inflectional system cf. inflection [ (JFICESEH ) JEHT]

the nearest we come to real simplicity with natural languages is. . .

THABBRCBVTAREHBLRLOBIEABLEZI b 0iE -]

natural languages [E#SE]. (M ERE] (auxiliary language), [A
B (artificial language) 19 5.

pidgin [EV V3] HERBEPEELRZ Y, RL25H0oEHzEO, #flz

EARSEHMOEMZE L TERE SN AHIERE. —RICTOSEICHN

TLHERFER, BEOLHICB W THEL - Bt /Zohs, 2ol
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BICBELLTERLLEY VER 7 VA —VEE] (creole) &R
na.

in the long term [ &I R T

Edward Sapir REOAEFE - SHPE (1884-1939). DT 2
AFAERDOESHEOMERRIEERGAE) ANMESEOFEEE AL L2
NEDDTHoRIb b oT, FOEEEINT [YET =03 —
TORH] BElB0EARE Lo THRBEINDLIEFH D (KiE).
sweeping = too general

proverbial wisdom [32& L CE SN 5%

oral literature [T %] EBEOFEEIIOWTELIIHELTE
PRIELLEVWI EIE, HEOTEFILEREVATLEAELTWSL R
Bhd, TOEEOELELZERTLIZEOMOBMIZD RO VENVS
ZETHh.

2. Language and Thought

give rise to the complications [#f % M % 4 A H 4

‘beyond words’ [ (XF#Y) FETHEHRLEL LR V]
‘propositional’ [ 8]  proposition [4&]); “a unit of meaning
in statement form that is asserted to be true or false” (Gloss.)

deductive c¢f. deduction [HH## ()] HoS52»LOEZ ik
HIRRE, S, HHOMEOHLES LS %, SRR
inductive ¢f. induction [/F# ()] % 0T — % 55— R
PHREZLMNTS X9 %, BREROHERE.

word order [ 5/

in terms of two extremes [ 2 O@iﬁﬁ‘%&_ﬁ%ﬁ‘ 51

child language acquisition [ZROEE (BEE TH! FLLE

cognitive abilities [FRAIEE)] BEEOBBIETLTHLIEBED
BEHBRENLETH D & @Eﬁﬂii&: ¥'7 ¥z (Jean Piaget, %)
OFEMTRBCBOTER LN, CHEHO BB L 255 % kY
5F a L AF— (Noam Chomsky, M) OHERCEMEEEE OBICHK
Lwiddid oz, LR 7EERSHE.

Shelley Percy Bysshe Shelley (1792-1822) #E D& A. Prometheus
Unboundid 4 %55 7%z 5758, KA DMary W. Shelley & &/l
Frankenstein, or the Modern PrometheusD{E%.

the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis [ Y7 =7+ —70E3H]  TH.
internalized vocalization ¥ ORI (bF) WKHLTORET
HHOIHL TH (HD) K ToRH]

far outnumbered by. .. [ O FPEBEMICHETE E -2 TWAE]

(it is not) a question of one notion taking precedence over the other

[ OBEPMMF BT B L) BE (TRIRL)]
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