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PREFACE 

These Linguistic Interludes represent a rather radical de­
parture from the more conventional methods or presenting lin­
guistics. They are designed to introduce the begiMing student 
or layman to (1) the conflicting attitudes toward linguistics, 
(2) the fundamental principles of the descriptive linguistic 
approach, (3) elementary background of historical and compara­
tive methodology, (4) the history of linguistic study, and (5) 
the relationship of linguistics to human culture in general. 

The available books which deal with the study of language 
are often too technical and too detailed for the beginning stu­
dent. He cannot see the forest because of the trees. Further­
more, such books usually do not present the various viewpoints, 
so that the student can see the more recent developments in con­
trast with what be bas learned in the conventional "grammar" 
education. 

The style and method of presentation has been developed so 
as to present (1) the conflicting ideas about language, (2) the 
lines of argumentation and steps in the analysis ot various pro­
blems which the students may be able to follow easily, and (3) 
a comparatively pleasant means of introduction to the background 
material of linguistics, a study which one often finds dull and 
uninteresting. Accordingly, the writer has put all the material 
into the mouths of interlocutors, who have been chosen as repre­
senting the different types of amateur and professional attitudes 
toward descriptive linguistics, though some characters are ad­
mitted drawn out of proportion so as to make any disparagement 
less bitter by very virtue of the caricature. 

This volume is a complete revision of the 1944 edition, 
with the deletion of one chapter and the addition of another. 
It is hoped that the present edition will be faster moving in 
dramatic detail, richer in illustrative material, and more com­
prehensive in scope. 

Illustrative material for these dialogues has been drawn 
from research work conducted by the writer and various of bis 
colleagues of the Swraner Institute of Linguistics, and from the 
following books and articles: 

Bloomfield, Leonard, Language, New York, 1933. 
Fries, Charles c., American English Grammar. New York, 1940. 
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Interlude l 

CLASH IN THE CO-OP 

~ Downing: Ann, this is Dr. Thompson, whom I beard last 
night discussing morphemes and phonemes. Dr. Thompson, this 
is my friend Ann Ferrell. 

~- Thompsons How do you do, Miss Ferrell? 

&;m Ferrell: I am so glad to meet you, Dr. Thompson. Bill has 
been raving about linguistics all morning. 

!21:• Thompson: I'm glad to hear that the lecture seems to have 
impressed at least one person. 

A!!!! Ferrell: Indeed it hasl Do sit down and join us, Dr. 
Thompson. 

~- Thompsons Gladly. Thank you. 

filll Downing: What I like best about this technique you pre­
sented last night is that it is so new and different. 

)2r. Thompsons Well, in some ways that is the case, but actually 
it is rather old stuff. 

filll Downing& What do you mean? We've certainly never received 
it from any of the other profs here at the university. 

Dr. Thompson: It may seem strange, but without doubt the finest 
pieces of descriptive work were done by Sanskrit gr8llllll8l'ians 
before the time or Christ. 

filY Downing& Then why haven't we been hearing about these des­
criptive methods before now? 

~- Thompsons Most linguists of the past cent'IIJ'y were too much 
taken up by the study of the history or European languages 
to bother very much with describing languages. Then,too, 
the rhetoricians, who have had a rather heavy incubus around 
their necks in the form of the Latin and Greek grammatical 
apparatus, have been rather slow to introduce new methods 
into the study or languages. 
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d t the classical 
Ann Ferrell: You are evidently quite oppose O t D 
-view or grammar. You should have a chance to mee r. the 

Horatio Zilch. He is the principal protagonist among 
old-school grammarians here. 

Ill:• Thompson: Yes. 
day. 

Someone mentioned Dr. Zilch to me yeSt er-

11 u that in 
ill! Downing: I presume that I might as well te yotrong bom-

his office this morning he delivered some rather sf iend or 
bast against you and the descriptive linguists. A Ir can well 
mine, Charles Morgan, told me last hour about it. from"Old 
believe it, ror I used to take rhetoric and grammar 
Horatio." 

th course. 
Dr. Thompson: I'm glad to hear he's talking about e O le can 

It doesn't make much difference what is said. If P~ pseekers. 
be made curious, we'll have a good class or curiosi Y;olar­
Actually, being curious is the best foundation ror 8 ~ fy that 
ship. Eternal curiosity and knowledge of how to sat :n meet 
curiosity make a research person. I do hope that I c 
Dr. Zilch. 

ill! Downing: You may be assured that Dr. 
meet you, ror he heard you last night. 
into the co-op here for tea about this 
I'll keep an eye open for him. 

Zilch is anXious to 
rten comes 

Dr. Zilch O ..... rnoon. 
time in the a~~e 

rse you 
&m Ferrell: Dr. Thompson, Bill told me that in the cou lan-

are going to use native speakers of various aboriginal 
guages. Why do you do that, for goodness sakes? 

ha'Ve you 
Jil:• Thompson: That is a rather big question. Howe"Ver, t thing 

ever heard that if one wants to study oneself, the beS study 
is to look at others; and vice versa, when one wants to es 
others,. one must look at oneself. Ir we look at 1anguBf0 get 
which have utterly different structures, we are likelY bout 
rid of some or the preconceived ideas that we ha"Ve bad a one 
languages because we have known only English or perhaps 
or two other more or less related languages. 

be? &m Ferrell: How different can these aboriginal languages 
rY de-!il:· Thompson: They can be different in almost any and 8 "'8 

0 not 
tail. But here is a specific example. Some languages d to 
have words which correspond in the i'unction of the grSJlllllal" 
our adjectives. 

Ann Ferrell: How would they ever say~ good !!!!Yl? 
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~- Thompson: The speakers or such languages would say 1the 
man goods,' for they express by verbs what we express by ad­
jectives. 

Bill Downing: One minute, Dr. Thompson. Dr. Zilch just came 
in. Would you like to have him join us? 

Dr. Thompson: By all means. 

Bill Downing: He's a rather opinionated person, as I told you. 

Dr. Thompson: That's fine. I'd rather know people who have 
wrong ideas than those who have no ideas at all. But which 
one or the men standing by the counter is he? I may perhaps 
have met him at the faculty meeting, but I do not remember. 

Bill Downing: Dr. Zilch is the rather large,heavy-set man, with 
the black homburg hat, gold-headed cane over his arm, glasses 
tied to a ribbon, and that big Phi Beta Kappa key that hangs 
like a medal or the Legion or Honor. 

Dr. Thompson: Oh yes. I do recognize him. 

Bill Downing: I 1ll step over and invite him to drink his tea 
with us. 

Dr. Thompson: Good. 

[Bill Downing goes to get Dr. Zilch.] 

Ann Ferrell: Dr. Zilch is really a very fine old fellow. His 
ideas are rather conventional and authoritative. That is 
especially hard for Bill to swallow, but "Old Horatio," as 
we call him behind his back, is really a pretty good "Joe." 

Dr. Thompson: I'm sure I shall like him. 

[Bill Downing returns with Dr. Zilch.] 

Bill Downing: Dr. Zilch, this is Dr. Thompson, and I'm sure 
you know Ann Ferrell. 

Dr. Zilch: How do you do, Ann? I'm delighted to see you. And 
Dr. Thompson, this is indeed a pleasure to meet you again. 
I have been looking forward to having some brief opportunity 
to chat with you. There are so many items that I want to 
take up with you, having heard your lecture last night; but 
first, do explain what you said about bringing in speakers 
or primitive languages for the study or linguistics. What 
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can these simple natives contribute to a university? 

Dr. Thompson: Perhaps your difficulty lies in the fact that 
- you consider the so-called primitive aboriginals as being 

essentially simple, nalve, and barren as regards cultural 
achievements. This may be somewhat the fault of calling them 
"primitive peoples." It would be better to speak of such 
people and languages as being non-literate. In terms of 
cultural achievements and adaptation to human needs, these 
peoples may have surpassed us. 

Dr. Zilch: Pure unadulterated primitivism! That's alll What 
- c~ey show us? 

Dr. Thompson: Your reactions are not strange. Miss Ferrell 
was asking me about this aspect of the course before you 
joined us. Perhaps I could say that the main purpose of 
such work with aboriginal languages is to obtain a fresh 
approach. 

Dr. Zilch: But by aboriginal languages, you mean unwritten 
ones1 

Dr. Thompson: That's right. Ones which are not regu1arly writ­
ten by the natives themselves. 

Dr. Zilch: That means then that there is no literature, no 
poetry, drama, stories, not a Shakespeare or a Demosthenes 
in the crowd. Don't you feel,Dr. Thompson, that you are 
wasting precious years of students• time having them study 
languages that have no recognized literacy tradition? 

Dr. Thompson: That may very well seem to be the case. But 
there are two factors involved. First, linguistics is not 
the study of literature. That is technically philology. 
Linguistics deals simply with language, any type of language, 
and anyone's language. 

Qr. Zilch: But why not make your study the analysis of noble 
speech and language, rather than a series of some 1narticu­
late aboriginal grunts? 

Qr. Thompson: We'll come to that in a moment. However, first 
be assured that I agree most heartily in the study of liter­
ary productions. They are very worthwhile. But Dr. Zilch, 
don't you believe that there is value in studying something 
which society uses as much as language, something without 
which we could have absolutely no organized society and cul­
ture? 
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!k• Zi1ch: I suppose that one is justified in the study of 
such matters as the economics of a people, but for me that 
is far too banal. 

11 

Dr. Thompson: Well, linguistics is in some degree more tunda­
menta1 than economics. Without language such exchange as we 
know would not exist. Language is a vital part of all our 
living. In some ways there is a distinct parallelism between 
economics and descriptive linguistics. If we are going to 
describe the economic life of a people, we have to consider 
Joe Zlaket, who runs the corner fruit-stand, as well as the 
multimillionaire. Similarly, if we are going to describe tl1e 
language of a people, we must be concerned with Joe Zlaket's 
speech, just as well as Shakespeare's. You could not obtain 
a balanced picture of the economic life of the United States 
by analyzing only the business dealings of the Rockefeller 
family, any more than one can obtain an accurate picture of 
the function of a language in society by limiting research 
to Shakespeare. I dare say, too, that just as we know better 
the significance of the Rockefeller dealings after studying 
the economic life of the little business man, so we can even 
bring some light to bear on the language or the literary mas­
ters by knowing the linguistic usage of the "butchers, the 
bakers, and the candlestick-makers." 

QI. Zilch: I admit that you descriptive linguists seem to have 
some purpose in what you are doing, and if you wish to waste 
your time studying languages with a few hundred words and 
trying to describe how the natives make out their meaning 
with grunts and gesticulation, that is all right with me. I 
do hope, however, that you do not play the Pied Piper here 
in the university and lead aside our really serious students. 

Dr. Thompson: You have made out quite a case against me, have­
n't you, Dr. Zilch? Perhaps descriptive linguists are not 
as bad as you have depicted them. The impression that people 
with a primitive material culture ••• 

QI. Zilch: There you go again, speaking exactly as an anthro­
pologist would. 

Dr. Thompson: Is speaking like an anthropologist actually as 
bad as all that? He simply studies all types of people, 
rather than a select few as in the case of the biographer or 
the historian. It is true, however, that we descriptive 
linguists and the anthropologists have much in colll!l',on . 

.121:• Zilch, That's right--primitivism. 
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.!h:• Thompson: Well, be that as it may, let I s get back to O~ 
prilr,itives. The ilr.pression which you have about their 1 1; 0 
ited vocabulary and aln-ost awkwardly sirr:ple grammar is qr 
a universal conception. Actual investigation soon dispe 8 e 
this idea. Consider this one word in the San Blas langu;g us 
of Panama, ampo 1ittimalasarso•sana. It means •the two O lve 
just about bit them, but we did not. 1 What we say in twe 
words in English, the San Blas Indians may say in one • 

.!h: 0 Zilch: And is that just one word? 

.!h:. Thompson: In a somewhat similar way as we define predes­
tination as one word. In English pre-, -M-, - stin-, ~;;Ion• 
-!- , and -ion are all meaningless apart from the com bi! have 
It is much the sw.e with this San Blas word. The un 8 

their meaning in combination • 

.!h: 0 Zilch: 'ffhat do these various parts mean? 

Jlt. Thompson: Well, !!.!!!- indicates first person. It is usuai~y 
Jm- except before certain bilabial stop consonants, w~ere 
becomes ml!-• We speak of this .!!! as being assitr•ilate • 

.!h:. Zilch: That assimilation, I suppose, is the result of th8 
general slovenliness of the speech and the laziness of th0 
people. 

,!h:. Thompson: Not any more than in English where the negative 
prefix .!!!- becomes im- before a word beginning with a bilab­
ial consonant, such as in the word imperfect • 

.!h:. Zilch: The situation is rather parallel, I must admit. 
However, what about the rest of the word? 

Qt. Thompson: The second unit is -.J2Q- which means •two.• 

Jlt. Zilch: But does the language use the same 1!!)- or .!!:!!-, whe­
tbir a singular or plural, for the first person? Am I right 
in assuming that a pluralizing ending is added 'tO a sin~~ 
form? How inadequate to make no distinction as between I 
and 'we•! It would be the same as saying r-tW,J2• 

Jk. Thompson: In some ways the San Blas is better than the Eng­
lish, for we say l'.21! for singular and plural and make no in­
dication whatsoever of a distinction between plural and singu­
lar reference. 

fu:. Zil!.l!t I have always decried the loss of th@ and thee 
to contrast with~ and .IQ.!!• It's the modern intellectual 
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laziness that even creeps into English and corrupts it. 

Dr. Thompson: We may have a chance to discuss this matter lat-
- er, but be that as it may, let's examine the San Blas word 

:f'urther. The third unit is -itti-. This is the third person 
indicator, and the fourth eleiimit -l!!!Y.!l- pluralizes the third 
person indicator. 

Dr. Zilch: That is evidently parallel to the first person. I 
- p~e one would say anme,l,A- for 'we.' 

12!:• Thompson: You're absolutely right, Dr. Zilch. It wouldn't 
be any time at all before you would be having a great time 
with these aboriginal languages. 

12!:• Zilch; Perish the thoughtt 
pointing out a few analogies. 
sical training. 

But one cannot refrain from 
That is what comes from clas-

121:• Thompson: Final Then perhaps you'll become a student o~ 
descriptive linguistics all the more rapidly. The stem of 
the San Blas word we mentioned is -sarso•- which means 'hit.• 
The -.!!A- suffix shows the past tense, and the -y is a rever­
sive. This particle completely changes the meaning. Instead 
or the •two or us hit them,• the resultant word ~eans 'the 
two or us just about hit them but we did not.• The word 
ampo'ittime.lasarso•sana could hardly be called an eX&lllple of 
an "awkwardly simple gr&Jnlllar." 

YI:•~: It must be admitted that the San Blas put a good 
deal of meaning into very small insignificant items. This 
would seem to be very poor judgment on their part in attach­
ing so much meaning to such a small element as the final 
suffix -y. 

Dr. Thompson: You will admit, however, that English leaves a 
good deal or meaning to be borne by such small,generally 
unaccented words as !12!: and ir• 

YJ:. ll!sbi I must admit that is true. From the type of illus­
tration in the San Blas I would take it for granted that you 
could perhaps have a paradigm in some of these aboriginal 
languages even as extensive as in Greek. 

Dr. Thompson; You are a little more than right. Actually,with 
all the possible combinations or grammatical units, this stem 
-sarso•- in San Blas could probably appear in some 10,000 
different combinations. 
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Dr. Zilch: Uy word! Is it possible? Imagine the task of a 0 
teacher having to teach natives to recite paradigms of lO,OO 
forms. 

~- Thompson: In the first place, no one is ever called upon to 
teach the native children the 10,000 forms of the verbs. 
They learn to form words in the same way as English children 
learn to form complicated sentences. Children can form sen­
tences because they have learned the patterns into which the 
words tit. In the same way San Blas children can use rather 
large words, tor they learn the system into which the various 
elements tit. In exactly the same manner as you discovered 
the pattern tor~- •we,• so San Blas natives form their 
complex words. 

la:• Zilcha The factor which makes English so remarkable and so 
easy tor people to understand is the crystal-clear word order. 
English shows orderliness or thinking. I presume that these 
aboriginal languages throw their words together in almost anY 
fashion that they like or can devise. 

Dr. Thompson: You are quite wrong. This San Blas language bas 
every bit as fixed a word order as we have in English. The 
subject expression norr.ally occurs first, preceded and fol­
lowed by various classes or attributives. The object expres­
sion follows the subject expression and this in turn may be 
preceded and followed by various classes of attributives. 
Third, the attributives of the verb occur, and finally, the 
verb expression. Following the verb there may occur certain 
stylistic words indicating whether the sentence is colloquial, 
oratorical, or poetical. 

la:• Zilch: This is almost elaborate enough to be considered an 
actual language. 

la:• Thompson: It is most emphatically just that. 

~- Zilch: You have chosen a very good example, I must concede. 
I'll have to do some investigating of this subject myself to 
see what other features these primitive languages are cre­
dited with having. 

la:• Thompson: Goodl If your curiosity is aroused, that is all 
I could ask tor, even though you do accuse me of a little 
misrepresentation. 

J2t• WJ;!!: However, in connection with these long words, wlnch 
you intimate these aboriginal languages have, I would like 
to suggest that there is nothing particularly good about 
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long words in themselves. The Indo-European languages have 
always avoided that tendency. 

QI. Thompson: In the first place, aboriginal languages do not 
all have long words. Aboriginal languages have all types of 
words. But as for Indo-European languages always avoiding 
long words, I'm not so sure. Consider the Gothic word 
babaidedeima, which is equivalent to Modern English l!lg. 

QI. Zilch: Yes. That is exactly the point I have inferred. 
Consider that English by short words is getting rid of such 
excess baggage, and in doing so overcoming some abortive ten­
dencies in the history of the Germanic languages. 

Dr. Thompson: This doesn't sound the same as your former argu­
ment about the aboriginal language attaching so much meaning 
to small units. However, even in the case of English, though 
we do have some short words, we still say unattractive when 
we could possibly get along with yg!z. 

Dr. Zilch: Possibly, Dr. Thompson. But tell me, is there any 
system to the inflection of these languages which is compar­
able to the excellency of the Greek noun? 

Dr. Thompson, That can possibly be indicated best by giving you 
a paradigm in the Quechua language. A few of the possible 
forms are: 

t 1ika 

t 1ikay 

t'ikaykuna 

t 1 ikaykunaman 

t'ikaykunamanta 

t'ikaykunamantapacha 

t'ikaykunamantapachalla 

t 1ikaykunamantapachallapis 

'flower' 

'my nower' 

1my flowers• 

•to my flowers' 

•or my flowers' 

'from my tlowere' 

'from my flowers only' 

1also from my nowers only' 

Ja:. Zilch: Indeed, it is a rather interesting type or paradigm. 
Very typical, indeed, isn't it, of the agglutinative langua­
ges, where you keep on adding one element after another? I 
presume that you teach your students the gradual evolution or 
languages from the monosyllabic isolating languages such as 
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Chinese through the agglutinative stage as in the Polynesian, 
Quechua: and San Blas, finally to the perfection of the in­
flected type, such as the Indo-European. I remember that was 
what we learned concerning your so-called descriptive lin­
guistics when I was a student at Harvard. 

la:• Thompson: I fear then that you haven't been studying any 
descriptive linguistics since that time. for such ideas are 
very much out of vogue today. 

Dr. Zilch: Is it possible? Why, I have been teaching that from 
my notes for many years. 

Dr. Thompson: It is advisable at times to revise notes, you 
- know. However, such ideas are quite wrong about the evolution 

of language from the monosyllabic languages through the agglu­
tinative stage and finally to the inflected languages such as 
Greek and Latin. Moreover, such speculation is decidedly not 
descriptive. The historical and comparative enthusiasts of 
the past generation have been responsible for such errors in 
interpretation of information, not the descriptive linguists. 

Dr. Zilch: The theory seems very plausible and cogent. 

la:• Thompson: Superficially it does seem so. One of the hit­
ches in the entire idea is the fact that Chinese has been 
found to be the result of considerable change in itself. 
Chinese belongs to the Sino-Tibetan family of languages, and 
these languages at one time were polysyllabic and inflected, 
even as the research of Karlgren and others has so admirably 
demonstrated. 

Dr.~: Is it possible? 

Dr. Thompson: Moreover, it is strange for you to asswne that 
the Chinese should represent the most "primitive" language. 
Certainly there is no correlation between this and primi­
tivism of culture that you have mentioned before. 

Dr. Zilch: But do you not find in general that the primitives 
of the world have this second type of language, namely, 
agglutinative? 

la:• Thompson: It is true that a great percentage of primitive 
people of the world have agglutinative languages. It is also 
true that a similar percentage of all the languages of the 
world are agglutinative. However, many so-called primitives 
have inflected languages. There is surely no hard-and-fast 
correlation in this regard. Moreover, it is unwise to attempt 
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to classify languages rigidly as monosyllabic, agglutinative, 
and inflected. This is not a mutually exclusive type of 
classification, for many languages have characteristics of 
all these three types. English, for example, has many mono­
syllabic words which are not inflected in grammatical struc­
ture. It also has some inflection,as in the pluralization of 
nouns and the formation of verbs, but in addition has what we 
may call agglutinative development in such a word as ungen­
tlemanliness. 

Dr. Zilch: Well then, setting aside both the first two groups, 
the monosyllabic and the agglutinative, as not giving us 
definite correlations, wouldn't you say that the historically 
inflected languages of the Indo-European culture were the 
highest type of language to which mankind may evolve? Con­
sider the remarkable cultural achievements of western civili­
zation. 

Dr. Thompson: You have fallen into a common intellectual ditch. 
Because we are representatives of a culture that has attained 
the most advanced material stage so far achieved in human 
history is no indication that the way we cut our hair is the 
finest in the world. 

Dr. Zilch: But what does the tonsorial culture of a people have 
to do with civilization? 

Yr• Thompson: Exactly nothingt That is the point. The fact 
that Indo-European peoples have an inflected language is an 
accident of history and no indication of intellectual super­
iority or of their being an advanced link in any evolutionary 
chain. The additional fact that in the nineteenth century 
the people of western civilization took upon themselves the 
"White Man's Burden," considerably for their own enrichment, 
and have had plenty of gunpowder to back up their 'philan­
thropy' is no special reason why their language or their 
hair-do represents the acme of perfection. 

Dr. Zilch: But if you will not talce into consideration the 
cultural attainments of the people, surely you must have to 
talce into consideration the physical make-up of the people 
when you analyze languages. Thia must be especially true in 
connection with the sounds. 

Dr. Thompson: What do you mean? 

Dr.~: Exactly this. You surely must expect the Negro 
with his broad lips to produce the broad vowels. He is phy­
siologically conditioned to speak in a particular manner. 
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Dr. Thompson: I cannot agree with you at all in this matter. 
- I remember the shock which I had when I beard a Negro who 

was raised and educated in the Bahamas and England speak with 
an accent which seemed to echo from the very walls of Oxford. 
I have likewise heard Negroes glide beautifully through French 
which they had learned in Algiers, or trip along with a stac­
cato pronunciation of Spanish which they had learned as their 
native tongue in Mexico. 

Dr. Zilch: But tell me then why the Negro of the United States 
speaks with an accent which is different from my speech. 

!21:• Thompson: The basic reason for this is that his speech is 
in general like that of the South, and even where the Negro 
has moved north he has to a great extent carried this speech 
with him. Furthermore, the Negro in the United States so 
often lives in a linguistic community separated from the 
Whites,except in the matter of business, that the Negro dia­
lect is less affected by the dialect of the Whites than are 
two contiguous dialects spoken by Whites. I have heard Neg­
roes speak who were raised entirely with Whites, and their 
speech did not indicate the slightest deviation from the com­
mon standard. 

!21:• Zilch: Then what about Orientals coming to this country? 

Dr. Thompson: The same thing applies. I have Japanese and 
Chinese friends who have been raised here in the United 
States and whose speech doesn't contain the slightest trace 
of any II foreign II accent. 

!21:• Zilch: What you say, Dr. Thompson, is very different from 
what one has been led to believe by others. This bears in­
vestigation. However, in connection with the aboriginal 
languages that have been mentioned I would like to comment 
about the situation involving vocabulary. Surely such pri­
mitives cannot have very extensive vocabularies. Limited 
cultures must imply limited vocabularies. 

Dr. Thompson: It is true that people do not need to have any 
more words than they have referents in their lives. But I 
am inclined to believe that we are very likely to underes­
timate our primitive aboriginal friends. 

QI:. Zilchi "Friends" sounds like an anthropologist turned 
humanitarian. 

QI:. Thompson: I presume that you are right. Arter learning to 
know such people, who have so many remarkable qualities, it 
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is hard to think of them except as friends. 

But relative to the point we were discussing, you may be as­
sured that aboriginal peoples have plenty of vocabulary to 
express all the ideas they have. Even introductory and 
superficial examinations reveal that most so-called aborig­
inal languages have well over 20,000 words, if we count words 
as in English including all regular derivatives as new words, 
namely, counting educate as one word and education as another 
and educational as a third. 

Bill Downing: Excuse me, Dr. Thompson, but what about words for 
'car,' 'locomotive,' 'dynamo,' 'airplane,' 'radio,' etc., 
things which aboriginal peoples don't have? 

}!!:. Thompson: Rather, excuse me, Bill. Dr. Zilch and I have 
been talking so lffllch that I'm afraid we haven't given you or 
Miss Ferrell a chance to interrupt. 

~ Downing1 That's perfectly all right. I really don't know 
enough to discuss linguistics intelligently. Anyway, the 
discussion is answering exactly the problems I have been won­
dering about. So please go ahead. 

Dr. Thompsons However, your question about new things in the 
material culture of primitive people is a good one. We have 
acquired new things in our culture and we have always managed 
to obtain a name for them. Sometimes we import the name 
along with the article as in the case of spaghetti, which we 
have taken over from Italian. For some items in our culture 
such as bicycle and locomotive we have employed Greek and 
Latin derivatives. At other times we use descriptive words 
with English constituents and form a compound such as .A!J:­
.Pli!!!!. Aboriginal languages do not have any such II learned 11 

vocabulary from which to construct words as we do from Greek 
and Latin, but they do borrow words for things, even as a 
Tarahumara Indian calls a table a [m6sa!i], borrowing~ 
'table' from Spanish and making a good Tarahumara word out 
or it by adding the derivative suffix [-~i]. 

fill! Downing& I never could understand why all sciences had to 
borrow so persistently trom Greek and Latin. Why say biology 
when we could say life-science, or gastropod when we could 
say stomach-foot? 

}!!:. Zilch: It would be much less scientific. 

la:• Thompson: I would not agree with you, except for the fact 
that science is the common heritage or all of western 
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culture and that,since the classical languages are part of 
this co!lllllon heritage, it is a convenience that terms shou1d 
be taken from such languages. When one knows the so-called 
scientific term, then he has very little difficulty recog­
nizing this in scientific writings in any European language. 
On the other hand, he would be obliged to learn many new 
terms if be cared to do research work and investigate the 
findings of those who have employed foreign languages in des­
cribing their work. 

Bill Downing: You reentioned that in aboriginal languages the 
tendency bas been to borrow or to roake up descriptive words, 
for evidently they cannot have the so-called technical vocab­
ulary. What would aboriginals do with a word such as bicycle? 

Qr. Thompson: It is difficult to say what they would do with 
bicycle, but hypothetically they could do any one of three 
principal things. They could borrow the word bicycle making 
whatever changes in the pronunciation are necessary to make 
it conform to the pattern of their language. This is what 
we may speak of as transliteration. The aboriginals might 
translate the word. This would be quite rare, for an aborig­
inal would not know that bi- means •two' and -cycle 'wheel. 1 

But presuming that we hav;-a very smart and exceptional abo­
riginal, it is hypothetically possible that the resultant 
word would be something which would correspond to English 
'two-wheeler.' Finally, the aboriginal might employ a des­
criptive word or phrase in his own language. This would be 
far more likely than the second possibility. In the early 
days some Indians of the Middle West did develop a phrase 
expression for a bicycle and called this "White man sits 
down to walk." 

Ann Ferrell: It surely is a good functional name, to say the 
least. Descriptive names are the ones I attempt to invent 
when in writing an exam I cannot remember the technical vo­
cabulary. I always hope that the person correcting the pa­
per will think I am trying to be explicit and scientific 
rather than suspecting that I am covering up my ignorance • 

.!2!:• ~: My word, but you students are a clever lotl I shall 
have to check more closely after this. I fear that I have 
been too lenient with those who ramble through their examin­
ations with long descriptions. 

film Ferrell: Oh, Dr. Zilch, filling examination papers with a 
maximum of words on a minimum of information is undoubtedJ.v 
one of the basic sciences of the university. 
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Dr. Zilch: Is this a case of honest confession being good for 
the soul.? 

Ann Ferrell: Not altogether. Just a general observation about 
collegiate culture. However, I don't know whether I woul.d be 
able to employ so much verbiage in a descriptive linguistics 
course. It seems rather specific to me. 

Dr. Zilch: It isn't possible that you are contemplating taking 
up this study, is it? My dear Miss Ferrell, I assure you, 
you are really too much of the beaux arts type for this ab­
original linguistics, but--my apology to you, Dr. Thompson. 
I really do not want to discourage an apparently recent pro­
selyte to your system. 

filll Downing: Excuse me for interrupting again, but you were 
talking about the ways in which words are formed for new 
items in culture, yet you didn't mention the possibility of 
constructing a word out of thin air, simply inventing some­
thing absolutely new. 

Dr. Thompson: Strange as it may seem,such words are quite rare. 
~ appears to be one such artificially constructed word. 
At least it doesn't come from any foreign language, and it 
doesn't represent any morphemes that we can recognize in 
English. 

Dr. Zilchi I have often heard it said that the speakers of abo-
- riginal languages often do not understand exactly what they 

say themselves. There is evidently a great lack of precise­
ness in their languages. Perhaps there is a good deal of 
inventing out of thin air in their words. 

Dr. Thompson: I should think that you would have been convinced 
of the falsehood of that type of statement from the grammati­
cal structure that we have discussed so far. 

Dr. Zilch: No, this is quite different. It has to do with the 
- lexical phase of the problem and the meaning of words. Those 

who have worked with such languages imply that there is con­
siderable looseness of meaning. 

Dr. Thompson: Your contention does demand a word of explanation. 

Dr. Zilch: More than a word, I feel. You are rather too much 
inclined to pass things off as Q. E. D. without enough proof. 
You'll find me a rather stubborn antagonist. 

Dr. Thompson: or course, I realize that I haven't proved 

' ( 
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anything. I've only been suggesting some contradictory evi­
dence to some of the matters which you have proposed. How­
ever, the impression of "looseness of meaning" results from 
the fact that words are not points of meaning, but areas of 
meaning; and all languages divide up phenomena into differ­
ent areas • 

.Q.t. Zilch: What do you mean by this •areas of meaning"? "Point 
preciseness" is what I teach • 

.Q.t. Thompson: To answer this question, what would you say the 
meaning of red is? 

.Q.t. Zilch: Well, well, it is anything that is red,--er--uh-­
well-- • 

.Q.t. Thompson: 
torician. 

Even that isn't too precise for an English rhe­
What about Mias Ferrell's blouse? Is it red? 

Dr. Zilch: Indeed so. 

fill.!l Ferrell: But it's really "burgundy," Dr. Zilch. 

Dr. Zilch: But that is red, positivelyt 

.Q.t. Thompson: Well, what about the trimming on the girl I s hat 
over to the left of the counter? What color is it? 

Dr. Zilch: Why, that is red too • 

.Q.t. Thompson: What would you call it, Miss Ferrell? 

Ami Ferrell: I would say that it is "cerise." 

Dr. Thompson: Then what. about the scarf worn by the young lady 
by the window? 

Dr. Zilch: Red. Quite red in factt 

Qr. Thompson: What is your verdict, Miss Ferrell? 

film Ferrell: Well, we girls would call it "vermilion." 

Qr. Thompson: I suppose that you would say my tie is red, 
Would you not, Dr. Zilch? 

Qr. Zilch: Right. 

Dr. Thompson: But my wife informs me that it is "rust." What 
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is your judgment, Miss Ferrell? 

A!!!! Ferrell: It most surely is 11 rust. 11 

Dr. Zilch: To think of it, here I say that four things are red, 
and feminine usage and judgment call them "burgundy," 
"cerise," "vermilion,11 and 11 rust.11 My word, but women insist 
on a different vocabulary from us men. You would allllost 
think that the women possessed a different language. I am 
coming to see that there may be some place in linguistics for 
a woman, namely, to interpret this feminine language which 
has arisen. 

J2!:. Thompson: I fear you over-estbate the differences, but it 
is reported that among some or the Carib Indians the men 
speak one language and the women speak another language, pre­
sumably an Arawak dialect. The tradition is that the Carib 
men killed off the Arawak men or a tribe and took the women 
for themselves. In the meantime the men and the women have 
kept their respectiye languages. The Chiquitos, an Indian 
tribe in Bolivia, are reported as having quite different 
grammatical forms for the women's dialect or the language as 
compared with the men's. We do know that the Yana Indians 
or California have quite extensive differences of form be­
tween the women's and the men's language. There is a 11 fem­
inine 11 aspect to almost any type of study. 

12!:• Zilch: But what do these differences in the use or red have 
to do with the area of meaning of a word? 

!h:• Thompson: It should be quite obvious that the area or mean­
ing of~ is much greater in your vocabulary than it is in 
Miss Ferrell's. If we chart the colors or the spectrum, 
your word .!:ml is going to cover a wider area than Miss Fer­
rell's~- Moreover, it is going to be difficult to know 
exactly where .!:ml leaves off and some other color begins. 
These words designate not points on the spectrum but areas. 

Dr. Zilch: But what about the aboriginal approach to this pro­
blem that we began to discuss? 

Dr. Thompson: We are coming to that now. In the Maya language 
there are six principal color words which may be roughly 
translated as 'black,' 'white,' 'yellow,' 'green,' 'blue,' 
and •red.' All colors may be classified as one of these six. 

Dr. Zilch: But there is no word for 'brown.' What do they do 
in such a case as that? 



LINGUISTIC INTERLUDES 

Dr. Thompson: It depends upon the shade of brown. If it is a 
reddish brown then it goes under 1red. 1 If it is a greenish 
brown then under •green,' and so forth. 

Jk. Zilch: Evidently there is no word for 'purple' either. 

,!k. Thompson: No. If it is a dark purple, it will go as 
'black,' and if reddish, as 'red.' 

Dr. Zilch: But what if the people want to be specific about a 
color? 

,!k. Thompson: They can do that even as we do. They can say 
that it is like something else having a particular color. 

,!k. Zilch: No wonder that investigators have thought that abo­
riginal peoples have very limited vocabularies and speak with 
considerable looseness of meaning. 

Dr. Thompson: On the other hand,in some areas of meaning, these 
languages make far more detailed divisions of natural pheno­
mena than we do. Consider what occurs in the Chontal lan­
guage of Oaxaca. What we normally translate as 'receive' 
occurs in five different stems: the first means •to receive 
seeds' which 11111st be ground before being consumed, as in the 
case of coffee beans or corn. The second stem means •to re­
ceive a liquid,' the third 'to receive a small object,' the 
fourth 'to receive food,' and fifth •to receive animate ob­
jects,' such as a horse, pig, or person. Accordingly if a 
person receives coffee beans, the first stem would describe 
the action. If the coffee is ground before being received, 
then the fourth word denotes the action of receiving; but if 
the coffee has already been brewed, then the second word is 
employed. One language will divide natural phenomena in one 
way, and another language in another way. It is all a mat­
ter or linguistic perspective. 

Dr. Zilch: That is exactly the difficulty. I am amazed. A 
man with your evident background and training seems to have 
no rigid standard, no .fil!!!!!!!!:Y! .l:!mll!.!!!, no traditional authority. 
You seem to look at all cultures alike. This is a rather 
curious thing for one to do. It surely marks a definite 
cleavage between your attitude and mine. 

,!k. Thompson: There is no doubt about that. 

Dr. Zilch: I realize that in many ways I have kept you talking 
more about anthropology than about linguistics. Excuse me 
for diverting you so often. 
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Dr. Thompson: No apology is necessary. Af'ter all, anthropology 
and linguistics are very closely related, in fact, to some 
extent identical. When we analyze the culture or a people, 
we discuss the way in which these people adapt themselves to 
their physical environment. This we call the material cul­
ture. A people's adaptation to one another is the social 
culture. The adaptation to the supernatural is the religi­
ous culture. There is an additional phase which is found in 
all these, namely, the esthetic. 

Dr. Zilch: I have never beard esthetics discussed by anthropo­
- logists as a separate item of culture. 

!h:• Thompson: The importance of this phase is only gradually 
being appreciated. 

filll Downing: Where does the study of the language fit into 
this picture? 

Dr. Thompson: This comes as the fif'tb phase of culture. 

Dr. Zilch: My word! How the anthropologists do take in every­
thing! But why do you so consistently refer to anthropolog­
ical attitudes and views? 

!h:• Thompson: This is because of the fact that one's anthropo­
logical views inevitably dictate one's attitude toward lin­
guistics. That is precisely why we haven't been able to 
separate them in our discussion. We couldn't have done this 
if we had tried. We haven't been wasting time or going far 
afield by discussing anthropological implications. This is 
very much in line with Miss Ferrell's request to know more 
or what the course is all about. 

Dr.~: All that you say, Dr. Thompson, may be very true, 
but for the life of me, my academic proclivities and erudite 
sensibilities cannot refrain from being grievously affected 
when I think of bringing illiterate aboriginals into the 
sanctum of this place of learning to utter their crude gut­
tural sounds, not simply as a curiosity to the students, but 
as an object of serious study by such fine students as Bill 
here. When illiterates become teachers, what place is there 
for rhetoric, the queen of the arts? What new things you 
primitivists will contrive! 

But excuse the swan song of a nineteenth century rhetorician. 
Perhaps I should have been gathered to my fathers before 
this, but be that as it may, I really would like to !mow just 
what this course is gping to include. 
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Here, Ann, you take over the conversation. I've interrupted 
it far too much already. However, I fear that if Dr. Thomp­
son continues to make such flagrantly unclassical remarks as 
some I have heard this afternoon, I may have to re-enter the 
discussion. Hence, accept my apology now. 

Am! Ferrell: You need not apologize, Dr. Zilch. It was a great 
deal nicer having you ask the questions and give the answers. 

)k. Zilch: Well, you go ahead. 

A!!!! Ferrell: All right. First, Dr. Thompson, just what do you 
mean by 11 descriptive linguistic~•? 

)k. Thompson: Exactly what the word implies. It is the science 
of describing languages, and in this we pay no attention to 
the history of the language. 

Qt.~= Excuse me, but this is incredible! Ignoring the 
tradition of history. Nothing is in its proper light without 
its history. But forgive me, I intruded again. I was sure 
I could refrain for a little while, at least. 

)k. Thompson: But it is a good question you introduce, Dr. 
Zilch. However, tell me how you would study the history of 
the Comanche language, when we have no documents of the lan­
guage that are more than a few decades old at best. It does 
not have a recorded history. 

Q!:. Zilch: But it n:ust have had a history. 

Dr. Thompson: You're right. The fact that I'm a man presup­
poses that once I was a boy, but if there were no eye­
witnesses to any facts about u.e and no documents about u.e, 
and if I remember nothing about u.yself that I can relate, 
then a historian wouldn't be very likely to want to recon­
struct u.y past with no evidence on hand. In many ways un­
written languages are like that. There is no history, and 
the changes that have taken place have been so gradual that 
the speakers are not usually conscious of them. 

Q!:. Zilch: But the functioning of a language is all tied up in 
its history. Consider the situation in English. How can you 
describe English without pointing out that preach is actually 
a compound word? 

!llJ.l Downing: How do you mean that, Dr. Zilch? 

Dr. Zilch: Do you not remember, Bill, how I pointed out in 
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English Rhetoric III that preach comes from Latin praedicare 
•to proclaim.' The history of our language always comes in 
the fourth week of the course. 

filll Downing: I'~ sorry; I had forgotten. 

Qi:. Thompson: By the name compound we normally designate com­
binations in which we can recognize free constituents, for 
example, such words as blackbird, greenhouse, and breakwater. 

Dr. ll1£h: But that is what is wrong with your denial of the 
value of historical studies. You ere not able to recognize 
the 1mutated compounds, 1 such as preach. 

Bill Downing: I would call them 1amputated, 1 for there is noth­
ing but the torso left, and that can only be identified by 
examining scars left by previous operations. 

Dr. Thompson: It seems to me that it would be safe to consider 
that preach comes in the same class of words as~ in 
English. 

Dr. Zilch: But by doing so you destroy that esoteric apprecia­
tion of the language. 

Qi:. Thompson: Then we will have to conclude that languages do 
not function on an esoteric basis. I am quite convinced that 
one can speak English adequately and effectively for all soc­
ial situations, and not know a thing about the history of the 
language. He might be able to use the form oxen and not re­
alize that the -mi formerly belonged to the 'steiii of the word, 
and that the singular form ,ms is actually less than the hls­
torical stem. 

Dr. Zilch: Perhaps he could speak Eng]ish, though I would ven­
ture to suggest, rather inadequately; but remember, my dear 
Dr. Thompson, "The unexamined life is not worth living." 

Qi:. Thompson: Well, in this case, we 111 leave it to the anti­
quarian to receive his compensating joy for all his efforts. 

Bill Downing: But Dr. Thompson, what about comparing other re­
lated languages? Don 1t we do this in describing a language? 

Dr. Thompson: We may, but if we do, we are dealing with com­
parative linguistics. Descriptive linguistics attempts to 
describe a language as a functional unit, quite apart from 
possible affiliations with other similar languages. 
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Dr. Zilch: My word! How you do try to circumscribe knowledge! 
If you restrict yourself much more, Dr. Thompson, you'll be 
the veritable apostle of "learning more and more about less 
and less until you know everything about nothing. 11 For my­
self, I would choose the course of the polymath, 'the learner 
·of everything. 1 

Dr. Thompson: I presume that ultimately there isn't much dif­
ference between knowing everything about nothing and lalowing 
nothing correctly about everything. 

Dr. Zilch: Perhaps I should have refrained from my rejoinder. 
It is just a Victorian scholar's reaction to novelty. But 
actually, Dr. Thompson, there is a part of me (I confess a 
rather small part) that is quite intrigued by all this new­
ness. 

Dr. Thompson: Well, as I was saying before we took time off for 
a little verbal jostling, we also leave comparative studies 
out of a descriptive analysis. We do not, for example, point 
out in analyzing English that stool is an Anglo-Saxon root, 
and that chair comes in with the Norman-French, that algebra 
is from A~, geometry from Greek, fossil from Latin, thug 
from Hindustani, macaroni from Italian, caravan from Persian, 
bamboo from l,!aleY, and tepee frorr Sioux. One can speak Eng­
lish every bit as well without knowing these facts. 

Ann Ferrell: Well, if descriptive linguistics doesn't deal with 
the history of the language or other related languages, it 
certainly is not what I thought it was. I thought surely 
we'd be tracing the history of words, as we do in classes in 
rhetoric. 

Dr. Thompson: Your idea of linguistics is not far different 
from most people's. They have the idea that it deals with 
etymologies and so-called "correct" usage. But descriptive 
linguistics deals with neither of these. 

Dr. Zilch: Is it possible that I heard you say that you do not 
consider problems of correctness in speech? Then you cast 
out completely my own science and art, rhetoric. 

Q!:. Thompson: I fear that is what we do. For we do not des­
cribe what people ought to say, but what they do say. 

Dr. Zilch: Then you describe much error. 

Dr. Thompson: It is no doubt error from your basis of judgment, 
but we will all admit that it is usage. 
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Dr. Zilch: Such blatant non-conformity! But go on with the 
- description of the method. 

Dr. Thompson: Surely. You might say that a descriptive lin­
guist is like a botanist who sets out to describe all the 
vegetation within a given area and to point out the function­
al relationships of the vegetation to the general terrain. 
Of course, there are some historical observations that a 
trained botanist can make. He knows, for example, that de­
ciduous forests generally follow coniferous forests. In the 
same way the linguist finds that [t] may change to[~] be­
cause of a front vowel, as illustrated in educate and educa­
tion. On the other hand the reverse process of[~] changing 
"tc;'"1t] is by no means a regularly observed process. The des­
criptive linguist ~ints out what is a historical process in 
the [t] becoming [M], but he would not point out that the[~] 
in chin was formerly [k] and had become[~] by this process 
of palatalization. The descriptive linguist would have no 
occasion to point out this change, because the stem .£hi!! 
never occurs with a [k] sound in any derivative. 

Dr. Zilch: But why should not one point out every thing that 
he knows about every word as he goes? 

QI. Thompson: This tends to produce a very conglomerate sort 
of picture. We try to organize all material from a func­
tional viewpoint. Shifting from one viewpoint to another 
produces a distorted picture. This is something like draw­
ing a picture. In order to make everything appear real, we 
must maintain one point of view. That is to say, the basic 
lines of the perspective must all go toward one point. If 
we should change viewpoints while drawing the picture, the 
landscape would surely not look real. It is better to draw 
another picture, if we want to change viewpoints. That is 
why it is important to be constantly aware of our point of 
view. Comparative, historical, and descriptive linguistic 
data should not be mixed indiscriminately in the srur.e pic­
ture. 

A!!!! Ferrell: But what about the botanist? You must have had 
something more to say about him. 

QI. Thompson: Several things, in feet. First, to make a com­
prehensive study he analyzes every plant. Some little saxi­
frage clinging to almost barren rocks is as significant to 
the botanist as the tall,beautiful trees. The botanist isn't 
like the amateur nature-lover, who is only looking for spec­
tacular things, nor does the botanist restrict his interest 
to rarities. Some people will go into the woods and spend 
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hours looking only for lady-slippers or tiger-lilies. Sim­
ilarly some linguists only take delight in delving into some 
linguistic forest to come out with some rare beauty compris­
ing a relatively unknown linguistic phenomenon, but in doing 
so they have often completely overlooked significant materi­
als which give this rare ite~ all its runctional importance. 
The botanist bas to take into account sunflowers and daisies 
and a good many plants whose flowers are so inconspicuous 
that the average person never looks at them. 

Qt. Zilch: It appears that finally you're implying that des­
criptive linguistics does have some content. 

Dr. Thompson: This is one of its great problems. Its content 
is so stupendous. It would be impossible for a person to 
make a comprehensive description of iiodern English in a life-
time given to the study of it. 

Dr. Zilch: My word! I had thought that in the course which I 
offer in rhetoric, we handle English more or less adequately, 
and yet I do confess that there have been a few small points 
on which I have bestowed much perplexing thought. 

Dr. Thompson: You'll be a descriptive linguist yet, Dr. Zilch. 
But back to our botanist. He doesn't go about his task with 
any preconceived ideas of what he is going to find in any 
examination of an area. Furthermore, he hasn't come to tell 
the hills what sort of vegetation they should produce, nor is 
he there to see to it that the vegetation is changed. He has 
come to describe what he finds. That is all. 

Ann Ferrell: The botanist surely does have a great deal of 
te;hnical terminology. My, what a headache botany was for 
ree. Is linguistics as bad? 

Dr. Thompson: Fortunately, it is not. However, we must have 
some technical words for types of data which we discover in 
languages. 

Ann Ferrell: But if the botanist is working in more or less un­
e~p ored territory, he is likely to find an entirely new 
Pant. In such an event he simply gives it some made-up 
name. Is that what linguists do? 

Dr. Thompson• p i - 1 • rec sely. If one investigates these unwritten 
~rages which no one has studied, he is likely to find 

qu ea few new features, especially in the types of ideas 
expressed by classes of affixes. 
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!l!:• ~: My dear manl Do you really mean to say that the 
great literary languages of the western world do not contain 
all the worthwhile categories of thought? 

!l!:• Thompson: Dr. Zilch, you will have to visit the class after 
a few weeks and see what is happening in the study of an abo­
riginal language. Perhaps we'll have the opportunity to dis­
cuss some of these factors at a later time. 

!l!:• Zilch: Goodl I shall be glad to. But tell me, how is your 
course divided? I suppose that you spend most of the time 
studying phonetics. I remember that they were beginning to 
teach that subject when I was in the university. 

~- Thompson: Phonetics is a comparatively small part or the 
course. 

!l!:• Zilch: But you have to be able to record the sounds of 
these strange exotic languages, do you not? I imagine that 
you have to learn as many as a hundred sounds, if you are 
to be an expert. 

!l!:• Thompson: You are rather conservative, Dr. Zilch. We act­
ually analp.e several hundred sounds in the course, learning 
to record and reproduce them. 

&m Ferrell: But do we have to learn several hundred different 
symbols? That would be awful. 

~- Thompson: No indeed. We employ the regular roman letters 
for the basic sound types, but by adding diacritical ~arks 
we can distinguish many different types. 

!l!:• ~: What do these sounds look like then? 

~- Thompson: If one of you will lend me a scrap of paper, I'll 
show you some of the signs that we may add to a R to indicate 
different phonetic values. 

Am!, Ferrell: Gladly. Here, use this sheet. 

~- Thompson: Thank you. Here are some of the more common com­
binations of R with the diacritical marks: 

[pJ, r,J, ['pJ, [p'J, [pJ, [p?J, (p~J, r~J, [pJ, reJ, [pwJ, 
riJ, rP"J, rP.J, (pJ, r,?J, r,wJ, r,.J, rtr"J, r~J, riJ, r~wJ 
The [p] indicates that we are dealing with a bilabial 
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voiceless stop. If we put a line[-] through it as in [p];d 
we indicate that the bilabial is a continuant. The revers 
apostrophe['], depending on its location, indicates a:p r:; 
tion either before or after the stop. The single apos rop 
[ 1] indicates synchronous glottalization of the stop. bThe 
symbol[?] indicates egressive pharynx air following tel 
stop, and[~] indicates inressive pharynx air. Similar y, d 
an arrow pointing right[> indicates egressive mouth ai~ an 
the symbol[<] indicates ingressive mouth air. A curve e-nt 
low the letter [w] shows labia1izat.ion in whichwt]he resu~ta 
sound comprises o~y one seglllent. The raised [ is '{9j in­
when two segn:ents are formed in the sound. The mark J [Y] 
dicates palatalization with one seglllent and the raised al 
is employed when there are two segments in the sound.[ N]as -
ization is indicated by [ 1 ] and pharyngealization by - • 
These ere the principa1 types of d1acritica1B• But one can 
readily see that with the various potential coir,binations it 
is possible to indicate a great variety of sounds which ma!J. 
occur in any language. Not all linguists employ diacritic s 
in precisely this manner, but any system may be used if one 
defines the values accurately and is consistent. 

Dr. Zilch: The texts which you publish in these aboriginal lan­
guages must look grotesquely complicated with all these 
strange sounds and fine shades of distinction in sound. 

~- Thompson: Surprisingly enough that is not the case. Phon­
etics consists in the analysis of all the fine distinctions 
of sound, but phonemics constitutes the methodology of an­
alyzing the features about these sounds that 1 count.• Phon­
etics elaborates all the distinctions and phonemics simpli­
fies, choosing just those sound feat~es which have signi­
ficance for the language in question. Phonemics is the 
science of proper alphabet construction. As a friend of 
mine, Dr. Pike, has said, "Phonetics gathers raw material• 
Phone~ics cooks it." 

~- Zilch: I'n-- glad to hear you discuss phone111ics, for I have 
been wondering for some time what it was all about. You 
evidently consider phonetics and phonemics as quite separate, 
do you not? But are they equally important? 

Dr. Thompson: Indeed, the two subjects are different. As to 
the matter of the relative importance of phonetics and phon­
emics, I would say from in7 estigating problems involving 
translations into various aboriginal languages that phone111ics 
is of even greater significance to the linguist than phon­
etics. 
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!!l:• Zi1ch: What types of' problems do you !'ind, i'or example? 

Dr. Thompson: Consider a situation which arose in checking the 
- orthography of' Yipounou, a Bantu language of' the Gabon. 

Three dii'i'erent letters had been employed i'or one and the 
same sound unit, which was a voiced velar continuant and 
which ~ay be written phonetica1ly as [g]. Bei'ore the vowel 

~

u1 this voiced continuant somewhat approximates the English 
w, and bei'ore an [i] the sound is somewhat like English 
y. Bei'ore all other vowels the sound is more like English 
g. Hence the traditional orthography employed (w], (y], 

and (g] to symbolize what is one single unit in the Yipounou. 
But the dii'i'iculty consists in the !'act that there is another 
sound also written as (w] in the language, as well as another 
[y] sound. Mistakes of' this type.make it exceptionally hard 
£or natives to learn to read their own language. To teach 
natives to write their own language is a much more dii'i'icult 
task when one has arbitrary distinctions in the language made 
only because the orthography employs distinctions which have 
signii'icance in English, but not in the aboriginal language. 

Bill Downing: I'm beginning to see some light on the situation. 
I recognize now why you insisted on excluding comparative 
linguistic materia1. Evidently the object is to describe a 
language on the basis of' its own system and that a1one. 

!!l:• Zilch: I can see somewhat how you can prepare students i'or 
the study of' the sounds of' all types of' languages, but how 
you can give students an adequate introduction to the gram­
mar of' all types of' languages is quite beyond me. You cer­
tainly cannot know all the types of' languages in the world, 
can you? 

~- Thompson: We most surely do not. Furthermore, we do not 
attempt to give an introduction, i'irst, to Orienta1 langua­
ges, then to Polynesian, Indian, African, Hyperborean, etc. 
Our procedure is to analyze the basic methodology whereby we 
may describe all the various types of' i'eatures that we !'ind 
in any kind of' language. 

~- Zilch: How do you go about that? 

Dr. Thompson: In the i'irst place we study the i'ormation of' 
words.in all sorts of' languages. This study we call rrorpbo­
logy. Our second main subject is the analysis of' construc­
tions involving these words. This second study is syntax. 

Dr. Zilch: But are there not unlimited possibilities in the 
i'ormation of' words? 
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Dr. Thompson: In a certain sense that is true, just as there 
are an unlimited number of pieces that can be composed and 
played on the piano, but all these pieces will follow certain 
principles of construction involving rhythm, harmony, and 
tone. Hence, even as there are a limited number of princi­
ples of u:usic construction, so there are a limited number of 
processes of word construction, which will be found to exist 
wherever there are words. 

Bill Downing: What are these? 

Dr. Thompson: We can consider them as being of four basic 
types: (1) addition, (2) n:ultiplication, (3) subtraction, 
and (4) change. 

Alm Ferrell: That sounds almost like mathematics. But in lin­
guistic terms what do they mean? 

Qt. Thompson: I have given them mathematical names, so as to 
point out the exclusive nature of the system. The first pro­
cess, addition, includes (1) the adding of two or more stems 
together, in which case one has compound words, such as black­
bird and greenhouse, or (2) the adding of affixes to stems, 
in which case we have words such as retake, misinterpret, and 
f'ulness. 

An!! Ferrell: How many types of affixes can you have? 

Q[. Thompson: As many types as there are places where these may 
be added to the underlying form. If they are added at the 
beginning, they are called prefixes, if at the end, suffixes, 
and if within the stem, infixes. 

!!ill Downing: What does multiplication include? 

Dr. Thompson: This is more comonly called reduplication. But 
since multiplication involves adding the sair.e unit one or 
more times, so reduplication involves adding part or all of 
the same unit one or more times. We do not employ reduplica­
tion in English, except in what we may call 11 reduplicative 
compounds II such as putt-putt and choo-choo. Greek, however, 
has a considerable amount of reduplication. Reduplication is 
also employed considerably in the San Blas. For example, the 
stem nru•a means 'to rise and fall gradually. 1 Mu•amu·a in­
dicates the rising and falling of a boat riding large waves. 
Mu•amu•amu•a iDdicates the motion of a small object riding 
ripples in the water. 

The third process, called II subtraction,'' is also termed 
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11 tlnus-reature 11 in soir.e systems of analysis. It is not very 
coll!Jl!on but can be easily understood. In the same way that 
it is significant to add some feature to a stem to indicate 
some new derivation, so it is significant to drop a part or 
the stem. Instead or adding a surrix to indicate the past 
tense, a language may equally as well drop the last phoneme 
or the stem. A loss is every bit as significant as an addi­
tion. 

Dr. Zilch: That makes sense,all right, though it is somewhat or 
- ~lty. But what about the last process? 

QI. Thompson: Under change, we 111ay note first the change that 
occurs to the phonemes which we call segmental. These are 
roughly the letters which we write along in a line, indicat­
ing the segments of the continuum of speech. We can have 
changes involving the quantity of these phonemes making long 
vowels out of short vowels, or vice versa; and making long 
consonants out of short ones, or the reverse. 

Bill Downing: I have never beard of long consonants. 

121:• Thompson: Well, in Hebrew this process of quantitative 
modification of the consonant occurs in what is called 11 gem­
ination," or "twinning." The failure to recognize length 
may be disastrous at times. It is reported that a missionary 
in Africa speaking a Bantu language failed to recognize the 
long quality of an initial m, and it so happened that he 
likewise failed to render the pitch accurately in the same 
utterance, so that he declared in the native language that 
1The children or Israel crossed the red mosquitos and swal­
lowed lloses. 1 

QI.~: It is amazing how much difficulty one could get into 
without a little knowledge or linguistics, is it not? But 
isn't it possible to modify these phonemes you speak or in a 
qualitative manner as well as a quantitative one? 

QI. Thompson: Indeed so. That is the other means or modifica­
tion. No doubt you were thinking or what occurs in so many 
or the Indo-European languages where there are qualitative 
changes in the vowels or the stems as in sing: .!!l!!!S: sung 
and Dm: .!:!!:!l• 

QI. Zilch: Precisely. But tell me; do any languages modify 
consonants qualitatively, as we do the vowels? 

Dr. Thompson: Yes,they do. The Chichimeca language or Mexico 
illustrates this tendency. It has alternation or the 
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consonants as well as vowels. 

Bill Downing: Are there any other types of change? 

ja:. Thompson: Yes, there are changes which occur in the supra-
• segn:ental phonemes. These phonemes are elements of sound 

that go with other segmental phonemes. These suprasegmental 
phonemes include predominantly the stress and the pitch, and 
in some cases length. In English we have changes in the su­
prasegll'.ental phoneme of stress when we alternate in stress 
between the verb and noun forms in such words as~, ,£2!!­
tract, and insert. The verbs are stressed on the second 
syllable and the nouns on the first syllable. 

Dr. Zilch: But do you mean to say that when you have covered 
these processes you have dealt with all the processes that 
any language in the world will use in forming words? 

Dr. Thompson: That is precisely right. 

Dr. Zilch: Is this all the course then? 

Dr. Thompson: By no means! We have to recognize not only the 
various processes, but also how the various units combine to 
make up words, namely, the order in which they combine, the 
type of constituents which may combine, and the changes which 
may take place when they do combine. 

fil:ll Downi11,g: l'lhat else is there to be done? 

Dr. Thompson: Finally, we line up all the classes of words 
which we have in a language and arrange the description of 
these in the form of a grammar. 

Qt. Zilch: This then constitutes the morphology of descriptive 
linguistics? 

!a:• Thompson: That is right. But I suggest you look into the 
textbook if you are interested. There you'll find the basic 
outline of the procedures. 

Qt. Zilch: Do you employ the same procedures .for syntax? 

Dr. Thompson: Practically the same. Here we learn to describe 
any combination of words on the basis of (1) the order o.f 
combination, (2) the type of constituents combining, and (3) 
the changes that take place in such combinations. 

Dr. Zilch: Would you illustrate? 
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Dr. Thompson: Indeed. Consider the construction g .mm:!• This 
is made up of two constituents, l! and E!!!l• We state the or­
der by saying that l! precedes .!!!§:!!. We state the type of con­
stituents involved in the construction by noting that~ be­
longs to a class of words called nouns and that l! belongs to 
a class of words which we may call 11 determiners.11 They are 
a special type of 11 adjective.11 We consider these determiners 
a special type because they do not occur in the same order or 
constructions as adjectives such as good, bad, and tall. Fi­
nallY, we state the changes which take place when constituents 
corre together by noting that g occurs before a word beginning 
with a consonant, but !!Jl, an alternate form of this sarre word, 
would occur if the following word began with a vowel, as in 
m! apple. We would probably want to say that g modifies or 
is attributive torn, and as such we call it an 11 endocentric" 
construction. 

Dr. Zilch: In a grammar, would you discuss each one of the pos­
sible combinations of words? 

Dr. Thompson: Yea, but we would do this by classes of expres­
sions. Just as we discuss the formation of words by patterns 
of formation, we do the same in syntax • 

.!h:• Zilch: I must admit that this begins to appear as though 
descriptive linguistics has some system to it, though, of 
course, I am not convinced that you are right in your system. 
I shall want to discuss some of these matters with you some 
other time. But right now I want to know how you find out 
all about these languages from your native informants. Do 
you ask them to give you all the nouns of the language, and 
then all the adjectives, and the verbs, and so forth through 
the various classes of words? 

Dr. Thompson: Most decidedly not! The natives haven't analyzed 
the grammar of their language any more than an English­
speaking schoolboy has. 

Dr. Zilch: You do not have to limit this to a schoolboy. The 
college student is in the sa~e woeful category • 

.Q.t. Thompson: Well, be that as it may, we cannot expect the 
native to have analyzed his language. What we do is to ask 
for simple words which may be the narres for such objects as 
'house,' 'horse,' 'boy,' 'girl,' •tree,' 'bush,' 'flower,' 
1 sky, • • sun, 1 and I Jll.oon. 1 Then we often find out how to say 
'my house,• 'my horse,' 'your house,' 'your horse,' 'his 
house,' 'his horse,' etc. This provides us names for prac­
tical objects and the means of denoting possession of such 
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referents • 

.!k• Zilch: Don't you ask for verbs? 

,!k. Thompson: Yes,that normally comes next in the materials. 

Dr. Zilch: But how do you know what forms in the paradigm to 
ask for? 

Dr. Thompson: We do not know at first. We have to I feel I our 
way into the structure of the language. Gradually the lan­
guage begins to unfold. 

filll Downing: But why doesn't one make a complete study of the 
phonetics and phonemics before going on in the language work1 

Qt. Thompson: This cannot be done. The language is a unit and 
a system within itself. The phonemics, the morphology, and 
the syntax all fit into this system. Every fact is related 
to other facts regardless of what point you may have under 
consideration. There are features about the phonemes, and 
particularly about the intonation, that we may not discover 
until we have progressed a great way in the grammatical 
analysis. 

filll Downing: It appears that one has to jump into the language 
all at once and begin swimming,even though he doesn't lmow 
how deep or how large the pool is. 

lk• Zilch: Precisely1 Ir all the facts are interrelated into 
a single whole, you can't expect to make a very comprehensive 
statement about anything before examining practically every­
thing. 

Dr. Thompson: You're absolutely right. You sound like a phi­
losopher. In any unitary system one has to know everything 
about everything in order to know anything completely. So 
it is with a linguistic system. Our approach is to make suc­
cessively more comprehensive statements of the relationships. 

Qt. Zilch: I am gradually beginning to see that you do have a 
system or analysis and that you know where you are going, 
even if it is not in the right direction. However, I see 
that it is far too late for us to determine that question 
now. I trust, Dr. Thompson, that I may have the opportunity 
to discuss some of these matters with you again, for I would 
like to point out to you some of the things in which I am 
sure your circumscribed approach is lacking. This is espe­
cially true of your avoidance of the more historical method 
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of handling grammatical details. 
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Dr. Thompson: You may be right. At any rate, I shall be most 
delighted to chat with you again. 



Interlude 2 

ZILCH AND THE GOLDEN AGE OF ENGLISH 

Dr. Zilch: I fully appreciate your interest in the linguistic 
novelties of this descriptive approach, but in disregarding 
the historical patterns, as I mentioned the other day, you 
are in great danger of error. What about the persistent use 
by the modern generation of It's me instead of the logically 
correct and the rhetorically~eptable It's 1? 

Dr. Thompson: But why do you contend that It's I is correct, 
Dr. Zilch? 

Dr. ZJ1,£h: That ib very easy to see. First, it is logical to 
use I instead of .!!!2• l is the logical subject, and to use 
.!!!!! would contradict the basic pattern of the Indo-European 
languages, which all recognize the principle that the sub­
ject case is the nominative. 

Q!:. Thompson: A person is likely to think this if he examines 
only the so-called "logical" aspect of the problem, but when 
one actually examines the languages, there are contradictions. 
How, Dr. Zilch, would you say~ 1 in French? 

Dr. Zilch: Indeed, of course, it would be c•est .!!191• Oh, oh, 
I realize there is a contradiction in th~• 

Dr. Thompson: You are right. In fact, you've discovered the 
problem yourself. In French a so-called "object" form is 
used, namely, moi, which corresponds to me in English. 
i~~~c1

0
would never have *C'est .12, corre;j;onding to English 

Dr. Zilch: I must confess that this French illustration violates 
- t~ws of logic. 

Dr. Thompson: I Blll not so sure that it does. It seems to me 
that it illustrates them. 

Dr. Zilch: But regardless of the logical issue, would you not 
prefer the form which is historically correct, rather than 
some innovation which breaks with the accepted historical 
tradition? 
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Dr. Thompson: I fear I would not, and I believe that I can an­
swer the matter of logic and the one of historical precedence 
at the sarr.e time. 

Dr. Zilch: How is that? To violate basic logic and throw over 
historical tradition all at once is no small matter. 

Dr. Thompson: Consider the Old English form i~ ,nn !!.Q!!l, liter­
ally '1 .ii..J!m•' If we insist on the historical argument, why 
not go back to this? 

!21:• ill.£h: Of course, we don't recommend this. 

Dr. Thompson: By Chaucerian times, the accepted formwas Il !Y!! 
J. This would be in line with your argument of logic, for 
if 1 is the logical subject, why doesn't the verb agree with 
the subject? 

!21:• Zilch: Yes, but this interpretation doesn't recognize the 
value of the expletive ll• 

Dr. Thompson: Of course, as forms change in usage, then one 
can always have grammatical explanations to account for these 
changes. 

Dr. Zilch: You are right. But it is one thing to account for 
Il 1§, l, but to try to justify 11!.§ .!!!!! seems to be quite a 
different matter. 

Dr. Thompson: It is a different matter because many traditional 
grammarians haven't attempted to analyze it. 

Dr. ill.sl!: Yle recognize that It I s !E!! is used, in fact all too 
prevalently, but we are obliged by the very logic of our 
science to condemn it. 

!21:• Thompson: I am not so sure that you should. 

!21:• Zilch: How is that? 

Dr. Thompson: In the first place, one way of rendering an ex­
pression is not necessarily any"better than another. Wbich 
is basically more correct for conveying the required meaning, 
i~ .en eom, It am I, It is I, or It's me? 

Dr. Zilch: If you insist, I must admit that one is as good as 
another for conveying the sense, just as there is no basic 
difference in value between Gerrran ~, Spanish caballo, 
and English horse. But esthetically there is a good deal of 



42 LINGUISTIC INTERLUDES 

difference. 

Dr. Thompson: Of course, I imagine that you prefer English 
horse and the older It is 1, as is found in the Coventry 
Mysteries. But before we get to the analysis of the esthetic, 
element, let us clear up two things. First, just because a ' 
form is historical is no indication that it is correct to-
day. Is that right? 

Dr. Zilch: I nrust admit that we wouldn't want to go back to the 
- Old English or the Chaucerian form. 

Dr. Thompson: Good! The next point is that any one form is 
essentially as good as another, if it adequately conveys the 
response of the speaker to the situation. 

Qt. lil.£!:!: That must be admitted, or we would rule out the 
value of foreign languages. But still you haven't dealt with 
the esthetics, which is most important. 

Dr. Thompson: We're corning to esthetics right now. First, 
where do you get these esthetic impressions, so to speak? 

Dr. Zilch: It is my basic training in logic which reacts vio­
lently to the situation. 

Qt. Thompson: I am not so sure of this. However, let us take 
up this so-called "logical" aspect of the forms. First, in 
1~ .!u::t ~, the ic is in the nominative form. It is subject 
and precedes the verb. In It am I of Chaucer, the I is still 
subject, as indicated by theverb-form which agrees-with it, 
but in It is 1 there is something new which we begin to rec­
ognize. The it which occurs before the verb is in the so­
called subject territory and begins to function as the sub­
ject. Hence, the verb is made to agree with it. 1 on the 
other hand is in so-called object territory following the 
verb. It is the pressure of this pattern, which, after all, 
is a very 11 logical" matter, and which constitutes the basis 
for the expression .!!!A !!!2• 

Qr. Zilch: I suppose that by this same II logic II of yours you 
could justify that atrocious error made by so many in saying, 
Who gjg .l.Q!! ~? In other words, just because the interroga­
tive pronoun comes before the verb, it is given the nomina­
tive form, even though it is the object. 

Dr. Thompson: Really, you catch on amazingly well, Dr. Zilch. 
The explanation that you have given is exactly the right one. 
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Dr. Zilch: But if I employed that type of reasoning, I would 
- be permitting all types of rhetorical blunders. 

Dr. Thompson: I fear that you are fighting a losing battle then, 
for these linguistic changes or "blunders," as you insist on 
calling them, are going to come, and have come, despite the 
noble work of the rhetoricians. 

Dr. Zilch: But I consider myself as one spear-heading the ad­
vance for more sane, logical categories of language, the 
bringing back of the golden age of English usage. 

Dr. Thompson: I'm afraid that you are doomed to disappointment. 
At best you are fighting a delaying action, which may retard 
only slightly the advance of linguistic change • 

.!2J:. Zilch: Perhaps the elements of logic, history, and esthe­
tics do not completely satisfy you, Dr. Thompson, but I am 
confident that there is absolute need for one to define the 
usage and make very authoritative statements about what is 
the accepted usage. 

Dr. Thompson: I am glad that you put in something about "ac­
cepted" usage. That is the key. 

!!!:• Zilch: How do you mean that? 

!!!:• Thompson~ You realize, of course, that there is an "accep­
ted" jargon of the East Side of New York, and an "accepted" 
dialect of the rural Negro of the South, even an "accepted" 
dialect of the elite of New England. 

Dr. Zilch: You show very poor judgment in putting all those 
dialects together. How can you contend that all are correct? 
You mention first such a dialect as the East Side New York 
with its bold for "bird," E21,l for "girl," and even such mon­
strosities as toity-toid ~ toid. for "Thirty-third Street 
and Third Avenue." Then you bring in the Negro speech of the 
deep South, and finally you had the audacity to put the re­
fined New England speech in the same category. Surely you 
do not mean that all these are "accepted" and "correct"? 

12.t• Thompson: I mean precisely that. These dialects we men­
tioned are "correct" and "accepted" in a certain sense of the 
words. Speakers of the East Side New York dialect recognize 
the correct patterns of their speech by contrast with the 
speech of others. They can spot a person who does not speak 
as they do, just as readily as we gan recognize a person who 
does not speak the same way as you and I do. In other words, 
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certain linguistic patterns of sound, choice of words, and 
grammar are characteristic of this dialect, and these are 
"acceptable" to the speakers of this dialect. Moreover, 
these usages are "correct" for this dialect. Accordingly, 
we may have a "correct" East Side New York dialect, a "cor­
rect" Alabama Negro dialect, and a "correct" New England 
dialect. That is to say, usages which conforu. to the pattern 
of any dialect are correct for that dialect. 

Dr. Zilch: But still you wouldn't call any of these dialects 
"correct" English, except, of course, the New England dialect. 
But really I do not like to call this New England speech, a 
dialect of English. It is really~ English, the correct 
English. 

Dr. Thompson: For the time being, at least, let us be content 
to classify it as a dialect, and recognize that it has a cor­
rect norm, even as other dialects have a correct norm. Your 
reason for feeling that the New England dialect is more "cor­
rect" is that it is acceptable in a greater area of society 
than the East Side New York dialect or the Alabama Negro 
speech. 

,!h:. Zilch: Indeed, in this matter of "accepted" you are quite 
wrong. 

Dr. Thompson: No, I believe not. But let us consider this fur­
ther. We said that each of these dialects is accepted with­
in the group of speakers that use this type of speech. If 
such speech were not accepted, people would not be likely to 
employ this as a means of co1DI1IW1ication. However, the social 
areas in which the East Side New York dialect and the Alabama 
Negro dialect are acceptable, are quite limited. However, 
for New England speech, all English language groups of the 
United States accept a speaker of the New England norm as be­
ing one who speaks a so-called "approved" type of English, 
even though a New Englander often suffers from a good deal 
of ridicule for leaving off the~ many times when it occurs 
in the standard written form of English and for inserting it 
frequently where it does not occur in the written form. 

Dr. ~: Yes, I know that is true, but is not the New England 
speech accepted because it is intrinsically better than the 
other two dialects you mentioned? Of course, for myself I 
would say that it is better than any or the other American 
dialects, as you call them, but I know that it wou1d not do 
any good to try to argue that point with you. 

l2I• Thompson: Undoubtedly not, but I would even object to the 
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point that the dialect or New England is even "intrinsically 
better: as you put it, than either of these other two dia­
lects. or course, we have to omit the literary history or 
New England. The point under consideration is simply the 
matter of the form. Just what do you think makes the New 
England dialect "intrinsically better," Dr. Zilch? 

Dr. Zilch: That is very easy to answer. It is the speech of 
cultured, refined people. 

Ia:• Thompson: Your answer is actually the answer to the entire 
problem. New England speech is more "correct," more "accept­
able," "intrinsically better," and all these things, simply 
because the speakers of the language are more cultured and 
refined. That doesn't answer a thing about the language it­
self. It simply means that New England speech becomes accept­
able on the basis of the people who speak it. In other words, 
we associate New England speech with people who have a degree 
of refinement, adequate education, comparatively pleasant 
manners, and an interesting heritage. With such people we do 
not mind associating. On the other hand, many people consid­
er the speakers of the East Side New York "boid" dialect as 
rather uneducated, noisy, garlic-eating, and uncouth-those 
with whom people in general do not care to associate. Our 
attitude toward the Alabama Negro dialect ia largely the re­
sult of our attitude toward the Southern Negro as a whole. 

Dr. Zilchs I am not so sure that I follow you • 

.Q!:. Thompsons Well, suppose that all the people now in New Eng­
land with their present social, cultural, and educational re­
finements spoke the dialect of the East Side New York, and 
that the present residents of the East Side of Manhattan 
Island spoke the dialect of New England. 

Dr.~: It is almost impossible to conceive of such a thing. 

la:• Thompson: Maybe so, but for the sake of the argument, sup­
pose that this were the situation. Wouldn't you then be in­
clined to champion the cause of the New England dialect, even 
though it had the "boid II and "goil II type of pronunciation? 

!![. Zilch: or course, if you put it that way, one would natural­
ly have to approve of the language of the cultured and refined 
people. 

la:• Thompsons Then you have answered the problem yourself. It 
is not the intrinsic value of the language that makes it ac­
ceptable or correct, but rather the social rating of those 
who speak the dialect. 
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Dr. Zilch: Yes, Dr. Thompson. I grant that you have made a 
very good point, but in view of the dialectical variations 
arising in our country, wouldn't you think it would be best 
for us to set up some authoritative standard, so as to stem 
this increasing tide of provincialisms and localisms? It is 
amazing what jargons pass for English. 

Dr. Thompson: I suppose that you would want to set up New Eng­
land usage as the authoritative standard? 

~- Zilch: It would be hard to £ind a better one, wouldn't it? 

.!2I• Thompson: I am not so sure. This all reminds me of" a trip 
I made among the speakers 0£ the Tarahumara language of 
northern Mexico. Wherever I went, the people assured me that 
the Tarahumara which they spoke in their village was the pure 
Tarahumara. Those a little distance away might speak the 
Tarahumara language, but it wasn I t as pure as theirs. They 
assured me that if I wanted to speak correctly, then I 
should learn their form of the language • 

.!2I• Zilch: Is it possible that aborigines, even without writing 
and gr8Jlllll8.tical study, should be conscious of these problems 
0£ language usage? 

12l• Thompson: Very much so. They are human beings and have 
very much the 881118 kind of thoughts about life as you and I 
have • 

.!2I• Zilch: But getting back to our former suggestion. Do you 
not feel that there would be some point in establishing an 
Academy £or English that could decide which usage is correct 
and which is not? This would have a great uni.fy:lng influence 
on the language. Consider the noble work that the Spanish 
Academy has done for the Spanish language. 

la:• Thompson: I do not think that an Academy is the answer to 
the linguistic problems of English. An Academy usually 
chooses arbitrarily between two matters or else legislates 
after the event. 

la:• fill.ch: What do you mean by "choosing arbitrarily"? ill 
must be done on the basis of logic and comparative and his­
torical backgrounds of the language. 

Dr. Thompson: I am afraid that is just the di££iculty. But 
we'll come to that later. Let us return to the Spanish Acad­
emy for a moment. Why do you suppose that the members of the 
Royal Spanish Academy chose Castilian Spanish as the norm £or 
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Spain, rather than any one of three or four other dialects, 
spoken by equally significant groups of people? After all 
there were the dialects of Andalusia, Aragon, Valencia, and 
Catalonia. Why wasn't one of these dialects chosen instead of 
Castilian? 

.!2J:. Zilch: Perhaps it was the perfection of grammatical struc­
ture in Castilian, the freedom or the language from foreign 
mixture, and the wealth of literary materials. All these 
factors were probably important in such a decision. 

Jk. Thompson: It may have been that these features were· in­
cluded in the arguments, but the reason for the choice of 
Castilian as the official language was the fact that the rul­
ers of Spain, who were of the house of Castile, had called 
this Spanish Academy together. After all, even rhetoricians 
and grammarians are intelligent enough to knO'II' on which side 
their bread is buttered. It would hardly be diplomatic to 
choose a dialect other than that spoken by the new ruling 
house of Spain. 

Jk. Zilch: I hadn't though~ of it from that standpoint before. 

Dr. Thompson: This confirms the observation that we made about 
dialects in the United States. The dialect is not good or 
bad on the basis of its own merits so much as on the basis 
of the social, economic, and political standing of the per­
sons who speak the dialect. 

RI• Zilch: You seem to think of language as practically equi­
valent to any other cultural phenomenon. Language doesn't 
make much more of a difference to you than the style of 
clothes that one wears. 

Dr. Thompson: You're right. A particular style becomes correct 
not so much on the basis of its intrinsic worth as on the 
basis of what person or persons wear that style of clothing. 

Dr. Zilch: But there are a good many artificialities about 
styles, are there not? 

RI• Thompson: Right. And there are a good many artificialities 
about languages too. Consider the style in men's coats which 
calls for buttons on the sleeves near the cuff. They serve 
absolutely no good use at the present time. They were form­
erly used to button on large,flaring cuffs. Now we do not 
use such elaborate, starched cuffs, but we continue to have 
the buttons. Why'? Well, there's no real reason. It's just 
custom. The same thing appliea in language. Why is it that 
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the verb .:tg h2 is the only verb in the English language that 
has a specia1 form :f'or the :f'irst person singular? In the 
history of' English, the normal pattern called :f'or a special 
:f'orm of' the verb :f'or agreement with the :f'irst person singu­
lar, but this is no longer true except for one verb. Our 
system is very arbitrary and very artificial. 

Dr. Zilch: But I cannot give up my idea or the value or an 
- Academy :f'or English. 

Jh:. Thompson: or course, you are not the first by any means 
who has f."elt such a desire. Even the great author Swirt 
wanted such an Academy to help "straighten out" the En lish 
language. g 

Dr. Zi1.ch: l.t is strange that one who used the En 1 
with such perfection would have desired such gAish language 
usage would be a criterion for today. an cademy. Hie 

121:• Thompson; This situation only serves to point out the :fact 
that each generation is faced with the same problem, namely, 
that the language is changing. There exists within humans 
the desire for some sort of authority. With a dictionary and 
a cop;v of filiguette by Emily Post, people feel that they are 
equipped to meet all social situations in an acceptable way. 

!!t. !il~t If authority is a thing to spurn, why is it that 
.People seek and demand author! tati ve assistance in contro­
versial matters? 

!!£. Thompson: That is a good question. It probably has several 
answers, but I believe one of' them is that those who are just 
breaking into the upper crust of' society, or who are at least 
aspiring to do so, do not }mow how to act and speak, and want 
to know• Then :f'or the others, I believe that the desire for 
some authority in the :f'ield, whom people can follow without 
having to think for themselves, is the way of' least resist­
ance. In other words, if one is criticized, he can a1ways 
resort to some authority and thus remove the onus of' the 
blame. An authority is a way of' escape and a de:f'ence mech­
anism. 

Qr. Zil!c!!: You are one of' the most thorough-going non-con.form­
ists that I have ever met. Don't you think authorities mean 
anything? 

Qr. Thompson: or course I do. But the well-educated man is 
likely to be much les; appalled by authorities than the man 
with a more meager education. The well-educated man has 
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learned to do some thinking for himself along some lines. In 
doing so, he has found that the so-called "authorities" in 
these lines have been quite wrong in many regards. As a re­
sult or this he learns to be suspicious or these authorities. 
The well-educated man accepts nothing without weighing the 
actual truth or the situation. 

!h:• fil!m: I suppose, then, you would encourage a young student 
to plunge into a research problem without regard to all that 
has been written on the subject by others. 

Dr. Thompson: Absolutely not! That would be foolishness. He 
should first learn everything that anyone else has ever known 
about the problem and then start from there. He should know 
the mistakes that others have made, so as not to fall into 
the same errors. But he must not think that what he has read 
is final and absolute. Ir he does, learning will not advance. 
He must not do as men of the Middle Ages did, who read Aris­
totle to find out how many teeth there were in a horse's 
mouth but didn't go out to look in a horse's mouth and count 
them. 

Dr. Zilch: I must agree that you are right. Research must fol­
low this procedure. I was only afraid that you were going 
too far afield in your remarks. However, Dr. Thompson, to 
get back to our remarks on an Academy, would you not say that 
an Academy would be a great advantage in defining correct 
rhetorical usage? How fine it would be for my own teaching 
to have some universal authority to which to refer my stu­
dents! 

Dr. Thompson: Why not teach them to t?ink for themselves? You 
must surely recognize that the difficulty with such authori­
tative standards is that as soon as they have been set up, 
they mu.st be changed. 

Dr. Zilch: I hardly see what you mean. Such a proposed Academy 
would operate with the complete agreement of scholars of the 
English-speaking world. 

!h:• Thompson: Then you are considerably more optimistic than I 
am, for I do not see how you coul~ get such a representative 
group of scholars to agree. To give a specific example, 
would you want the so-called "split infinitive" to be banned 
from usage? 

Dr. ~: By all means! It is very bad style. 

Dr. Thompson: And yet you can scarcely find a best seller that 
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isn't full of split infinitives. 

Dr. Zilch~ That is because they contain conversation, and the 
speech of Americans is becoming exceedingly careless on this 
point. 

!h:• Thompson: But writing is always going to reflect speech, 
unless we are to set up a completely artificial language for 
scholars, even as classical Latin served the scholars of the 
Middle Ages. 

!h: 0 ~: I grant that such would not be advisable. 

Dr. Thompson: Then I am afraid that your hopes for rigorous 
authority in the English language are doomed to disappoint­
ment. 

!h: 0 ~: I am beginning to realize the problems involved in 
this, but I still feel that your arguments are just the ex­
pression of this lawless age in which we are living. 

!h: 0 Thompson: If you think this, you will be in a large company 
of people, for the older generation seems always to have 
found in the oncoming generation more or less of this same 
tendency. Perhaps this situation is more accelerated today 
because of greater popular education and the number of soc­
ial, economic, and religious institutions which are rapidly 
changing. 

Dr. Zilch: Do you not think, however, that an Academy would re­
tard the rapid change in English which we witness at the pre­
sent time? 

!h: 0 Thompson: Perhaps it would, but it would not do very much. 
The Spanish Academy has not had much effect in stabilizing 
Spanish, certainly not for Latin America. And surely if you 
rhetoricians, who have been writing and teaching so vigorously 
against change for so many generations, cannot halt these mod­
ifications, there is little likelihood of an Academy doing 
much better. On the other hand, there is something more im­
portant to your question than the extent to which these 
changes can be stopped. What I am interested in is why you 
should be opposed to such change in the first place. 

QI. Zilch: I would turn the question. Why, when we have such 
a fine vehicle of speech, should we want to change it? 

Dr. Thompson: You certainly wouldn't claim it as perfect, would 
you? 
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Q!:. Zilch: No. Nothing human is perfect, but in what items 
would you want to change English? 
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Dr. Thompson: The first thing that strikes me is the spelling. 
Naturally, this is not the language itself, it is only the 
arbitrary way in which we write it. But can't we all agree 
that the spelling should be changed? 

Dr. llisg: I would not be inclined to agree with you. 

Q!:. Thompson: You would not want to change the spelling? Did 
I hear correctly'? 

Q!:. Zilch: Yes, you did. 

Q!:. Thompson: I thought everyone agreed to the need of spelling 
reforms. Perhaps I have been a little naive. Please explain 
yourself1 

Q!:. Zilch: In the first place all the English world can write 
and read the same words in the same way, and can study books 
written hundreds of years ago. Because of the similarity 
between the spelling of former times and the present, we have 
no difficulty with the works of Chaucer and Shakespeare, while 
if we had changed spellings, Chaucer would be all the more 
difficult for the student of literature. 

Q!:. Thompson: All I have to say is that I am amazed at your 
evaluation of the expenditure of human energy. 

}h:. Zilch: How is that? 

Jh:. Thompson: Just this. When it is all said and done, there 
are comparatively few people in the English-speaking world 
who make much of a study or the history of English litera­
ture. 

}h:. Zilch: But more should do this. 

Rt• Thompson: Granted that it would be valuable, but in the 
United States only two and one half percent of the people are 
college graduates. Why should the ninety-seven and one half 
percent be required to spend months and years of time and 
energy learning an arbitrary system which is only of some 
questionable value for a very few who study the history or 
the language? Furthermore, perhaps the history of the lan­
guage would be more significant, if the phonemic changes were 
brought out more clearly by the change in orthography. 
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Dr. Zilch: But it would be quite difficult for the student to 
remember that in a former period the vowel of steel was 
higher than the vowel of steal. The spelling indicates this 
historical difference and is quite a help to the historical 
student. 

Dr. Thompson: I would not want to underrate historical studies, 
but I still do not see the value in forcing so arbitrary a 
system on the masses, who are prevented from reading and 
writing with facility, except at great and unnecessary expen­
diture or energy. Consider the fact that in Mexico a child 
will normally learn how to read Spanish as well in one year 
as an American child will learn to read English in three or 
four years. The reason for this is the greatly superior 
alphabet in Spanish. For the life of me, I cannot see the 
value in writing the same vowel element eight different ways 
as in !!ll, m!!, reign. whey. bait, eight, bouquet, and 
straight. 

la:• Zilch: But there is another advantage to the difference 
between steel and steal. If we didn't make a difference in 
the spelling, how would we distinguish between them in read­
ing? 

Ah:• Thompson: I don't believe that there would be so much dif­
ficulty. One is usually a noun and the other a verb, and 
they would occur in different constructions. Consider a word 
such as ~- One meaning designates a part of an animal and 
another refers to a musical instrument. We rarely have any 
difficulty with such homonymy. To make a difference in spel­
ling is only to add difficulty to conf'usion, even at the best. 

la:• Zilchs But students learn English despite these anomolies. 

la:• Thompson: Truel Any other graphic system may be learned, 
even the conventional Japanese, but there is something basic­
ally at fault with a system when as in Japanese a blind stu­
dent, who employa a phonetic type ot Braille, can normally 
tiniah grammar school and high school in three years less 
time than the aeeing atudent, who must learn the arbi tra17 
ideograph&. Without some reform Engliah may some day be a1-
most aa nch removed from patterna or pronunciation. 

Ah:. Zilch: It may be true, but there is something very close 
to one's heart which rebels at such wholesale tampering with 
a matter so intimate as orthography. 

Ah:• Thompsons You are not alone in such a feeling. Some of 
the most heated controversies have arisen over spelling re­
forms. 
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Dr. Zilch: I fear that it is asking rather too much to expect 
a man who has spent half a century in books to want to see 
them rewritten in some barbarous form. However, I muet con­
cede that most of what you say is true. There should be some 
change, if for no other reason than to save future teachers 
of rhetoric the tremendous labor of correcting wrong spel­
lings. You see, if I cannot defend my esthetics, I will de­
fend my profession. However, Dr. Thompson, as you mentioned, 
this matter of spelling may not be too closely related to 
linguistics. I realize that if this argument is to proceed, 
I will have to admit, at least temporarily, that writing is 
secondary and that speech is what counts. In this connection 
I am interested to know what changes you would suggest for 
the structure of English. How could you improve it? 

.Ql:. Thompson: That is a rather difficult thing to answer, for 
much might be dependent upon personal taste. It is better 
to formulate some sort of criterion of judgment as to what 
should be changed. I do not assume for an instant that we 
will ever be able to initiate these changes and find accept­
ance for them. We are talking completely from a theoretical 
standpoint. 

Dr.~: Yes, yes. I understand, and am quite glad of it, 
for I run afraid if it were up to you to change the English 
language, it would be hard to recognize it by the time you 
worked on it a week or two. But go ahead. What sort of 
change would you recommend? 

Dr. Thompson: Certainly, it seems to me that we could easily 
get along without arbitrary differences. 

Dr. Zilch: Yes, if they are actually arbitrary. 

Dr. Thompson: For one thing it does seem unnecessary to have 
one special form of the verb to be to agree with the first 
person singular. No other verb has such a difference, and 
we have no difficulty. 

Dr. Zilch: That is true, you have found a unique situation that 
is arbitrary, but don't you think it would sound rather fool­
ish to say*.!~.~~• and~~? 

Dr. Thompson: No more so than to say.!~. :£2!! ~,and~ 
~- If the*.! !!l:!! pattern were the accepted form, it 
would not seem strange. Such a form would be a distinct gain 
in the economy of the language. 

Dr. Zilch: What other specific type of change would you recom­
mend? 
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!2!:• Thompson: Well, we could eliminate the arbitrary plural.a 
such as .Q!!n, feet, and sheep. Then we would have a regu1ar 
pattern•~, •roots, and *sheeps. 

!2!:• Zilch: But, my dear Dr. Thompson, children who haven't 
learned English speak that way. 

Dr. Thompson: Perhaps they are smarter than we are then. They 
are following out the logical analogies of the forms and pat­
terns which they find. It is only by education that they 
learn that the normal, apparently regular, anal.ogies do not 
fit. 

nI 0 Zilch: From the way you speak one would not conclude that 
you thought much or the English language. 

Dr. Thompson: Far from it. I believe that it is quite a re­
markable language, but so are Hottentot, Chinese, San Blas, 
and Navaho very remarkable languages. 

!2!: 0 Zilch: And I suppose any other or the exotic jargons of the 
world. 

Ia: 0 Thompson: Right. They all have worthwhile features• But 
Dr. Zilch, it seems strange to me that you do not find some 
fault with English. Surely your study of it has revealed 
some features that you think are not the best. One cannot 
study a language without being critical, in the proper sense 
of the term, and one cannot have a critical mind toward mat­
ters without making some judgment as to the val.ue of certain 
features. 

nI• Zilch: Yes, there are some features that I believe could be 
changed. But I would not change them to something new and 
revolutionary, but rather go back to earlier forms which seem 
to have great superiority over the present ones. 

nI• Thompson: You imply that English has been "corrupted," so 
to speak. 

la:• Zilch: I Would not want to use exactly the word "corrupted," 
but if that fits the 9ituation, then maybe it should pass. 

Dr. Thompson: How would you refine English then? 

Dr. Zilch: For one thing, I believe that we have developed a 
very contradictory pattern or expression. For example, one 
may say ! ~ given .ll book or A book was g.i.ven !Im• The re­
lationship between the! subje~tMd the predicate of the 
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first sentence is different from the relationship between 
the subject.§~ and the predicate of the second sentence. 
Here are similar patterns with two different relationships 
expressed. 

YI:• Thompson: That is true, but what remedy do you suggest? 

Dr. Zilch: Precisely the pattern in Old English. Such a sen­
tence was formerly!!!!! wses gegiefan .mi boc, literally •me 
was given a book.' Of course, I realize that there is no 
way of instituting such a change, but a reversion to histor­
ical forms seems more acceptable than such new monstrosities 
as*~ and *sheeps. 

YI:• Thompson: You have a point there, Dr. Zilch. But I am a 
little curious about the basis or your analysis. Why again 
would you like a change made? 

Q!:. Zilch: Because of the duplication of pattern. 

Q!:. Thompson: But does such duplication ever lead to ambiguity'? 
In other words, are you ever in doubt as to which element is 
the direct goal of the action and which is the indirect goal 
or the action? 

Ql:. Zilch: I guess not. Any child would know the difference 
in meaning. 

R!:• Thompson: Well, if there is no actual ambiguity, then there 
is no imperative need of change. 

121:• ll1£h: But it is the sense of logic that is involved. 

Ju:. Thompson: That is true, but there are some other consider­
ations. In the first place, to begin the sentence with me 
in the subject territory would be contradictory to the gen­
eral pattern for English, would it not? 

.QJ:. Zilch: Yes, that is true • 

.QJ:. Thompson: And, as such, we would be going against the very 
pattern which gave rise to the change from!!!!! to l in the 
first place. As long as we have adopted a more or less rigid 
word order, then the order of such words has to be considered 
as a significant grammatical feature. Furthermore, the am­
biguity and contradiction of lo~ic is not so bad as you im­
agine, for the indirect goal never occurs as the subject, 
except when the direct goal is also stated in the predicate. 
When, then, the direct goal and the indirect goal are both 
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stated in the sentence, there would rarely, if ever, be a 
case in which the context would not indicate which goal was 
which. 

Ja:. ll!sh: There is something in what you say, Dr. Thompson, 
but perhaps I am like the man of whom it was said, "A man 
convinced against his will is of the same opinion still." I 
do not like to appear obstinate in these matters, but you 
must admit it takes a little time for these new views to pen­
etrate. 

Dr. Thompson: You must, however, have in mind some othe1- changes 
which you would think would be valuable. 

Ja:. ~: For one thing, the elimination of sentence frag­
ments. It seems quite barbarous to me that the coming gener­
ation is in such a habit of speaking, even carrying on entire 
conversations, in sentence fragments. 

Ja:. Thompson: What do you mean by sentence fragments? 

Ja:. Zilch: Oh, they are very common. Just the other day I 
overheard a conversation at the store, which went something 
like this: 

How much for these? 
Ten for thirty-five. 
And these? 
Five cents more. Ten for forty. 
Okay, a dozen then. 
Fine! Wrap them? 
No. 
Here. See you later. 
Good-bye. 

Now isn't that barbarous? Not a full sentence in the entire 
conversation. People do not think properly any more. 

Ja:. Thompson: I don't believe I would agree with you. 

Ja:. Zilch: How is that? 

Ja:. Thompson: In the first place, did you notice the customer 
and the store-keeper having any trouble understanding each 
other? 

Ja:. Zilch: No! 
not only used 
familiar with 

That is the unfortunate part about it. They 
these sentence fragments, but seemed completelY 
this non.-English usage. 
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Dr. Thompson: But I can't see anything unfortunate about any 
form of speech if people can understand each other. 

Dr. ~: Would you want us all to speak as though we were 
writing telegrams? 

121:• Thompson: Not necessarily. 

Dr. Zilch: But how is it that you contend that one word can 
possibly have as much meaning as an entire sentence, which 
is a complete idea? 
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Dr. Thompson: Sometimes a single word will have much more value 
than an entire subject-predicate construction. 

Dr. Zilch: How is that? 

Dr. Thompson: If a fire broke out in your house, would you go 
out shouting There 1§ ~ fire in !!!l: ~1 or would you yell, 
~1 ~1 In such a case the single words would carry 
much more significance than the clause. 

Dr. Zilch: But you have chosen a rather isolated situation. 

Dr. Thompson: True. The illustration was chosen because it fit 
my argument, but one doesn't have to rest the case with this 
one situation. Wouldn't you say, however, that almost every­
one speaks in fragments in some situations? 

Dr. Zilch: Yes, that is true. I even find myself slipping into 
this pitfall at times. 

Dr. Thompson: Well, then, if almost everyone does it, and even 
you do it at times, or are at least tempted to do so, wouldn't 
you consider such a practice culturally acceptable? 

Jk. Zilch: Now we are right back to what we discussed before, 
namely, what is correct and what is not correct. For myself, 
I would insist on combining logic and esthetics to determine 
every usage. 

Dr. Thompson: Yes. I remember ;hat is what you were contending 
for previously. However, don t you think it would be wise to 
modif~ that decision in the light of descriptive analyses? 
Ultimately, those who do "shape the destiny of English," if 
we may speak in such teleological terms, are better defined 
as "those who carry on the affairs of the English-speaking 
world." 
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Dr. Zilch: But many of these are not rhetoricians or well-edu­
cated men, and personally I consider it lamentable that those 
who carry on the affairs of the English-speaking world are 
determining the acceptability of certain usages. Don't you 
think that this present tendency in English is resulting in 
English "losing its grammar"? 

Dr. Thompson: If you mean by "grammar" the multiplicity of end­
ings that show case, number, tense, person, then it is true. 
But that is not all of grammar. 

QI. Zilch: But consider the forms of Old English. If you have 
a sentence such as§§ .!!!!!!!!,Aone .2!!:!!! .!!!Qh, literally 'the 
man the bear slew,' you know instantly that.!!§ .!!!.!!!l!l 'the man' 
is the subject by the very form of the words. Likewise with 
pone~ 'the bear,' the form of the words indicates that 
'the bear' is the object of the verb. These words could 
occur in three other orders, namely,,eone ~,!!!.!!!mm .!!!2h, 

,P<>AA beran slob se mann, and sloh se mann pone beran. Re­
gardless of the order the meaning would be the same. All is 
crystal clear. 

Dr. Thompson: But in Modern English we say ,!h! .!!!1!!! !1m! ,!h! 
.2ll!:• There is no doubt as to which party is the actor and 
which is acted upon. 

Dr. Zilch: True. But there is nothing beside the order to in­
dicate this. 

QI. Thompson: Fine. This is an advantage. The words must 
occur in some order, and it is just so much of an advantage 
if the order is grammatically meaningful.. 

QI. Zilch: But you do not seem to appreciate the rhetorical 
possihilities of variant word order. The Old English is so 
much closer to the Greek and Latin in this respect. 

Dr. Thompson: or course, the stylistic possibilities for 
present-day English are different from those of Greek and 
Latin. For the literary artist different languages lend 
the"-selves to different rhetorical possibilities, just as 
for other artists marble, oils, water colors, ceramics, and 
music are different mediums of artistic expression. Each 
medium has its own features of excellence. It is true that 
no translation of a masterpiece into another language can 
completely convey the beauty of the original, for the medium 
of expression has been changed. But this is a problem more 
specifically for the philologist than for the linguist. 
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Dr. Zilch: As you h~ve been talking this evening, I have noticed 
that you have frequently used terminology that is quite non­
classical. You speak of indirect goals, instead or indirect 
objects, and in rr.any features you so completely discard the 
classical graJT1matical apparatus, that one would think that 
you were not even acquainted with it, though of course, I am 
sure you u.ust be. However, I cannot understand such complete 
disregard for time-proven grammatical methods. Don't you 
think you are doing the student a great injustice in contra­
dicting, so to speak, his previous training? 

Dr. Thompson: I don't believe so. In the first place, I real­
ize that we descriptive linguists do use quite different 
terms from the more standard classical ones, and we do this 
for a very definite reason. 

RJ:. ~: How can that be? Are you such a nihilist as all 
that? 

RJ:. Thompson: By no means. Rather, a constructive builder. 
However, one cannot afford to build on the wrong foundation. 

Rt• Zilch: But, my dear Dr. Thompson, how is it that you con­
sider the classical language apparatus the wrong foundation? 
It is the result of hundreds or years or research and the 
brilliant acumen and perspicacity of great minds. 

RJ:. Thompson: Yes. The classical grammatical apparatus is a 
remarkable thing. It fits Greek and Latin quite adequately. 
But for English and some other languages it is completely in­
adequate. If one starts with the classical foundation, he 
is going to attempt to build the entire structure of a new 
language on the old foundation. What he has as a result is 
something like the grammars of various Indian languages of 
this hemisphere which were written by Catholic priests who 
knew no other grammatical apparatus than the one which they 
had studied in Latin• As a result, the native languages 
which they have described have usually been pulled entirely 
out of shape, simply to make them fit the Procrustean bed of 
Greek and Latin grammar. "New wine must be put in new bot­
tles." 

RJ:. Zilch: But to be very specific, why is it that you have 
mentioned indirect goals instead of indirect objects? 

Dr. Thompson: In the first place the term goal seems to fit 
better the meaning of that toward which the action of a verb 
may be directed. The compound action-goal seems to define 
more adequately the relationship between the verb expression 
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and what has been previously called the "object." But there 
is another reason. If we use the term "indirect object," the 
student tends immediately to equate this with the "dative" 
with which he is familiar in classical languages. 

Dr. Zilch: And rightly he should. 

Dr. Thompson: On the other hand, I would say he shouldn't. The 
dative in Greek and Latin has a special case form, but in 
English the only thing that indicates the difference between 
the direct and the indirect goal, or "object," if you insist, 
is the order. The first goal is the indirect one and the 
second goal is the direct one in such an expression as!!!!, 
~the.!!!fil!g~ • 

.!h::• Zilch: And you wouldn't consider them to be in the da­
tive case? 

Dr. Thompson: No, indeed! It is absolutely no different from 
the form used for the subject, or that used as the direct 
goal, or the form used with prepositions. 

Dr. Zilch: Then you ref'use to be influenced by even such cog­
nate languages as German,which certainly does have a dative 
case form? 

Dr. Thompson: 
to describe 
apart from 
languages • 

That is right. When we describe English, we want 
it as a unit in itself. English !'unctions quite 

any influence involved in the usage of cognate 

.!21: 0 ~: Then what good is comparative linguistics? 

Dr. Thompson: It has great contributions to make. But descrip­
tive linguistics is not dependent upon either historical or 
comparative linguistics for its techniques of procedure. 

Dr. Zilch: I suppose then that you throw over the entire tense 
system of classical. grammars. 

Dr. Thompson: How do you mean that? 

Dr. Zilch: I take it for granted that you would not have a 
basic present, past, and ruture tense system, but that you 
would put .!!.h.!!ll, will, ~, !!!ll, and .£!!!! all in the very 
same class, even though shall and will have special val.ueJ 
in translating classical language roms. 

Dr. Thompson: Sometimes you show really brilliant intuitionl 
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Dr. Zilch, you woul.d make a first-rate descriptive linguistl 

!!!:• Zilch: Heaven forbid the thoughtl 

Dr. Thompson: What you have suggested is exactly what we do. 
Why should we consider~ and will in any different class 
from~, !!!!I:, and.£§!!, simply because .§h§ll and will trans­
late special i'uture indicative verb forms in languages cog­
nate to English? Descriptive linguistics is a procedure by 
which we put together those things which f'unction alike. 

Dr. lli.sl.h: But you seem to take special delight in contradict­
ing the classical approach to this situation. 

Dr. Thompson: No. It is not that we particularly delight in 
being different, but we have found that a different approach 
gives significant resu1ts, and we are often rather enthusias­
tic about these results. Accordingly, we are staunch defend­
ers or our methodology. 

Dr. Zilch: This has been a most profitable discussion, but I 
cannot do justice to the classical approach. Dr. Claudius 
Cicero McDougall and I often get together on Monday evenings 
to discuss philology and the like. Wou1dn 1t it be possible 
for you to come over to my apartment this next Monday'? We 
could continue our discussion there. 

Dr. Thompson: I shall be glad to, and am sure I'll profit from 
the discussion. 

Dr. Zilch: As to profit, I do not know. I am confident that 
Dr. McDougall is a better qualified defender or Greek and 
Latin than I am. At any rate, I shall look forward to con­
tinuing. 
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MCDOUGALL DEFENDS THE CLASSICAL LANGUAGES 

l!J:. Zilch: Come right into the library, Dr. Thompson! Dr. 
McDougall and I have been waiting for you. 

~. Thompson: I'm so sorry to have been late. 

Qr. McDougall: Well, well, it is good to see you again, Dr. 
Thompson. I have been looking forward to getting to know 
you better and to finding out more about this descriptive 
linguistic "plague" on the campus. I understand you're the 
man who propagates the germ over in the Modern Language 
building. 

Q!:. Thompson: I assure you it isn't quite as bad as all that. 
It's a very innocuous germ. 

~. McDougall: I must compliment you, Dr. Thompson. I have 
never kncnma professor to come to this campus who in such a 
short time has had so many folks talking about his courses. 
You seem to be something or a showman, as well as a scholar. 

la:• Thompson: I'm not so sure. I rather think that you gentle­
men have advertised my courses far more than I have. 

la:• Zilch: Well, anyway, we admire the zeal of some of your 
adherents, Dr. Thompson. You certainly seem to inspire them 
with something. Rhetoric doesn't have such effects on them. 

Dr. Thompson: Perhaps the reason is they do more investigating 
for themselves and less memorizing of apparently unrelated 
facts. Everyone likes to discover new things, and descrip­
tive linguistics aims at doing that. 

~. McDougall: Dr. Zilch has just been telling me how completely 
new and revolutionary your system is. Some of my students 
had intimated that they were getting from you quite different 
types of analyses than I was giving them. 

la:• Thompson: The system actually isn't as new and revolution­
ary as it seems. The major outlines were laid down by the 
Sanskrit scholars by the third century B. C. , and many of 
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our techniques come directly from classical scholarship. 
Perhaps it is unfortunate to stress the newness of our ap­
proach • 

.!!!:• Zilch: You will admit, will you not, Dr. Thompson, that 
your general attitude toward most linguistic problems is 
quite contrary to the more accepted classical approach? Re­
member our discussions in the past. Actually-, Dr. McDougall, 
you will find no grammatical concept of classical philology 
is sacred to these descriptive linguists. 

]a:. McDougall: Linguistic iconoclasts then? 

.!!!:• Thompson: Those are rather strong words. Actually- not 
linguistic iconoclasts, but also not worshippers of gramma­
tical fetishes • 

.!!!:• McDougall: Do you consider classical scholars to be fetish 
worshippers? 

Jk. Thompson: No general accusation would be true, but there 
is often a tendency for one to be so overcome by the associ­
ations of authority which seem vested in some usage as to 
fail to be duly critical. The fact that something seems 
out of the ordinary or remarkable, and that others have left 
it unchallenged is no reason why one should fail to examine 
it with a critical attitude, and if it proves wrong, to aban­
don it • 

.!!!:• McDougall: You would seem to be a little pugnacious toward 
the classical attitude, which cannot refrain from seeing in 
Greek an&Latin the most perfect expression or human thought 
to which the world has ever attained. 

~- Zilch: I fear you have slightly over-stated the position, 
Dr. McDougall. 

Jh:. llcDougall: Must one side-step the truth? 

]k. Zilch: Nol Not at all, but certainly Dr. Thompson is not 
going to agree with that statement. I have made some very 
mild statements along that line, statements which I was sure 
he would accept, and which I could use as premises for tur­
ther arguments, but he inevitably- attacked the very simplest 
premises. 

Jk. Thompson: Yes, I'm afraid that I will have to object to 
the conclusion that you have stated, Dr. McDougall. 
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Dr. Zilch& We would have done better, Dr. llcl>ouga11, to ap­
proach the classica1 position by degrees. 

121:• McDougall: No, indeedl We might as well be out with it and 
show our colors. 

Dr. Thompson: I didn't rea1ize that we would be plunged so soon 
into such a discussion as this, but since, Dr. llcDouga11, by 
stating the question you have taken the affirmative in this 
debate, I am assuming that the burden of proof will rest with 
you for proving that Greek and Latin are the most perfect ex­
pressions or human thought. 

Dr. Zilch: I'll do what I can to back you up in this, Dr. Mc­
Dougall, but I fear that you have taken a rather extreme po­
sition. Dr. Thompson here has the most convincing way of 
making age-old truths seem blatant lies. 

Dr. McDougall: But he can't make white out to be black. 

Dr. Zilch: No, but he'll make it look so grey that you will 
think it is black. 

Dr. McDougall & Be that as it may, surely Dr. Thompson will 
grant, will he not, that Greek and Latin are basic to the 
study of a1l languages? 

Dr. Zilch& I hesitate to answer for him. What do you say, Dr. 
Thompson? 

121:• Thompson: Dr. McDougall, you seem to have made a rather 
sweeping statement. Just what do you mean? 

R!:• McDougall: I would say that it is quite obvious when stu­
dents come to study English grammar. I have had student 
after student exclaim that he never actually understood Eng­
lish until he studied Greek or Latin under me. 

R!:• Thompson; I wouldn't say that either Greek or Latin were 
responsible for that contradictory situation, which, however, 
is very widespread. Dr. Zilch here and his professional 
cohorts are at fault. 

121:• McDougall: How so? 

121:. Thompson: Well, they have endeavored to explain al1 the 
categories or English in terms of classical grammar. 

Qt. Zilch: Yea, yes, I remember that discussion before. I 
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feel, Dr. llcDougall, you got orr to the wrong start. 

Dr. McDougall: How is that,Dr. Zilch? 
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Dr. Zilch: Lat Dr. Thompson explain. 

lk• McDougall: What, than, is this explanation to which even 
Dr. Zilch here seems to give assent? 

lk• Thompson: Wall, it is more or less this. When discussing 
English grammar much is made or the "objective" case, but 
actually there are only six words in the entire English lan­
guage which indicate the objective case, namely, .!!!2, l!!, him, 
!!!I:, l!!!m, and :!!hgm. In Greek or Latin such case distinctions 
are important with almost all nouns, but in English no noun 
shows object case. What counts in English is the order of 
the words, while in Latin and Greek the order is relatively 
less important. 

Consider the matter of the agreement or adjectives with nouns. 
In Greek and Latin the adjective agrees with its noun in gen­
der, number, and case; but in English no adjective indicates 
gender and case, and only two adjectives have special forms 
for indicating number, namely, !Jlll I. ~ and that : those. 

Modal categories are hauled over from the classical languages 
and students are taught to recognize a "subjunctive" form, 
•hen there isn't a form in English which is subjunctive and 
nothing else. In other words, students can't possibly sea 
bow the terminology and the approach fit English until they 
do take soma course trom you, Dr. McDougall. There they see 
a language in which these categories and forms are round. or 
course, it is revealing to the student to study Greek or 
Latin; but why should a study of Greek or Latin be necessary 
for one to understand a language which ha may speak as a 
native? A knowledge or a cognate language should not be 
necessary. 

lk• Zilch: I can see that Dr. Thompson bas a point there. 

lk• McDougall: You are deserting me rather soon in this dis­
cussion, Dr. Zilch. However, to be explicit, I would like 
to bring in the subject or the imper~tive mode in English. 
Ona cannot appreciate the significance and the formation or 
the imperative in English without an adequate understanding 
of the Greek or Latin models. 

,Ia:. Thompsons Not at all. In fact, I see no reason in the 
world why we should talk of an imperative mode in English. 
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Dr. McDougal1: But we certainly do have commands, do we not. 

Dr. Thompson: Rightl But in what way does the imperative mode 
form differ from other forms? 

12£. McDougall: Well, it has--ah, ah, well, I suppose one must 
say that it is identical in form in each case with the infin­
itive. 

12£• Thompson: Exactly1 Then there is no need of talking about 
an imperative form if it is the same in every case as another 
form. 

12£. McDougall: I suppose not. But there are certain features 
or intonation which are present. 

Dr. Thompson: That is true. However, these features of intona­
tion are not attached to the verb form alone, but they occur 
with the entire expression. One may say: ~1 Come herel 
Q.Q!!!! ~ the ~1 The intonation pattern is a character­
istic of the sentence type, not of the verb form. Is that 
not true? 

12£• McDougall: Yes, I presume so. But consider the elaboration 
of Latin in which by using another mode we can have a "horta­
tory" with the first person plural, an "imperative" with the 
second person, and a "jussive" with the third person. 

}k. Thompson: That can be duplicated in English. For first 
person we say~ gal, for the second person Go! o~ !QJ! 
ggj, and for the third person Everybody ,£21 

Dr. McDougall: But doesn't it contradict your classical train­
ing to call such a form as gg in all these cases an infini­
tive? It is really an imperative. 

lk• Thompson: You are saying that it is an imperative because 
in Greek and Latin a similar type of expression is rendered 
by a special form which is called imperative. But why should 
I call the same form in two situations by two different names? 
We should not describe this form in terms of something in 
Greek or Latin, but in terms or its occurrence in English. 

!!!:• McDougall& But do you not think that Greek and Latin are 
of great value to the student as a foundation in grammatical 
principles? 

Dr. Thompson: I would say that a thorough study of Bantu would 
be just as helpf'ul, if not more so. 
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Dr. McDougall: I would th:1Dk you were making a joke or it, if 
I hadn't beard such statements repeated to me by your stu­
dents. It is this primitivistic attitude that seems most 
inexplicable. 

Dr. Thompson: Perhaps I am not completely demented in this con­
nection. There are real reasons why the study or Bantu would 
be or more help than the study or Greek and Latin. Greek and 
Latin, after all, belong to the same Indo-European language 
family as English. Considerable similarity exists between 
all the members or the Indo-European family. For one to have 
the privilege or examining a language or a completely differ­
ent family gives one a tremendous new vista or linguistic 
possibilities. When we keep ourselves too immersed in our 
own small linguistic lake or Indo-European languages, we nev­
er develop much skill in learning to navigate some strange 
linguistic ocean. 

Jk. McDougall: Would you actually propose the introduction or 
a department for the study of African languages? 

Jh: 0 Thompson: Indeedl I believe that it would be a very worth­
while study. 

Dr. McDougall: But what or the cultural aspect? What contribu­
tions have the speakers of these languages made to world lit-
erature? 

Dr. Thompson: That is the province or philology. I speak only 
from the standpoint or the linguist, who studies language 
forms, not the literature. Nevertheless, a thorough course 
in African linguistics and anthropology might make it possi­
ble for us as Americans to remove the tragic egoism or race 
prejudice which rests upon us and which is potential dynamite 
in our society. 

Jk. McDougall: You are quite an idealist. However, let's come 
back to what we were discussing, namely, Greek and Latin aP 
the most perfect expressions or thought. Consider the divi­
sion or gender, into masculine, feminine, and neuter. That 
surely covers the situation thoroughly and gives us a tunda­
mental division or natural phenomena. 

Jk. Thompson: Your argument seems a little hard to follow. 
There are so many anomalies in the gender system or the clas­
sical languages. Jhy for example in Greek is ['pows] •root• 
masculine and ['k°err] 'hand' feminine, while [•teknon] 
'child' 1: neuter? On the other hand [Aoikos] 'house• is 
masculine, and a word with the same type or ending, namely, 
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[ho 1dos] 'road' is feminine. The system may be theoretical­
ly fine, but the anomalous contradictions in the system make 
it so arbitrary as not to recommend it as the "most perrect 
expression" you were talking about. 

la:• llisu!I As far as gender is concerned, I would say that Eng­
lish is superior to the classical language pattern. 

,!a:. Thompsons There is something in what you say, but surely 
nothing like "perfection." The gender classirication in the 
use or he, she, and ,U is more on the basis of a biological 
differentiation, but from a purely logical basis it is dir­
ricult to justify the optional use of she as a pronoun for 
ships, institutions, and countries. 

!!t• Zilchs In my opinion the English language lost much of its 
picturesqueness when it lost its gender system. 

la:• Thompson: If you mean by "picturesqueness" unadulterated 
arbitrariness, then I would agree with you, but picturesque­
ness is decidedly a subjective term. We must not think that 
the Inda-European languages are the only ones to have gender 
distinctions, and by such we mean major class distinctions 
that run throughout the substantives or language. In the 
Algonkian languages the basic dichotomy is between animate 
and inanimate classes of nouns. 

la:• llcDougalli And do you find any arbitrary situations in 
Algonkian? 

la:• Thompson: or coursel It would be strange ir one didn't 
f'ind so-called arbitrary distinctions. Animate nouns include 
persons, animals, some plants and also certain objects such 
as a 'kettle.• ' 

la:• McDougall~ I suppose that the primitive mind or the native 
considers that a kettle is animate because water boils in it. 

la: ■ Thompson: Perhaps the explanation is true; one cannot tell. 
Heverthel9ss, I would object strenuously to your insinuations 
or the nalvet, of' the so-called primitive mind. Primitive 
man is able to make some very acute observations about natural 
phenomena. lly own experience with primitive peoples has con­
vinced me that they have a far more keen understanding of' hu­
man nature and personalities than we representatives or the 
so-called western culture. But this is quite apart f'rom the 
linguistic problem. 

I!J:. llcDougall~ What gender system have you round which is 
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superior to the system in the classical languages? 

Dr. Thompson: Perhaps no system at all would be better. There 
is little necessity for such. 

Qi:. McDougall: But how would you know the antecedent of the 
pronouns, if you didn't have a gender system? 

!h:• Thompson: There are many languages in which the pronouns 
do not agree with any gender class of nouns, and there is 
no particular trouble involved. Furthermore, you can have 
ambiguity in Greek if a feminine form pronoun stands close 
to two feminine nouns. 

)h:. McDougall: That is very true, but what types of noun clas­
sification have you found which you would recommend in the 
place of the Greek and Latin pattern? 

Dr. Thoml?son; You must understand me clearly, Dr. McDougall; 
I do not do any recommending. I do not say that one feature 
is better or worse than the other. I can say that one is 
more complicated than the other, but as a descriptive lin­
guist my job is to describe what I find, not to pass judg­
ment. I am interested only in how languages work. Person­
ally, I would prefer a language without gender distinctions, 
but no doubt you and Dr. Zilch here would prefer gender and 
plenty of it. We must always bear in mind that in all cases 
what the native uses seems proper and easy for him. The 
click sounds of Zulu are very difficult for most foreigners, 
but they are easy for a native Zulu speaker. So with the 
Bantu gender system, which varies within the Bantu family 
from some ten gender classes in certain cases to as many as 
twenty in others. The natives think that the system is easy, 
and undoubtedly would not want to relinquish it for any 
three-class system or Indo-European. 

)k. McDougilla Do these classes have any logical and meaningf'ul. 
distinctions underlying them? 

Qi:. Thompsons To some extent. The first class is predominantly 
the personal class. Other classes appear to differentiate 
various types or objects, and perhaps originally the classes 
were fairly well defined on the basis of such factors as 
size, shape, and function, but much of this differentiation 
has been lost. 

)h:. McDougall: You mean, then, that there are some twenty 
classes in some of the Bantu languages, and that many, if 
not most, or these classes are arbitrary? 
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Rt• Thompson: That is right. Remember, however, that it is no 
more absurd than the contradictory situations in the gender 
distinctions in Greek, Latin, and even English. 

Dr. McDougall: Wouldn't you say, however, that classifications 
of nouns in the languages of the world are made basically 
with a view to the dichotomies between animateness vs. inani­
mateness, and masculine vs. feminine? 

Rt• Thompson: Perhaps so; perhaps not. But with some 1000 lan­
guages in the world which have not even been reduced to writ­
ing, and more languages which have not been adequately analyz­
ed by scientific investigators, it is dangerous to make any 
generalized statements. Consider the example of the Thai 
language,wbicb bas some eighty or ninety classifiers employed 
with numerals. In speaking of humans, there are five ranks 
which are distinguished, beginning with classifiers for the 
king and queen, and ending with designations for the ordinary 
common person. Sacred objects are similarly classified on 
the basis of rank. Animals fall into another class, with the 
exception or the elephant, which, as a sacred animal, receives 
a special classifier. Inanimate objects are classified in 
some instances as to size, shape, or tunction. In still other 
cases the choice of the classifier is entirely arbitrary. For 
instance, the classifier which is normally used with animals 
is also employed with •table,• 1cbair,• and 'pen-point.• 

Qt. Zilch: That is a rather remarkable and complicated type or 
division indeed. 

Jh:. Thompson: In the Tunica language nouns are divided first 
into animates and inanimates. In turn the animates are di­
vided into three classes. These differences are indicated 
in the form or the auxiliary verb and, as such, classify all 
nouns as to the position or the referent. The first class 
includes humans and quadrupeds which may have any or three 
positional agreements, in other words they may be vertical, 
horizontal, or squatting. The second class denotes elongated, 
non-human animates which come into a class or horizontals. 
These include such words as 1fish, 1 •snake,' and 'alligator. 
The third class designates small, dumpy, non-human animates, 
which belong to the "squattyn class. These include such 
words as •rrog, 1 'bird,' and 'insect.• The inanimates on the 
other band are divided first into horizontals such as 'lake,' 
'island,' 'river,' •town,' and •water,' and abstracts such 
as •morning'; and secondly into verticals which include 
1houses, 1 •trees,' and most plants. This type of classifica­
tion has many points to recommend it. But again, remember, 
we are not trying to pass judgmentJ we are only describing 
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what occurs, and it is imperative that we remain objective 
in our thinking. 
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Jk. McDougall: I realize that in the matter of gender, there 
may be situations in which the classical languages do not 
represent the optimum, but certainly the value of the cate­
gory of singular vs. plural cannot be denied? 

Jk. ~: Believe it or not, Dr. McDougall, but Dr. Thompson 
will undoubtedly deny this very thing. 

Jk. Thompson: You seem to know my reactions rather well, Dr. 
Zilch. 

Jk. Zilch: I haven't discussed similar matters with you for 
nothing. At times you almost remind me of the man who said, 
"I'm against it; what is it?" 

Dr. Thompson: I don•t want to appear that contrary, but you 
will have to admit that at least I seem to be consistent in 
my opposition. 

Jk. McDougall: There is no doubt about that. But how anyone 
could object to the dichotomy of singular vs. plural is be­
yond me. 

Dr. Thompson: I do not object to it. Don't mistake me. I do 
not object to anything in any language. What I object to is 
your contention that there is something that partakes of per­
fection in the fact that Greek and Latin, and for that mat­
ter English, make a distinction between singular and plural. 

Jk. McDougall: Why is it, then, that you do not consider this 
to be a significant division denoting the superiority of the 
classical languages? 

:Jk. Thompson: I'll answer by asking why singularity should 
constitute one half of the dichotomy and everything from two 
to infinity remain in the other half of the dichotoncy. There 
doesn't seem to be anything so essentially wonderful about 
that type or division. In fact, it seems a little artificial 
and illogical. For exa11:ple, in the Tarahumara language of 
Mexico one does not have to make a distinction between sin­
gular and plural. The word tow!ki means 1boy• or 1boys. 1 If 
the context doesn't necessitate the distinction, then no dis­
tinction is made. However, if it is important to make a nu­
merical distinction, then words denoting •one,• 'two,' 'three,' 
•r-, 1 •many,• or 1all, 1 may be employed. 
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12[. llcDougall: or course, you know that ancient Greek distin­
guished a dual torm as separate .from the si.ngular or plural • 

.!!!'.• Thompsons Yes, I know, and so does modern Eskimo. 

~- llcDougalls Is that possible? That wou1d indicate a rather 
highly developed analftical mentality. 

ja:. Thompsopi Nothing or the ki.nd1 or course the Eskimos are 
not interior to us in general intelligence, but neither does 
a verr highly complex incorporati.ng language indicate intel­
lectual genius. 

)a:. llcDougal11 Then you would not believe in any correlation 
between comple:z:i ty of linguistic structure and intelligence? 

la:• Thompaogt Hone wbatsoeverl If you were to rate i.ntelli­
gence on the baa is or number categories, you wou1d have to 
rate the inbabi tants or the Anna tom Islands as highly intel­
ligent, for they distinguish not only a dual, but also a trial 
rol"llt and finally a plural. 

!h:• llcDougalls lly wordl That does make it complex. It would 
seem that they were pushing thi.ngs just a little f'ar, don't 
;ycu think so? 

Ja:. Thompsons I don't know. That is for them to decide. If 
they like their language that way, and evidently they do, 
even as all people seem to think their own language is per­
fect, or almost so, then rar be it .from me to pass judgment 
upon them. The fact that a particular man speaks a certain 
language is in some ways no more significant than the fact 
that he has his hair cut a certain way. He con.forms more or 
less to the custom or the society in which be is born. He 
may exert some pressure for some change i.n style, but if' he 
goes too tar, he will be considered crazy, and his influence 
will be lost. The change in any cultural phenomenon ls slow 
and almost illlperceptible. When we look back on a change of' 
style, we can see that it bas taken place, but we seldom can 
predict the specific direction or extent of the trend. 

!!£. llcDougall1 Indeed, you do compare languages to the most 
co111111onplace things in life. 

!!£. Thompsons Language is rather commonplace. In f'act it ls 
one of' the most commonplace features of human society. 

Ja:. llcDougalll But don't you think that the recognition of nua­
ber in nouns is a good thing? 
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!21:• Thompson: or course, it is a good thing. We must have some 
method or distinguishing numerica1 relationships, and all lan­
guages possess such means, but to make such a numerica1 dicho­
tomy obligatory in a language is not necessarily the optimum. 
There are other matters which other languages indicate and 
which are equally significant. Consider even a phase or this 
subject or number. In the Nootka language there are two 
types or plurality, one is collective and the other distribu­
tive. That is to say, the collective form indicates that the 
several objects or actions are viewed together and the dis­
tributive form indicates that the several objects or actions 
are viewed as distributed either spacia1ly or temporally. 

On the other hand, some languages pay little attention to the 
distinction between singular and plura1, but they have other 
obligatory categories such as possession. In many or the 
Mayan languages certain nouns cannot be used unless the pos­
sessor is designated. One cannot say 'house,' but rather 
•my house• or 'your house' or 'his house• or •someone's 
house.• An obligatory category of possession is certainly 
as logical as an obligatory category or nWDber. 

~. llcDougalls I must admit that you do have a very cosmopoli­
tan attitude toward the grammatical concepts or other lan­
guages. Nevertheless, as you have studied Greek, haven't you 
been impressed by the very remarkable combination or number, 
gender, and case distinctions? It is a grsmmatica1 master­
piece! 

JG:. Thompson: But other languages can a1so have complicated 
systems. Consider the Tunica language that we discussed pre­
viously. There are three numbers& singular, dua1, and plur­
al. There are two genders, masculine and feminine. This 
gives six combinations. This gender-number classification is 
baaed upon the division into animate and inanimate. The an­
imate clasa is din.dad into human and non-human. The human 
claH is divided in turn into ma1e and fema1e, and likewise 
the non-human class is divided into ma1e and fema1e. The 
inanimate class is divided into inherently masculine forms 
and inherently feminine forms. The singular number class is 
further divided into true singulars and collacti ves. Thia 
type of a system could equally be called a "grammatical 
masterpiece." 

J;!!:. McDougall: Perhaps you have been able to find some e:iccep,­
tional cases or languages which have certain remarkable fea­
tures, paralleling, and also in some ways showing certain 
marked divergences trom the classical pattern, but I am con­
fident that you will have to admit that the classical 
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languages have the f'undamental and basic pattern for the 
three persons; the speaker, the one spoken to, and finally 
the one spoken of. Is this not universal and is it not best 
exemplified by the classical languages? 

Dr. Thompson; To the first part of the question, I would say, 
"Yes." It seems that in all languages there are ways of 
indicating the speaker, the bearer, and the one spoken of, 
but do not think for a moment that in a1l languages such in­
dication of person is attached to the verb as a bound form, 
as it is in Greek and Latin. 

I!!:. McDougall: No, not You miss my point. I only wanted to 
indicate that the classical languages do have these three per­
sons, and it is certainly well to realize that these clas­
sical languages express this relationship not only in the 
pronouns but also in the su.£fixes of the verbs. 

12!:• Thompson; If, however, all languages seem to indicate the 
three persons, it is not any special credit to Greek and La­
tin that they have such a category of person. The classical 
languages certainly do not have as elaborate a set of forms 
as some languages. In many languages there is a distinction 
made between what we call the "inclusive" and the "exclusive" 
first person plural. 

la:• McDougall: What do you mean? 

12!:• Thompson: These languages make a distinction in speaking 
of 'we.• One fol'lll includes those spoken to, hence the "in­
clusive," and another form excludes those spoken to, hence 
the "exclusive." 

J2t. llcDougaJ,J.i Indeed, that is a very clever distinction. It 
is strange that the analytical Greek mind would not have 
thought of making some distinction of that type• 

J2J:. Thompson: We English-speaking people seem to manage suc­
cessfully without it, do we not? At least you haven't been 
conscious of any such lack, have you? 

la:• McDouga.J,l' No, I don I t believe I have• 

lk• Thompson; Well, the so-called Greek mind was probably not 
conscious of such a lack either. However, some languages 
elaborate the persons in other ways. In some of the Algonkian 
languages one finds what may be called a "fourth person." 

Dr. lcDougall: How is that possible? 
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Dr. Thompson: Well, the first of the third persons introduced 
into the discourse is given the form of the third person, but 
the next such third person has the "obviative" or the "fourth" 
person form. In that way we would !mow in such a sentence as 
would be translated 1He saw his father' that someone else's 
father was referred to and not his own, if the 1his 1 occurs 
in the obviative or fourth person form. 

Eskimo also possesses a second type of third person, which 
may be called the "recurrent." This is an extremely import­
tant device in identifying the antecedents in a complex sen­
tence structure. 

Qr. McDougall: I confess that it does look as though other 
types of languages do possess some of the fine qualities of 
the classical languages. 

Dr. Thompson: Why donlt you reverse the statement? 

Dr. McDougall: No doubt my classical background is responsible. 

Dr. Thompson: That is unfortunate, but I know this frequently 
happens. I had quite a battle with myself when I let go of 
some preconceived ideas which I had picked up from a college 
professor, who thought that all study of non-classical lan­
guages was pure primitivism. 

Dr. McDougall: Then you admit that many of your arguments this 
evening have been a tour-de-force. 

Dr. Thompson: Not at alll I only mean that I do appreciate the 
classics, and I enjoy nothing better for an evening of real 
relaxation than to pick up a dialogue by Plato or a play by 
Aristophanes or Euripides. 

Dr. McDougall: To have heard you expostulate so against the 
classical languages just a few minutes ago, I would never 
have thought it possible that you would glance inside a Greek 
book. I have evidently misunderstood you. 

Dr. Thompson: You have. And yet, perhaps you haven 1t. 

Dr. McDougall: I can't have done both. The law of "the excluded 
middle" forbids it. 

Dr. Thompson: Yes, I know. What I mean to say is that all that 
I have said about linguistic structure is absolutely true, 
but you have misconstrued my intention and have interpreted 
it as being a reflection on the literature of Greek and 
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Latin. It is very easy to conf'use these two viewpoints, and 
most important that one should not. 

Dr. McDouga11z I confess that Dr. Zilch had you rather well 
sized up when he commented on your ability to ll!B.ke white ob­
jects appear black. 

Dr. Thompson, Not quite. I haven't intentionally employed any 
sophistic arguments to win any point. Perhaps the difficulty 
is that Greek and Latin have been so whitewashed with unin­
fol'llied appreciation that when one takes off a few coats of 
whitewash, they don't appear to be particularly marvelous. 
They are only languages with certain interesting phenomena, 
but they are not so remarkable as to be basic to the entire 
study of language or to the thought processes of mankind. 

~- McDougallz But haven't you been greatly impressed with the 
more recent research of classical scholarship which bas re­
vealed the great significance of the so-called "aspect" in 
Greek? In other words, apart f'rom the finite verb forms one 
finds that the quality of the action is the dominant factor 
in the meaning. This means, for example, a distinction as to 
whether the action takes place over a period of time, hence 
a continuative, or whether the action is definable as a 
"point" action, the so-called "punctiliar, n as some scholars 
are calling it. The application of this aspectual analysis 
to the negative prohibitions gives some amazingly subtle dis­
tinctions. By this means a negative imperative in the pre­
sent means to cease something that one is doing, but a nega­
tive subjunctive in the aorist indicates that one is not to 
do this in the tuture, implying that one is not doing the 
thing at the time. Have you in examining other types of lan­
guages come across anything so remarkable as this distinction 
of aspect? 

121:• Thompsons It is true that some classical scholars have 
thought that as~ct is something very essentially Indo­
European. However, from what limited observations I have 
been able to make of the situ tion I would say that the as­
pect of the action is a more :onsp:lcuous feature in most lan­
guages than the time of the action• ,After all, why should 
the relative time of ti be ttached to the verb as a 
bound form? an ac on a 

~. McDougal11 It stands to reason that we must know when an 
action takes place. 

Ja:. Thomp■onz Perhaps it is just as important to say where an 
action takes place as when. One factor could be considered 
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just as essential as the other. However, certainly the qual­
ity of the action is equally as essential as the time of an 
action. 

J!!:. YcDougalls Do other languages elaborate the differentiations 
of aspect beyond that which we find in Greek? 

RI• Thompson& Indeed so. Greek appears limited as compared with 
such a language as Hootka. In Nootka one finds eight aspects: 
the durative, the inceptive, the momentaneous, the graduative, 
the inceptive of graduative, the repetitive, the iterative, 
and the inceptive or iterative. 

!!J:. llcDougalls But how would such forms as these ever be trans­
lated? 

RI• Thompson: Suppose that we use the word meaning 'to fiy. 1 

We would translate the durative as 1he was flying, 1 the in­
ceptive as 1he began to fly,' the momentaneous as 1he flew 
off all at once,' the graduative as 'he began to set about 
fiying,' the repetitive as 1he flew and flew,' the iterative 
as 1he flew from time to time,' and the inceptive of itera­
tive as 1he began to fly from time to time. 1 

]a:. McDougall& But is it possible that languages employ aspect 
and completely avoid the tense relationship? As you know, 
they are very closely related in the Greek. 

la:• Thompson: In Tunica, three aspects, the simul.factive, the 
habituative, and the repetitive, and one mode, the condition­
al, are basic to the structure of the verbs. Whether the 
tense is present or past is supplied by the context. 

RI• McDougall& But, Dr. Thompson, don't you think that you are 
taking unfair advantage or me? Here I am defending Greek and 
Latin, and you marshal against me all various types or lan­
guages. 

la:• Thompsons It may be just a little unfair, but you will re­
member that you began the discussion with the intention or 
proving that Greek and Latin are the most perfect expressions 
of human thought in the world. But not only have we pointed 
out conspicuously contradictory factors within the structure 
of Greek and Latin, but we have also noted that in several 
matters other languages, and many or them ones which you in­
sist are nprimitiven and supposedly very inferior, are con­
spicuously superior in some details. 

If we had the time, we might consider at some length one 
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aboriginal language, for example, Maya, Aztec, Zulu, Tagalog, 
or Sioux, and I am quite sure that you would be of the opin­
ion that in tern:s of form these languages are equally as com­
plex, elaborate, and ingenious as Greek or Latin. But f'unda­
mentally our discussion is not one of volume or detail of 
data so much as of viewpoint and perspective. 

Dr. McDougall: There is a basic difi"icul ty with discussing 
these matters. As presenting the case of the ai"firmative, I 
no more than volunteer a very simple statement, which I feel 
anyone would accept as true, and immediately you pounce on 
it with questions and some illustration from one of these 
primitive languages. One cannot refrain from having a heal­
thy respect for some of these ignorant savages who speak lan­
guages as complicated as you describe them. 

,!a:. Thompson: Sometimes it is a little shocking to one's think­
ing to find that the aboriginal peoples of the world employ 
linguistic patterns every bit as complex as our own. 

,!a:. McDougall: I would dare venture the suggestion, however, 
(you see I am not insisting, for the more positive I am, the 
more opposed you are) that in the matter of the case system 
the Inda-European is without doubt the finest. 

,!k. Thompson: I see yau are going back to the Inda-European 
system, which had eight cases rather than attempting to de­
fend the five case system or'the Greek, or the six cases of 
Latin, though or course the vocative case in each is a very 
limited pattern. 

Dr. McDougall: Yesl The histo of these 1anguages leads us 
to consider that the eight c:!es comprising the nominative, 
genitive, dative, locative accu;ative, instrumental, abla­
tive, and vocative, constitute a more perfect system. In 
Greek one finds the genitive and the ablative combined into 
one case, and the dative loc tive and instrumental into 
another. This of course' prod~ces ; conrused situation. I 
have even considered the di bilitY of teaching Greek as 
though it had eight av sa cases. 

Dr. Thompson: This has been done and some of the adherents to 
the system are rather fanaticJ about the value or it, but 
it is only a 111atter of words Arter all, what is the differ­
ence between calling a fo • n nitive of separation" or an 
"ablative"? "A rose b rm athge name would smell as sweet." 
Thenprincipal difficul{ a:it~ s::h a system of introducing 
an ablative," a "locative n and an "instrumental" when there 
is actually no distinction'whatever of form, is confusion 
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added to something already sufficiently complicated. 

Dr. McDougall: But what about the logical advantages or such a 
division? 

Dr. Thompson: If it is a matter or logic, then why stop with 
eight cases? There are a sufficient number or functional 
differences for at least twenty-five divisions. In other 
words, the eight case system fits neither the formal nor the 
functional pattern of Greek. If one retains the formal pat­
tern, one is at least consistent on one score. 

]k. McDougall: But still you haven't discussed the matter or 
the superiority of the eight case system as an Indo-European 
pattern, which of course still exists in Lithuanian. 

]k. Thompson: No. We seem to have gotten off on the analysis 
or methods in teaching Greek. However, as to the eight case 
system, I do not see why it should be accredited with such 
distinction. No system ever represents completely logical 
divisions or all relationships between words. In comparison, 
there is much in the case system or Eskimo to recommend it. 
It is surely no less "perfect," if you insist on using this 
term. 

]k. Zilch: What is the case system in Eskimo, Dr. Thompson? I 
do confess that I am surprised that people who have to spend 
their time trying to find food out on the barren stretches 
or the Arctic would have the time to work out an elaborate 
case system. 

]k. Thompson: There is one thing that the study or descriptive 
linguistics should do, namely, prevent the student from draw­
ing any conclusions as to the relationship between environ­
ment and language, and between language and the intelligence 
or the speakers. 

]k. McDougall: I realize you are very insistent on that point; 
but what about the Eskimo case system? 

Dr. Thompson: Oh yes1 Excuse me for getting off the track to 
lay down an anthropological dictum. The eight cases of Eski­
mo have been called absolutive, relative, locative, ablative, 
perlative, allative, similative, and instrumental. 

]k. McDougall: What relationships do these cases denote? 

Dr. Thompson: The absolutive case denotes the subject of a verb 
which is not transitive, or the object or a transitive verb. 
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!!J:. ~1 Tbat i.11 qui.te a neat, distinction, I woul.d say. 

Dr. Thompson: The relative case indicates the subject o~ o 
transitive verb and the aubotantive reference to a posaeoaor. 

Dr. McDougall: A most interesting division, indeedl 

12J:. Thompson: The locative case denotes 1in 1 or •at,' the ab­
lative denotes •away from,' the perlative denotes 'passing 
by or through,' the allative •arriving at,' the similative 
1like to,' and the instrumental 1by means or. 1 

1!1: ■ llcDouga1l.: It woul.d be fine if we had a similative in Greek. 
It would avoid the contusion in using the dative. 

12!: ■ Zilch: But consider how poverty-stricken English is with 
only two cases in the nouns, a genitive case and, I suppose, 
what one shoul.d call the "common" case. 

1!1:• Thompson: English may be poverty-stricken in the sense of 
not having so many case forms, but it doesn't seem to hamper 
our speech in the slightest. We have a sufficient number of 
prepositions to make ourselves understood. 

la:• McDougall: I assume in advance that you will differ with 
me in the point I am about to make, but I do believe that it 
shoul.d be pointed out that the Greek exhibits a remarkable 
pattern in the modification or the syllabic within the stem 
to indicate the alternate forms of the stem occurring with 
different tense formations. For example, Greek has for the 
verb •to leave• the stem [leyp-] in the present, [lip-] in 
the aorist, and [loyp-] in the perfect. The language indi­
cates by the very forms or the stems the temporal quality of 
the action. 

ni:. Thompson: Yes, the Ablaut series, as it is ca1led f'rom the 
German, is quite basic in Indo-European. We have it in Eng­
lish sing. ,Y!!g, sung. But the Indo-European languages are 
not alone in having changes within the stems. The Semitic 
languages are famous f'or this. 

121: ■ McDougall: But do these pet languages of yours, the abori­
ginal ones, have such developments'? Af'ter all, vowel grada­
tion is a highly complex type or modif'ication. 

,la:. Thompson: I don't want you to misunderstand me. These ab­
original languages are not my "pets." 

121:• !UJm: No, nol Quite so& Only it is bard for us to 
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Wldorotund ono who in nttnched !o la.nguagaB 1n g~noraJ. !!!'!~ 
not to any one language 1n part.icul.ar. 
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!!!:• Thompson: Thanks for tho explnnntion. It diagnoses my case 
perfectly. 

But let's get back to the ablaut series, or modifications of 
the st.em to indicate different categories in the grammatical 
structure. One language which is perhaps as complicated as 
any other in this respect is the Chichimeca language of Mex­
ico. For example, note the five principal parts of the fol­
lowing verbs: 

'to put' 
(J), 

••• bu 
(2) / 

.~.hii 
(3) / Cf) ' (5)/ 

.,'.nhi ••• nhi •• '.bu 

•to lose' •• -':h6 • .'.h~ ' I ••• nhi ' / ••• nhi • .:'orb~ 

'to hear' • !.?~ . . '.?6 ' / ... ti ' / ••• ndi • :-.r?~ 

Dr. McDougall. I see that in the details of a system it is dif­
ficult to draw any conclusions. Perhaps, however, if we get 
to more basic grammatical concepts, we will be able to point 
out the excellence of the classical languages, and for that 
matter, all the Indo-European languages. Wouldn't you con­
sider the Indo-European languages remarkable in the great 
number of parts of speech? We have nouns, verbs, adjectives, 
adverbs, pronouns, conjunctions, particles, and numbers. 
This is undeniably remarkable. 

Dr. Thompson: Finally, you have hit upon something rather dis­
tinctive in the Indo-European languages. 

Dr. McDougall: I am glad that at least you are willing to con­
cede a point, and remember that this point is a very impor­
tant one, for it underlies all others. The superiority of a 
language should be directly proportionate to the elaboration 
of its classes of words, that is, its grammar. 

Dr. Zilch: Don't try to make a raft out of this single straw 
which Dr. Thompson hasn't succeeded in sinking. He is a man 
who gives one a straw with which to keep afloat, but nothing 
more. At times he has held out some false hopes to me dur­
ing our discussions of some of these linguistic problems. 

Dr. Thompson: You are a little harsh with me, Dr. Zilch. I try 
to be honest, and have no desire to prolong agony. 

~. Zilch: But you shall see, Dr. McDougall. He will admit 
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that Indo-European languages have many parts of speech, and 
then declare that a great many parts of speech are an incon­
sequential matter in a language. 

la:• Thompson: I should turn this discussion over to you, Dr. 
Zilch. I've told you before that you shou1d be a descriptive 
linguist. 

la:• McDougall: But my dear Dr. Zilch, you are too fine a scho­
lar to go in for this new-fangled stuff. 

Ia:. Zilch: or course, I wouldn't consider it seriously, but I 
have often thought what a shock I could give my colleagues 
or the English department if I came out openly for such new 
ideas. 

la:• McDougall: Then you are a secret disciple of this method­
ology, Dr. Zilch? You rather deceived me in inviting me over 
here to talk with Dr. Thompson. 

Ia:. Zilch; Nothing of the kindl But even an old bachelor can 
change. However, all such talk of espousing the cause of 
descriptive linguistics is entirely off the record. There 
are times, however, when old men need mental rejuvenation, 
and talking with Dr, Thompson hn" e;:i.vnn mo oome comp1etoly 
new ideas about o1d probl~mPe 

RI:, McDougall: I am much surprised, Dr, Zilch, thnt you would 
be so easily swept aaide, However, lot uo go bnck to the 
point that I was ma.king, nnd to which you volunteered to give 
Dr. Thompson's reaction, What about this matter of the parts 
or speech? 

Ja:. Thompson, You are perfectly right about Inda-European lan­
guages having a great abundance of parts of speech, but nrul­
tip1icity and complexity are not virtues in themselves. The 
Turkish language has been best described on the basis of only 
two principal types of words, noun-like words and verb-like 
words. With these two such types of words the Turks seem to 
manage satisfactorily enough, 

Qr, McDouggl],: But how can a language dispense with adverbs to 
modify verbs? 

Dr. Thompson: That isn't so difficult. We have words in Eng­
lish which ~edify verbs, but are not adverbs • 

.QJ:. !cDouga]J.z How is that? 
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Dr. Thompson: Well, we say ! .£!!!!!!! .h2!!!2 lh!!! morning. Both 
home and this morning modify~, but are not adverbs. 

Dr. McDougall: But they act like adverbs. 
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Dr. Thompson: Truel And this is just the point. We have a 
specia1 class of words which modify verbs (however, we should 
a1so remember that in genera1 these same words may modify 
adjectives}, but in another language nouns or particles may 
be the only words which modify verbs. 

1!£. McDougall: But there is one point at which your system must 
break down. You cannot possibly get along without numerals. 
ill people on the face of the earth are able to count. 

Dr. Thompson: Of course they are. 

R[. McDouga11: Final At last I have one point on my side. 

!2!:• Zilch: But it is not likely to be with you long. 

Dr. McDougall: Don't be such a pessimist. 

!2!:• Zilch: Not at all, but I have had a little experience talk­
ing with Dr. Thompson. 

1!,t, McDgpgplll Won, who.t. about. t.he numeral situation, Dr. 
Thompson? 

J1t. Thompson: It may oeem ft little strange to you, but in the 
Muekogce language, commonly cal.led Creek, worde which we con­
sider numerals and adjectives are both troat.ed idont.icnlly 
like verbs. 

Dr. McDougall: I suppose you have principal parts to the numer­
als then? 

!2!:.• Thompson: You are exactly right! Every verb has five prin­
cipal parts, and so does each numeral. For example the five 
princip9¼ parts of the sin_gular form of 1to buy' are: !!!!-, 
n{hs-, !!!.:!-, !!!..:J!-, and .!!l:.n!-• Similarly, the five prin­
cipal parts of the numeral 1two, 1 which patterns identically 
as a verb, have the following forms, w~ich corre~pond to t~e 
more common verb types: .J:ll2kkgl-, hokkohl-, hokko•l-, hokk:o•l-, 
and hokk~•nl-. 

n.r.. McDougall: What are these various principal parts used for? 

Dr. Thoapson: Well, the first denotes the completive and is 
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tenseless. The second is employed in the immediate past, the 
third for the remote past, the fourth for the incompletive 
in all tenses, and the fifth for the continuative or intensive 
in all tenses. 

Jk. McDougall: I must admit that you have made your point, Dr. 
Thompson. I have been impressed, as you have spoken, with 
the rather complicated word structure, or "morphology" as you 
call it, in so many of these so-called primitive languages. 
I would venture the conjecture that though these languages 
do have rather cumbersome words (if you will permit me to use 
such a word as "cumbersome" to indicate a judgment on my 
part), nevertheless, these same languages are rather inade­
quate in the more extensive patterns of syntax. 

Jk. Thompson: I don 1t wish to be hypercritical of your judgment, 
but why wouldn't it be possible for you to be completely ob­
jective? You only consider something 11 cumbersome11 from the 
standpoint of English or the classical languages, but isn't 
that a very limited viewpoint? Some of the long words of 
these aboriginal languages do not impress me as being any 
more cumbersome than premillenarianism, or the word which is 
so often quoted for an English monster, namely, antidisestab­
lishmentarianism. However, to come back to what you said 
about the deficiencies of syntax, I would say that one is not 
likely to find in these aboriginal languages the complex and 
somewhat highly artificial elaboration of syntactic arrange­
ments which one finds in the periodic style of Thucydides or 
Isocrates • Do not, however, imagine that non-Inda-European 
languages are ~ithout syntax. The Tunica language, for ex­
ample, has a comparatively elaborate sentence structure. 
There are three types of sentences: simple, compound, with 
or without coordinator, and complex, consisting of a main 
clause and one or more of four types of subordinate clauses, 
namely, dependent, complementary, relative, and adverbial. 
Dependent clauses are like main clauses except that the pre­
dicative word has a subordinating "post-fix." Complementary 
clauses may be clauses of direct or indirect discourse or 
clauses indicating "what" or "where." Relative clauses are 
used as independent subject or object modifiers. Adverbial 
clauses are "where" clauses or locative clauses. The syntac­
tic elements of the clause are a predicative word, an inde­
pendent subject, an independent object, a subject or object 
modifier, a predicate modifier, a predicate complement, and 
a sentence connective. The order of these elements is deter­
mined by very definite patterns. The system of agreement 
between certain elements in the clause is also well developed. 

Dr. McDougeU; That is really quite enough to prove your point, 
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Dr. Thompson. I had never thought such a system was possi­
ble in an aboriginal, unwritten language. 

Dr. Thompson: Writing ll!Ust always be considered as very secon­
dary. The Greek language appears to have been every bit as 
elaborate before it was written as after. 

Dr. McDougall: Yes, I know. The Homeric epics indicate an 
abundance of grammatical forns. However, I a:ir. somewhat con­
cerned about the lexical problems in connection with lan­
guages. Shouldn't this enter our discussion? 

Dr. Thompson: Yes and no. 

Dr. McDougall: Again you give one of those double answers of 
which you are so fond. 

Dr. Thompson: I em sorry. Let me explain. I answered "yes" 
because I feel that it would probably be well to dispel some 
of your possible prejudices. On the other hand, I say "no, 11 

because we began this discussion with the intent of discus­
sing the form of language principally. 

Dr. McDougall: Then you are beginning to weaken somewhat as 
you consider the lexical phase? 

Q!:. Thompson: No. I em only saying that you are shifting some­
what your approach to the problem of excellence. 

Dr. McDougall: Of course, I em not one to insist that a large 
vocabulary is in itself a matter of excellence. One does not 
need the vocabulary of Woodrow Wilson to say some very impor­
tant things in a very significant and striking manner. Don't 
you find, however, that aboriginal languages are often lack­
ing in certain lexical areas? 

Dr. Thompson: Exactly what do you mean? 

Dr. McDougall: What about emotional words? Do you find ade­
quate designations for psychological states? 

Dr. Thompson: or course. If people have feelings, and they 
all have, regardless of race or color, they are going to want 
to talk about them. But they may analyze these emotional 
states in quite a different linguistic manner from what we 
are in the habit of doing. 

Dr. McDougall: How so? 
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Dr. Thompson: In the Muskogee, or Creek, language many of the 
psychological concepts employ the word for 'heart' incorpor­
ated within the verb. Hence, "to become sorrowi'ul. 11 is lit­
erally •to become heart-sick. 1 "To become frightened" is 
literally 'to become heart-lost. 1 "To become brave" is •to 
become heart-oned, 1 or in other words, 'heart' plus 'get to 
be one.• Compare this with the English singlehearted. 

Dr. McDougall: The recognition of the 'heart• as the center of 
the emotions is undoubtedly almost universal, is it not? 

Dr. Thompson: Nothing of this type should be spoken of as al­
most universal. In fact such is not the case. For some peo­
ple the center of the emotion is the 'bowels,' for others the 
'liver,' and even for some the 'throat.• In the Choctaw for 
example, which belongs to the same family as the Muskogee, 
some words indicating emotion employ the word for 'neck' as 
an incorporated word. Hence, "to tremble through fear" is 
literally •to neck-tremble.• "To be in a passion" is lit­
erally 'to be neck-heated.' In many of the Sudanic languages 
the liver is the center of emotions. Accordingly, in the 
Kabba language "to be astonished II is I to shiver in one I s 
liver I and "to be peacef'ul." is I to be cool in one I s liver. 1 

~. Zilch: My1 Such languages should have great rhetorical 
possibilities. 

Dr. Thompson: Certainly1 Greek and Latin are not the only 
worthwhile vehicles of human thought. 

Rt• McDougall: I JtUst confess, Dr. Thompson, you have defended 
your position well. But permit me to introduce this other 
matter. Perhaps you will disagree with me, for you have so 
consistently disagreed with me all evening. Nevertheless, I 
do want to suggest one further consideration. 

Dr• Thompson: By all means do so. Undoubtedly I I ve been rather 
obstinate. 

R!: 0 McDougaU1 Not at all1 I am glad that you have done so, 
for this is the reason I came over tonight. I have wanted 
to know about your methods and approach to linguistic pro­
cedures, and I certainly have found out. My students haven't 
been exaggerating when they have said your position is dia­
metrically opposed to mine. I realize that it is, and it 
interests me greatly • 

.Ia:. Thompson: 
could ask. 

Ir you are interested, that is all that anyone 
Dr. Zilch becau.~ interested, and now he is almost 
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a secret believer. 

Dr. Zilch: Tut tutl That is completely off the record,you 
know. 

Dr. McDougall: You need not worry about my being converted. 

87 

I have much too extensive an academic background to be led 
aside by novelties. However, getting back to what I was 
going to say, would one not be correct in saying that an in­
flected type of language is undoubtedly the highest type? 

Jk. Thompson: No. I can't agree with you, for I can't under­
stand how you could define the criteria for "highest" in 
speaking or some type of language. 

Jk. McDougall: I realize that is difficult. It would be too 
much or a problem to define completely objective criteria, 
and I know that you and I would never reach any agreement as 
to such criteria. However, it seems to me that we could face 
the question practically by stating that there is a definite 
correlation between inflected languages and the social and 
economic advance or the peoples who speak such languages. 

Dr. Thompson: Isn't this only another way of stating the same 
thing that you have contended in the previous arguments? 
You are only lumping together all your misconceptions about 
language and culture. The type of language which a people 
speak is a cultural accident and in some ways no more signi­
ficant than their styles of tattooing. Consider the follow­
ing situations. Greek and Latin had quite a little inflec­
tion. But the Pame language of a small tribe of poverty­
stricken, backward Indians of Mexico has a much more compli­
cated inflectional system than Greek or Latin. Chinese used 
to be inflected, but the inflectional system was lost, so 
that now words are not inflected, but the development of com­
pounds and phrasal combinations is such in modern Chinese 
that eventually some of these combined forms may be consid­
ered as bound, so that Chinese may again have an inflected 
system. All languages may adequately express the thought of 
the people who speak them, and such languages all have the 
potentiality for noble thoughts to be expressed in artistic 
ways, hence constituting literature. 

Dr. McDougall: Such linguistic attitudes as you propose neces­
sitate one's revamping completely the basic classical atti­
tude toward language matters. Such revolutionary•ideas would 
bring grammatical chaos to our philosophical judgments about 
language in general. 
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Dr. Thompson: One never needs to fear truth. Truth may be re­
volutionary but it is always to be preferred to hallowed 
falsehood. 

Dr. McDougall: I'm sincerely thank:f'ul. for this expos~ of lin­
guistic attitudes and I realize our discussion has been 
largely negative, at least as regards the positive contribu­
tion of descriptive linguistics. Please do me the favor of 
accepting my hospitality next week. We will drop our gen­
eralized arguments about attitudes and you can have an oppor­
tunity to explain something of the content and procedure of 
your system. 



Interlude 4 

DESCRIPTIVE LINGUISTICS GETS A HEARING 

.!h:• McDougall: I confess, Dr. Thompson, we were not very fair 
with you last week. We never gave you the briefest oppor­
tunity to explain your actual methodology and procedure, to 
say nothing of the findings which you descriptive linguists 
make. 

Dr. Zilch: Nevertheless, Dr. Thompson, you succeeded in giving 
us enough data, so that we are now genuinely interested in 
knowing how you go about your work. 

Dr. Thompson: Frankly, I've enjoyed your challenges to my every 
statement. 

Dr. McDougall: To say nothing of your challenges to ours. But 
be that as it may, I am genuinely curious to know how you go 
about reducing a language to writing. Let us suppose that 
you dropped down out of the skies in a parachute and landed 
near some village in central New Guinea. Just how would you 
go about communicating with the natives? 

.!h:• Thompson: Under circumstances other than preparations for 
a cannibal stew, I believe one could do something at least. 
Much depends on the cooperativeness of the natives. However, 
there are certain methods which one can employ in this so­
called "monolingual approach." 

Dr. Zilch: I suppose first you'd get out your little notebook 
and begin writing down words. 

Ql:. Thompson& Yes, provided the natives didn't appear to be 
suspicious concerning the writing, as perhaps some magic way 
of capturing their souls. Sooner or later I'd try to write 
forms down so as to u~morize them and also as a better means 
of comparing the constituent parts.of the expressions. 

Dr. McDougall: I suppose that first of all you would try to 
obtain the native expression for "What is this?" 

Dr. Thompson: Yes, but it isn't so easy as all that. Usually, 
however, one will eventually hear some expression from a 
native which seems to be equivalent to "What is this?" But 
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by wearing a broad smile and having a friendly attitude, 
which is at least somewhat equivalent in all cultures, one 
can make a desperate atterrpt to communicate by speaking Eng­
lish, Dutch, or any other language from which some stray words 
may have been carried into the interior. Then the natives at 
least begin to realize that one wants to speak. Finally by 
pointing, whether with the finger, chin, or lip, depending 
upon what one has observed from natives, one can usually get 
some response. 

Dr. ill.!.!!: I suppose you point to various objects nearby and 
then try to repeat the words. But how do you know you are 
saying the right thing? 

Dr. Thompson: One cannot be sure. In one instance the native 
consistently replied "the end of your finger" when a linguist 
pointed to objects and appeared to be demanding a reply. A 
similar response to each item means that something is wrong. 
But if one accurately mimics words which are given, the na­
tive is usually very delighted and very rapidly catches on to 
what is desired • 

.!h: 0 McDougall: This theory may sound all right, but have you 
ever come anywhere near experiencing this type of situation. 

Dr. Thompson: No, but I have friends Tlho have entered new lin­
guistic areas and encountered almost the same types of pro­
blems. Though under rather artificial circumstances, I have 
sometimes approximated such situations by using an informant 
who spoke a language of which I knew nothing. Both the in­
formant and I would rigidly refuse to employ any intermediate 
language, but purely by gesticulating and acting out the mean­
ing of words, I would elici te from the inforu.ant various ex­
pressions or his language. On the basis of the data gathered 
1n an hour or so, it was then possible to describe roughly 
some of the conspicuous features of the language and to point 
out the ways by which one could procede to a more complete 
analysis. 

Dr. McDougall: I'm ready to concede that this can be done, for 
I've read about missionaries doing it. I am, however, much 
more interested in the more usual procedure, where the lin­
guist and the native have some language in common. 

Dr. Thompson: In reality, except for the initial stages, the 
procedures are not greatly different. In a monolingual ap­
proach one must master a great number of details more rapidly 
and the analysis is more difficult, and depending upon the 
circumstances, frequently more trying. Nevertheless, it is 
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amazing how much of a language one can learn in a short time 
if completely dependent upon such knowledge for the neces­
sities of living. Having once been forced to learn some 
Tarahumara in order to bargain for food, I was frankly sur­
prised at the ease with which I seemed to acquire the vocab­
ulary. 

Dr. ll1£h: I remember that on the first day I talked with you, 
you mentioned something of the procedure of starting to work 
with a language. I wish that you would elaborate what you 
said then, for I cut you off with my continual disagreement. 

Dr. Thompson: In getting the basic data for making an analysis 
of the structure of a language, we frequently speak of approx­
imately five steps in procedure. First, we ask the inforrr.ant 
for the names of simple objective items such as 'tree,' 'bush,' 
'horse, 1 1 grass, 1 'river,' 'sky, 1 'cloud, 1 1 sun, 1 and 'moon. 1 

In the next stage, we ask for these same supposedly noun-like 
words in combination with possessors, for example, 'my tree,' 
'your tree,' 'his tree,' 'my horse,' 'your horse,' 'his horse,' 
etc., though being careful not to ask for something possibly 
ridiculous such as 1my moon.' 

12!• Zilch: Yes. You mentioned that type of procedure before. 
I suppose you ask for those forms, because you already have 
the nouns, and you arc simply adding one more set of forms. 

Dr. Thompson: Exactly. Then, the third stage is something like 
the second, for we add verb expressions to these pronominal 
elements. Relationships are in some instances completely 
lacking, but frequently, in asking for 'I am running,' 1you 
are running,' 'he is running,' 'I will hit him,' 'you will 
hit them,' etc., one encounters the same pronominal elements, 
or at least related ones, as were found in the possessive 
series of step two. 

Dr. McDougall: But do you attempt to fill out the paradigms of 
all the verbs you can think of? 

12!• Thompson: Most decidedly not. That would usually be a waste 
of time, at least before sampling some of the material from 
the following steps of procedure. In the fourth type of pro­
cedure we ask for complete sentences, such as, 'the man killed 
the horse,' 'the horse kicked the man,' 'the man saw the bear, 
and 'the bear ran away.' If possible, such sentences are 
even arranged into a narrative sequence. 

Dr. McDougall: Why don't you simply ask the native speaker to 
tell you a story? 
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Qt. Thompson: That is precisely what we do after getting these 
introductory sentences. But the purpose of step four is to 
prepare us for the task of actually taking down texts in the 
language. 

Dr. McDougall: Why not have them transcribed by some automatic 
recording device, and then you could write them down from the 
records'l 

Dr. Thompson: That seems easier than it actually is. After a 
person knows a language it is quite easy to transcribe from 
records, but in the initial stages of language learning and 
analysis, it is quite difficult, if not impossible, to make 
adequate written transcriptions from mechanical recordings. 

Dr. McDougall: Why not slow the record down? 

Dr. Thompson: But if one does not have a special. device for 
sustaining the proper pitch the sounds die off into an al­
most unintelligible mumble.' 

Qt. McDougall: No doubt you are right. I frankly know nothing 
about it. But please explain what you mean by a text. 

Qt. ThompsQ.!!: We can define a text easily as saying that it is 
anything which the native utters, which is not in direct r:­
sponse to some such question as "How do you any so-and-so? 

Qt. Zilch: Do you consider every-day conversation as text? 

Qt. Thompson: Indeed. It is the best possible type of text, 
for it represents the living language as it is actual.ly used 
by the people • 

.12l:• ~~ch: I presume that you must have some system of short­
for taking dOWn such texts. 

Qt. Thompsqn: It is rather im racticable to attempt a system 
of shorthand before one hasplearnaithe language rather well, 
for so many detai~s would have to be filled in; and by the 
time the native is asked to repeat the conversation from the 
rather imperfect and sketch shorthand recording, much of the 
significant detail of the t~xt would be lost. 

Qt. Zilch: What tyPes of texts do you gather first? 

~. Thompson: It is usuall ssible to get stories from adults, 
particularly from the ol~ :n. For some little remuneration 
or in response to a genuine interest expressed by the 
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investigator some old men take great delight in spinning out 
the tales which they have told or heard frequently around the 
village campfires. 

Dr. McDougall: I am very much interested in what you do with a 
text once you have it, but first I 1d like to go back to some 
matters which you mentioned before. You just assume that one 
can write down the forms of words without any difficulty in 
the least. Once on a trip to Egypt I tried to write down 
some Coptic words which I picked up from natives, for I wanted 
to compare them with terms which I had gathered from old man­
uscripts. I found, however, that it wasn't so easy. The 
sounds seemed strange, and I didn't know exactly whRt symbols 
to employ. When the native would repeat the words, he some­
times seemed to use different sounds. Mind you, that occurred 
with a language which is reduced to writing. What can you 
ever do with one of these aboriginal languages? How do you 
know that you have written the words correctly? 

Dr. Thompson: Your experience is a very common one, and illus­
trates the necessity of some type of procedure for analyzing 
in any language those particular phonetic distinctions which 
are significant. To this procedure, or set of procedures, we 
give the name phonemics, and it would be quite impossible to 
treat all the phases at this point. If you are interested, 
you should read Professor Kenneth L. Pike's book on Phonemics. 
It treats all these problems in detail. But in passing I 
might mention something of the difficulty which you had in 
writing down Coptic, and we could touch briefly on similar 
problems which linguists have in writing down any language. 

For example in Comanche, the word which one finally discovers 
should be written as 1 surl•kise? 'they' is heard in a variety 
of forms. For one thing I frequently.sounds like g; since- it 
is not like the English I, but more like a Spanish~, namely, 
a flap-like sound; and though the tongue is grooved, so that 
the quality reminds one of I, the flap-like characteristic 
makes us as English speakers interpret this as a g. The pho­
neme which we write with an i with two dots over it, is what 
is called a high central vowel. Actually, we might call it 
a cross between i and u.l The lips are still spread, as in 
the case of an i- but the back or mid part of the tongue is 
high, as in the-~ase of y. The tongue position is, however, 
a little further front than in most pronunciations of u. 
Since this vowel is central in quality, one tends to hear it 
as a variety of sounds. Sometimes it appears to be an i, 

As throughout this book, such symbols are employed with 
their conventional phonetic values and do not reflect usual 
English usage. 
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sometimes a short~, or perhaps better an~, and on rare oc­
casions it appears to be~- Some of this difficulty is cer­
tainly due to the particular training which we as English 
speakers have, since we always tend to hear strange sounds in 
terms of something familiar to us. 

Ia:• Ills!!: And you imply, therefore, that a speaker of another 
type of language would not have these same difficulties? 

Ia:• Thompson: No indeed. I am sure that an Acooli speaker from 
Kenya in Africa would have no such difficulty, for with a com­
plex system of eleven qualitatively distinct vowels, one of 
which coincides very closely with this Comanche central vowel, 
there would be practically no problem interpreting this pho­
nemic entity. 

Dr. Zilch: But would this Acooli speaker have other difficulties 
which we would not have? 

Dr. Thompson: He would. For example, he would no doubt assume 
that the stress of the Comanche words, which we have indicated 
by an apostrophe before the stressed syllable, is a matter or 
pitch, for the Acooli language makes pitch distinctions. On 
the other hand, he would have less difficulty in detecting 
the long vowel, which we have indicated with a raised dot, 
for Acooli has similar types of long vowels. 

Dr. Zilch: Are you implying that a native Acooli speaker would 
make a better linguist than an English-speaking person. 

Dr. Thompson: Not in the least. I am only saying that one's 
language experience is a very important factor in assigning 
the value to and determining the basic characteristics of 
certain sounds. 

Ql:. McDougall: But isn't phonetics su?posed to give one a larger 
linguistic basis upon which to work? I thought that that was 
the whole purpose of phonetics. 

Dr. Thompson: Precisely so. By a study of phonetics we attempt 
to overcome the shortcomings of our own language and the nar­
rowness of our own experience in detecting sounds. But even 
at best, one's own language continues t.o play an important 
part in one's subjective analyses, even if it does not do so 
in the more objective statements of one's findings. One of 
the best evidences for this can be found in language commit­
tees composed of people with different language backgrounds. 
When they are called upon to decide orthographic questions 
for some language newly reduced to writing, it is amazing, 
as well as exasperating, the way in which each person's 
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mother tongue dictates his or her viewpoints, even though the 
person is conscientiously unaware of such subjectivity. 

Dr. McDougall: Is your science of phonemics designed to over­
co~e this subjectivity? 

~- Thompson: It is designed to do such, but it frequently 
fails to accomplish its purpose. Not, however, because of 
the fallacy of the procedures, but because of the difficul­
ties which some people find in applying the methods, when 
they appear to contradict one's "feelings" in the matter. 

Dr. McDougall: But continue what you were 11 saying about that 
Comanche word. What does that capital 1 with two dots stand 
for? 

Dr. Thorr:pson: That is actually a voiceless vowel. To the aver­
age English speaker, it appears at first to be an h, but con­
tinual comparison reveals an entire series of such h's, each 
with the quality of a particular vowel. Accordingly, we must 
set up for the language six voiceless vowels. 

Dr. McDougall: But do you mean to say that an h-like sound can 
be a syllabic? 

~. Thompson: It functions precisely as such. It takes the 
time of a vowel, it occurs in the same positions as a vowel; 
accordingly, it is a vowel, or a syllabic, if you prefer. 

~. McDougall: I never heard of an h-like sound functioning as 
a vowel. 

Dr. Thompson: There are a great many strange things about lan­
guages. In some we may have zero syllabics, if you wish to 
call them such, or you may say that a consonant functions 
both as a consonant and as a vowel• For example, in the Aiaya 
expres~ion 1 kaaho? 'to our village' the word 1 is usually 
pronounced with a very slight, open, voiceless transition to 
the following k, but the length of time during which this 
dental stop is held is equivalent to a short syllable. 
Structurally and functionally this 1 and whatever transitional 
phenomena occurring with it constitute a syllable. 

Dr. McDougall: But you do not discover this at first, do you? 

Dr. Thompson: Most decidedly not. Vie can only make decisions 
about the structure of a language after we have found out a 
good deal about it. But even our first observations about a 
language show us that there is much of what we may call "free 
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variation." This is the trouble which you had with Coptic. 

Dr. McDougall: But we do not have such .free variation when we 
speak English. 

Dr. Thompson: Vie rr.ost certainly do. The fact that you are un­
conscious of such dif.ferences is the very evidence that such 
variations are meaningless. For exarr.ple, we may pronounce 
the word hat sorr:etirres with a puff of breath as vie release 
the ~ and sometin:es with no audible release. To a l\'.azateco 
speaker, where the release or lack o.f release would make a 
difference of meaning in his language, such .free variation 
as occurs in English would seem to be unexplainable, if not 
linguistically unpardonable. 

Dr. ll!£!!: But sounds also change because of the other sounds 
near them, do they not? Take that word .hfil, and compare it 
wi U. had. The vowel seems very rnuch longer in had, and yet 
it see~s to be the sarr,e vowel. Do you phonemicists treat 
such differences as sipnificant? 

Qr. Thompson: We do treat such di.f.ferences, but whether such 
differences are significant for the particular language de­
pends upon the structure of the language. Such a difference 
of long and short vowel quantity is considered in English to 
be a "conditioned variation II since before all voiced, 
syllable-final consonants the vocalic is longer than before 
voiceless consonants in similar positions. Because such 
differences are completely conditioned and accordingly do not 
differentiate meanings they are not phone~ic. On the other 
hand, in Eskimo such differences o.f length are significant in 
determining meaning. Note the two words ~uun 'paddle' and 
A1Jl,m 'man.• (Vlriting the vowel twice simp Y indicates a long 
vowel.) However, in Eskimo, where the linguistic investiga­
tor tends to hear at least five or six qualitatively distinct 
vowels, there are in actuality only three phonemic vowels, 
!, .!, and l!• 

Dr. McDougall: But if the linguist hears all these different 
vowel sounds, how can he discard the dif.ferences? He must 
depend on his ears, must he not? 

Qr. Thompson: It is true that the linguist must depend on his 
ears, for speech is fundamentally a system of acoustic sig­
nals. But in making such signals the near-by signals may 
influence each other. In the case o.f Eskimo there are two 
sets of back consonants The first, or palatal set, consists 
of a voiceless stop and•a voiced continuant pronounced with 
the mid part of the tongue against the hard palate. The 
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second, or velar set, consists of the saree type of stops pro­
nounced against the back part of the velUDI. When the vowel 
phonemes 1 or y are contiguous to these back consonants they 
sound like~ (or~) and g respectively. 

Dr. McDougall: But if they sound like~ and g, why are they not 
hand g? 

Dr. Thompson: Because a contrast between 1 and~ and one be­
tween y and g never actually makes a difference in ~eaning. 
The phonetic contrasts are always conditioned. 

Dr. McDougall: I can't see it. 

lk• Thompson: Well, consider the Eskimo's reaction to English. 
In the word keel the k- sound is pronounced far front, as in 
his word nigisukt~a 1I want to eat.• But in call the k 
sound is pronounc; in the back of the mouth as in his word 
nigisuktWJa 'I know how to eat. 1 The Eskimo would consider 
the two k sounds in Eng}ish as two different types of sounds, 
for in the Eskimo language these two sounds may differentiate 
words. Compare also ikaliaktuk meaning 'the two went fish­
ing' and ikaliaktuk meaning 'he went fishing.' The only dif­
ference in these words is the front or back position of the 
final sounds. As English speakers we insist that the'bvo k's 
in .!g,ll and call are not different. If we admit any phonetic 
difference, we insist that it is because of the character of 
the following vowels. We say that before a front vowel the 
k is front and before a back vowel the k is back. 

lk• McDougall: Well, on the basis of that type of distinction 
I guess that your explanation does make sense. But you will 
admit that it is difficult to understand. 

lk• Thompson: Indeed it is, and you must not think that I have 
in any way done justice to such a very difficult subject. 

Dr. McDougall: Are there other languages that exhibit this same 
type of conditioning of vowels and back consonants? How 
widespread is this phenomenon? 

,!k. Thompson: The effect of back consonants upon high vowels 
is quite co111111on. For example, this occurs in some of the 
Mayan languages of Guatemala, but in these languages there 
are at least five phonemically distinct vowels. In the Que­
chua language of Peru, however, there is an almost exact 
parallel to the situation in Eskimo. The dialect of Cu co 
has two sets of back consonants and only three vowels with 
very similar conditioned variants. 
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Dr. McDougall: Does that mean that the languages are in any way 
related? 

Dr. Thompson: Not in the least, even though the phonological 
characteristics of back consonants and a three vowel system 
are not by any means the only rormations which these two 
languages have in common. In both Eskimo and Quechua the 
stems are initial to the word~and derivational and relational 
elements are expressed by postposed elements. Even the rela­
tive position and the structural coalescence of the pronominal 
suffixes are similar. 

,la:. McDougall: But isn't that enough to prove some sort of orig­
inal co11111,on stock? 

,la:. Thompson: Such structural parallelisms are interesting, but 
they do not prove genetic relationships. Only systems of 
sound correspondences between sets of words can prove that 
languages are related. 

,la:. Zilch: But can you solve all or your phonemic problems on 
the basis of free variation and conditioned variat.ion? If 
so, phonemics would not seem very difficult. 

Dr. Thompson: The greater percentap;e of problems can be solved 
by these two principles but in some instances we must also 
consider the distributi~nal and runctional characteristics 
of the sounds. 

Dr. Zilch: By distribution do you mean frequency of occurrence? 

Dr. Thompson: No. We mean rather positions of occurrence. For 
example, in Comanche there is 8 word which we may write as 
tsa•ti?u 'it is good.' The initial sound may be called a den­
tal affricative with a sibilant (s) off'-glide. There is also 
a 1 in Comanche and ans. Should this combination be con­
sidered a cluster of tw~ phonemes or should we analyze it as 
a unit phoneme made up of a stop plus a kind of off-glide? 

Dr. McDougall: What difference would it make anyway? I don •t 
see the point of worrying yourself with such details. 

,la:. Thompson: Your objection is well made. It does seem rather 
foolish to "worry" about such matters, as you say, but there 
are some practical as well as theoretical values in reaching 
a conclusion on such matters. In the first place, if the 
language does exhibit any structural features which an alter­
nate treat~ent of this ts combination would influence, then 
we should at least statethe facts. Also in the practical 
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handling of this feature in the description of the structure 
of Comanche we might find one treatment superior to the other. 

Dr. McDougall: Well, what is the answer to this problem as re­
gards Comanche? 

Dr. Thompson: In terms of the distribution of sounds in Comanche 
this ts combination !'unctions as a single unit. On this basis 
we may say that initially in any syllable there is only one 
consonant phoneme. The other interpretation of 1!!. would force 
us to make an exception for this one phonetic cluster. The 
pressure of the phonological pattern which "permits," as we 
say, only one phoneme initially in the syllable, makes it 
necessary to interpret this 1!!. cluster of sounds as a single 
phoneme. 

Dr. McDougall: And how would you write it? 

Dr. Thompson: That is quite immaterial, either with~, or per­
haps as,/, as some prefer. 

Dr. McDougall: But the writing of phonemes should not be an im­
material matter? What about the poor Comanches who might 
want to learn to read their language? 

Dr. Thompson: Actually, you have introduced two problems. From 
a theoretical standpoint we could symbolize a particular pho­
neme in any way we choose, by drawing a picture of a house, 
a bird, a dog, a camel, etc. Our choice is completely arbi­
trary. What we must preserve is the consistency within the 
system. 

Qr. McDougall: You would suggest then complete orthographic es­
thetic freedom in the good old Egyptian hieroglyphic way? 
But we have passed quite a distance from those early symbols 
representing an eagle or a snake. We already have an alpha-
bet. 

Dr. Thompson: Right you are. From a theoretical standpoint it 
makes no difference what symbol one chooses for Comanche, but 
it should be a unitary syn:bol, since the phoneme !'unctions as 
a unit. But from a practical standpoint, considering the 
present degree of bilingualism among the Comanches and the 
employment of symbols in English, I would recommend using ts, 
despite the scientific value of the phoneme involved. 

Qr. Zilch: Apparently, even the phonemicists come down out of 
the clouds to do a practical piece of work. From what I have 
been reading on phonemics, I thought no such concessions to 
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practicality were permitted without complete ostracism from 
the esoteric clique. 

Dr. Thomnson: It really is not quite as bad as all that. But 
one should first r.ake the proper scientific analysis, and 
then one can 11.ore readily evaluate the practical concessions 
which must be made to fit the actual situations. 

Dr. McDougall: This sit,1ation in Comanche appears to be clear­
cut enough. I would venture to say, however, that you may 
find situations in which the dist.ributional characteristics 
are not so obvious. Don't you rind contradictory situations? 

Dr. Thompson: ile most surely do; for example, one situation in 
English. The initial consonantal element or elerr.ents in 
whale (contrasting with wail) rr.ay be differently interpreted. 
Some w,uld say thRt this---rriTtial voiceless bilabial continu­
ant is a single phoneme, and they show corresponding series 
in! (tin) : ~ (thin) and d (den) : e (then). On the basis 
of this series !!, (whale) would correspond to .!! (wail). On 
the other hand, the initial consonantal features of~ may 
be considered as consisting of h!!, and as such they would be 
structurally analogous to the initial cluster m!, in swell. 
If a phonetically complex item such as the initial consonantal 
feature of whale can be related structurally to two phonemes, 
already existing as separate units in the system, and if in 
this combination they show parallelism to other clusters, such 
a phonetically complex item is usually treated as a cluster, 
rather than a single phoneme. 

Dr. McDougall: But I detect in your statements a certain re­
serve !nd lack of authority. You continually protect your­
self with such words as "usually," and "generally." Are 
there no certain criteria upon which you can b"Re your judg­ments? 

la:• I.!19mp:'IOn: Frankly no No onn hnn ynt. l,n,rn nhle t.o rlnri.ne 
the preci!la l lmH.n ~r r,i,onet.1c l1kono1rn which must exlnt be­
rotobwu may con:i1der that two diff'erent sounrts belong or do 
ng elong to the same phoneme. In the matter of distribu­
tional factors, the features of congruity and pattern balance 
are even more difficult to define arbitrarily • 

.!2!:• MQDougall: I should think t~at you would reach some agree­
ment on such basic principles before you would construct en­
tire phonological systems. These are houses on sand. 

Dr. Thompson: To an extent they are but they are very conven­
ient houses, and also very valuabie ones. And even though 
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the winds and the waters of dissension beat on the house, 
they usually impair only a small part of it. You must not 
think, however, that descriptive linguists are the only des­
criptive scientists who are lacking in such definitive cri­
teria. The botanists and zoologists are likewise just as 
much at a loss to classify certain border types of phenomena. 

Dr. McDougall: I'm willing to admit the general reliability of 
your procedures in phonerr.ics, at least for the present, but 
I would like to have you consider in a little more detail 
what you mentioned about those procedures in examining data. 
Take an actual language and show us what you get and how you 
go about analyzing it? 

Dr. Thompson: It is very difficult to do very much without a 
great deal of detail, far beyond our ability to discuss in 
such an informal manner. But I believe I can illustrate rr.ost 
of the difficulties and some of the results by suggesting a 
fe\V features which we have noted in Eskimo and Comanche, and 
possibly in Kizinza, a Bantu language. 

Dr. il1£!:!: Here, take tl:is pad of paper and write down the 
forms. It will be easier to discuss them. 

Dr. Thompson: Well, here are some forms which were given us by 
an Eskimo in~ormant from Barrow, Alaska. 

iglu 'house' 
igluga •my house' 
iglun •your (sg.) house' 
iglua 'his (or her) house' 
iglut 'houses' 
igluni 'in the houses' 
iglutin 'your (sg.) houses' 
iglutiqni 1in your houses' 
ielumi 'in the house' 
111:lurrnl I in my ho11nn 1 

iglutimni 'in my hou5co 1 

i~luknnP,n 1 house I occupy at intervals' 
i~lul~akoga 'my rormor hn11no' 

igluiIJakamni I in my former hmrne' 
iglu~a~tW)a 'I have a house• 

Dr. McDougall: There are a great many holes in such a paradigm. 

Dr. Thompson: This is not intended to be complete, but there 
are forms for all persons, singular, dual, and plural, with 
eight case endings, and a considerable number of so-called 
derivative suffixes, as well as enclitics. Note also that 
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the basic noun stem iglu (from which of course we have bor­
rowed the word igloo) may be made a verb and as such occurs 
with all the many hundreds of suffixial combinations which 
characterize the synthetic verb complex. 

Dr. Zilch: I can see a certain systeir. to the structure, and it 
appears that the types of suffixes have certain relative 
orders. 

la:• Thompson: They do. In the noun expressions the relative 
order of items is first the derivative elements (e.g.-i~a 
meaning 1fonr.er• and -kl or -lsU denoting contemporaneous non­
possession}; secondly, suffixes indicating number; thirdly, 
pronominal suffixes denoting the possessors; and fourthly, 
the suffixes defining the so-called cases, in this instance 
the locative. 

Dr. McDougall: On the whole, that is not such a difficult sys­
tem. 

Dr. Thompson: In general that is true, but there are many arbi­
trary classes of words and a good many instances in which 
suffixes fuse in such a way that the constituent elements can-
not be easily distinguished. 

la:• McDougall: Am I to assume that the descriptive linguist 
~~rs; isolates the various elements, for example, ~i or -ni 
in, -a 'his,• -aa •my, -t the pluralizer, -n, -in, or -in 

1 yo • = ' - lb - - ~ ur, etc., and then procedes to descr e the way in whicn 
these various types of suffixes are added to the stems~ 

Dr. Thompson: Yes. First, we must isolate and identify the 
various constituent parts, and then we must describe the man­
ner in which these constituents and groups of constituents 
are organized in the structure of the language. In describ­
ing the structure of Eskimo words we would analyze the con­
stituent parts of the successive layers of immediate constit­
uents. We might prefer to start with the outermost layer and 
peel the words apart as we might an onion. Or we could be­
gin with the stem and describe the successively added layers. 

Dr. Zilch: But all the words do not have all the successive 
layers. 

la:• Thompson: True. The word iglu is a simple stem. In Eskimo 
we must state that all noun suffixes are optional formations. 
When certain of these formations tend to occur together, that 
likewise is part of our description. Ultimately, we describe 
total distributions of all the constituent parts, but we do 



DESCRIPTIVE LINGUISTICS GETS A HEARING 

this systematically in terms of the broad patterns of the 
language. 

103 

Dr. McDougall: But how do you know that what you have written 
are actually single words and not combinations of words? I 
see no reason for not separating these constituent parts. It 
is easy enough to analyze their meaning. 

Dr. Thompson: In the illustrations which we have given that is 
somewhat true, but for many structures it is not quite so ob­
vious. The principal reason why these forms are written as 
single words in Eskimo is that they must be spoken as a unit. 
That is to say, the constituent element~ 1I 1 means abso­
lutely nothing when uttered alone. It is structurally some­
what equivalent to the suffix-~ in~-

Dr. McDougall: But is it possible that Eskimo speakers do not 
readily recognize the constituent parts of these words? 

Dr. Thompson: That is right. They are no more aware of the 
constituent elements than the average English-speaking person 
is conscious of the constituent parts of unfriendliness, per­
haps even less so. 

Dr. McDougall: And I suppose you would deny any relationship 
between this non-analytical ability and general intelligence. 

Dr. Thompson: I certainly would. Because an English-speaking 
person may not have equated the stems -ceive in receive and 
-~ in reception is no evidence of inferior analytical 
ability. As regards adaptation to environment and general 
resourcefulness, which surely has demanded keen analytical 
ability, the Eskimos are certainly in no way inferior to any 
other peoples. 

Q!:. McDougall: I presume you are right. At any rate, I do not 
want to return to the argument of last week. Nevertheless, 
in regard to this matter of word division, do you not have 
some criteria other than native understandability? 

Dr. Thompson: Certainly. Our decisions are not made purely on 
the basis of native subjective reactions. There are such 
criteria as stress. For exrur.ple, in Spanish the usual loca­
tion of the stress on next to the last syllable helps us to 
identify the length of Spanish word~. In Bohemian there is 
a similar marking device, but in this latter instance the 
stress is initial to the word. Regardless of the position 
of such stress markers, they can be helpful in distinguishing 
word units. There are also features of intonational breaks, 
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types of permitted consonant and vowel clusters, patterns of 
vocalic harmony, as for example in the Ural-Altaic languages. 
The details of these matters are altogeth~r too complicated 
to consider at this point. 

Dr. McDougall: I'll give you credit for knowing at least some­
thing of how to go about analyzing the problem. But I would 
frankly like to see some of those complicated paradigmatic 
forms that you imply exist in Eskimo. \'irite us out some il­
lustrative forms. 

Dr. Thompson: Gladly. These are of course not in any sense 
comprehensive, but they may give you some idea of the struc­
tural peculiarities of the language. 

ni@iZW)a 
ni@iIJaZW]a 
ni~iiii~tWJa 
ni~izutin 
ni~izutik 
niiizu\t 
niiizuguk 
ni(lizugut 
ni,izutik 
ni,izusi 
ni,izuk 
ni,izut 
niiianikama 
nii,ianikkuma 
niiil')aiiil')a~ma 
nigiguma 
ni,izukQaugaluaktW)a 
nii;isuktUIJa • 
niii\,caya~tu?Ja 
ni~isigikpin 
n~i~siyumin!~ikpin 
ni~ipka,;timinagikpin 
niiiin • 
niiisilH 
niijisuJs:tWJa 
ni~il')ai~ia]s:tul')a 
niijiqai~ial')it~ul')a 
n~~~nia~gna~tUl'jB 
niiigaluamii~uzul')a 
niiipka~tW)a 
ni,:;ipka?JBZW)a 
nit:Jipkaiikpin 
nif1ipkal')a{tikpin 
nifipka~iga 

•I eat' 
1 I ate' 
•I will eat' 
•you (sg.) eat• 
•you two eat' 
'he eats' 
•we two eat' 
•we {pl.) eat' 
•you two eat' 
•you (pl.) eat.' 
•they two eat' 
•they (pl.) eat' 
•after I ate' 
•after I eat' 
•before I eat' 
•if I eat' 
•I ought to eat' 
•I want to eat' 
•I alnost ate' 
, I eat for you 1 

•I can eat for you• 
•I can make you eat• 
•eat (sg.)1' 
'eat (pl• ) ! , 
•I know how to eat! 
'I will stop eating' 
'I will not stop eating' 
rr may eat' 
•r often eat' 
, I feed myself 1 

•I fed myself' 
•r feed you (sg.)' 
'I fed you (sg.)' 
•I feed him' 
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ni~ipkaf;iptik 
nigipkaf;iPsi 
ni~ipkatiikka 
n~~~pka~itka 
ni~ipkaf;iyma 
ni~ipkatiin 
nif;ipka~aal)a 
ni,ipka,aatin 
nigipka,aatigut 
niiipka~iptigin 

ni,ipka~ikpuk 
nit;ipka~ikput 
nitiipkaijiptin9a 
ni,ipka,iktik 
ni~ipkagaan9a 
ni,ipka,aatin 

'I feed you two• 
'I feed you (pl.)' 
1 I feed the two of them 1 

1I feed them (pl.)' 
'you (sg.) feed me' 
'you (sg.) feed him' 
'he feeds me' 
'he feeds you (sg.)' 
'he feeds us (pl.)' 
'the two of us feed you 

( sgo) I 

'the two of us feed him' 
'we (pl.) feed him' 
'the two of you feed me' 
'the two of you feed him' 
'they feed me' 
'they feed you (sg.) 1 

12!: 0 lllsh: On the basis of that type of system one could con­
tinue for hours to recite a paradigm cf the same verb. 

]k. Thompson: It isn't quite that difficult, but there are cer­
tainly several thousand possible forms if one includes all 
the aspects of the action and the relationships of subject 
and object expressions. What we have here is only a small. 
beginning. 

Dr. ?i-cDougall: I for one am willing to concede that you need 
sorr.e sort of rrethodology to handle this type of language, and 
I am sure that the conventional Greek and Latin way of describ­
ing the paradigrr;s would be rather cumbersome, to say the 
least. 

Dr. Zilch: It is all very well to talk about a methodology for 
describing this type of a system. But the very mechanics of 
handling the details is beyond me. Granted that you hRve ways 
of describing the 111yers of formation and the sets of Him­
mediate constituents, 11 as you call them. But first of all 
you must sort this data. How can you keep track of some of 
these details while you are engaged in analyzing the texts 
and the paradigms which you obtain? 

Dr. Thompson: The problem which you mention is a real one. To 
solve it, we employ rather extensive systems.of filing data 
on separate slips of paper and under appropriate headings. 

Dr. McDougall: But you cannot make out headings before you 
know sorr-ething about the language. 
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Dr. Thompson: That is true. Nevertheless• e.s we progress in 
tba analysis or the language and begin to discover facts 
about the structure• we can adapt our filing system to match 
the linguistic patterns. For exemple • in tree.ting these Es­
kimo forms. we would file each word under all the morphemes 
which we could isolate, and these morphemes would be filed 
on the basis or their relationships to the stem or to the 
stem and the interposed layers of morphemes. Fina1ly. when 
one begins to describe the distribution of these morphemes 
that one has filed away, all, or at least the representative, 
occurrences or each constituent part will be available for 
analysis and description. 

J!I. McDougall& To write out and file such data is a gigantic 
task. 

~- Thompson: It is precisely just that. In fact. I know of 
nothing quite so extensive in multitudinous detail than the 
description or a language. 

Dr. McDougall: I know that it is too much to ask you for a de­
tailed explanation or procedure. Perhaps I have some faint 
idea or how you go about your work. What I would like to 
know is how you would analyze a text in 8 native language. 
We'll take for granted that you know something about the pho­
nemics and the word structure. What, however, do you do with 

a sentence in some story. 

l2I• Thompson: That is not so difficult. But one must not think 
that the phonemics and morphology are done first. and then 
comes the syntax. Rather, we work on everything at once. 
Let us assume, however, that we get such a sentence §S this 
one which corr.es from a Comanche story: , s'lll"ik~ se? pl-' puih,JI, 
'cehto?i?et'f, 'hu•-"ma-"tu ?u-wih'hi?e•yU-;" which may be trans­
lated as 1ile took his own eye out with his hand and was throw­
ing it up in the tree.• Literally the sentence may be trans­
lated as 1ha his-own-eye with-his-hand-takes-out tree-on-in 
it-was-thro,ring. • 

la:• ~: Rather sadistic little self-torturer, to say the 
leaSt l What is the context? 

)a:. Thompson: Well, the story is a very popular Comanche tale 
about a raccoon who completely deceives a coyote by this magic 
trick or taking out his eye and throwing it up into a willOW 
tree• By the use or special words he is able to znske 1 t re­
turn. The coyote's self-confidence and heedlessness to the 
raccoon's instructions is his own undoing • 
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J21:. Zilch: It is at least good to know that the traditional 
culprit got his deserts on ~his occasion. But as for the 
text, please explain to us first, how you would go about an­
alyzing such an expression and then what the various parts 
of it mean and what their function is. 

,!h:. Thompson: In analyzing a text such as this we draw on three 
sources of data. First, what we already know about the lan­
guage, and considering thRt we have carried out at least some 
of the previous steps in procedure, we should be able to re­
cognize some of the units. The second method which we have 
is to attempt an identification of constituent elements in 
other places in the same or other taxts. This means either 
an elaborate filing system or acute observation and memory. 
The third method is to elicits from the informant certain 
related forms so that the constituent parts may be more easily 
recognized. 

Jk. McDougall: I notice one form, or at least a related form 
of somethlng you have already mentioned this evening. The 
form here is 1sur!kise? meaning 'he' and the form which you 
gave before was •surl•kise? to which you attached the meaning 
of 1they. 1 These forms must be related in some way. 

Ia:. Thompson: They are, and these are the very types of formal 
resemblances that we attempt to discover. If we examine very 
much text, or refer to previously gathered data, we would in­
evitably also find•~• also meaning 'he.• 

Qi:. McDougall: Then what does~the element -kise? mean? Would 
you say that ,imd. and surh.1.se? are ident~ 

J21:. Thompsons Just a moment. You have already asked two ques­
tions. In answer to the first, I will have to confess that 
the distinction in meaning is rather elusive, particularly 
when the informant insists that the two forms mean the same. 
Furthermore, an examination of any quantity of text will re­
veal this form -kise? added to a number of different types of 
words and expressions. It seems to be a sort of deictic par­
ticle, that emphasizes the immediately preceding word or ex-
pression. 

~- Zilchs But why do you not consider it a word by itself? 

121:. Thompsons For one thing, it is never uttered by itself, 
and it may never occur initially in a phrase. In fact, no 
Comanche word may begin with a voiceless vowel. The fact 
that it always occurs with a voiceless vowel is the best evi­
dence that it must be considered phonologically as a part of 
the preceding word. 
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.!2£. McDougall: Then you would ca11 it a sui'fix? 

Dr. Thompson: No. Rather, it i'unctions like an enclitic. It 
DIUSt "lean on" the preceding word, but in its morphological 
structure it is not a part of the preceding word • 

.!2£. McDougall: That is not unlike the Greek enclitics,which 
were dependent upon the preceding words for their accentual 
character • 

.!2£. Thompson: That is precisely similar to this type of problem. 

~. Zil~h: There is no trouble in this instance as to the stem 
'sur • We can leave that as settled, may we not? 

,la:. Thompson: No, not quite. The structure is rather more com­
plex, though I must admit that one must examine quite a lit­
tle data before becomina aware of the differentiations. Fur­
ther questioning of the 0 informant or examination of texts will 
reveal that 1surl actually means 'he' or 'that one out of 
sight. 1 For a third person singular object near and within 
sight one must employ 'sit! while a person further away but 
still within sight is desi~ated by the form 1 sorl. Actually, 
thj stem of this third person pronoun is -t! alternating with 
-n, in which l follows a high front vowel 1 and L occurs be­
fore other vowels, as is the regu1arly observed situation in 
alternations between these related phonemes land~- The 
initial elements si- so- and su- occur in a number of other 
comb~nations. Oneof the~e series is •sik!se? 'here it is,' 
'sokise? 'there (in sight) it is , and 1 sukise? 'there (out 
of sight) it is., ' 

~. Zilch: And there is apparently that same -k!se? 

R[. Thompson: You are right • 

.!21: 0 McDougall& I am amazed at the subtle distinctions in this 
pronominal system. 

Ql:. Thompson: You should not be. All languages have their sub­
tle distinctions, and b ii 1 languages are in no sense 
deficient. 8 or g na 

The next word m-'pui4A 'his own eye' illustrates another 
rather neat distinction in Comanche. The proclitic J?!- de­
notes that the eye belongs to the saJ!le person as the subject 
of the sentence. If this were someone else's eye, then the 
preposed element Would have been g-• The suf'fix -ma marks 
the object of the verb. 
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!a:• McDougall: What amazes me is how much meaning these lan­
guages pack into a single word. 

!a:• Thompson: Then perhaps the next word will impress you even 
more. The initial element .smh- is a compounding stem which 
indicates that the action is done with the fingers or hand. 
Had the task been accomplished with a stick,the stem •wl­
would have been employed. Similarly, an action employing the 
use of the foot can be indicated by the preposed stem '!!h-• 
The verb stem to?i means •to come out.• The suffix -?e in­
dicates repeatedor habitual action, and -ti signifiesthat 
the action is contemporaneous with the principal action of 
the sentence. 

~. McDougall: That is really remarkable. 

Dr. Thompson: Not at all; just typical of many languages. 

Dr. McDougall: Well, continual 

Dr. Thompson: Certainly. The next word 'hu•-"ma-"tu consists 
of an accented stem bl!:.- meaning •tree,' followed by two en­
clitics bearing secondary accents. In rapid speech these 
secondary accents 1118.Y be lost. The first enclitic -~­
means 1on 1 in most contexts,but here is better translated as 
1up in.• The second enclitlc -~ 1118.Y be translated as 11n' 
or 1into. • 

In the final word the initial~- ls a proclltic substituting 
for the object, namely, the 1eye. 1 The stem is !ih.!..b!-• The 
suffix~ means repeated or habitual action, as in the above 
instance, but in this case appears in an alternative long 
form. The final suffix -ll! denotes past continuatlve action. 

~- McDougall& In substance this is descriptive linguistics, 
breaking these complex items down and describing their func­
tion. 

!a:• Thompson: Partially, but not completely. In the first 
place, our description of their function must be given in 
terms of the ove~all structure of the language, not in terms 
of such individual items. Furthermore, I have not even men­
tioned the syntactic problems. Under the syntax we discuss 
such features as the various types of subject expressions, 
the predicate expressions, the kinds and arrangements or at­
tributives, and the intonational patterns which group various 
sets of constituents. The problems are much too complicated 
to discuss in this informal manner. You should read some 
grammars covering the syntax of such languages. 
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QI. McDougall: I realize that my next. question has nothing to 
do with formal linguistics as such, but I have always won­
dered whether there are not some very important correlations 
between these folk stories and the moral and spiritual atti­
tudes of the people. You should be able to learn an immense 
amount concerning a people's outlook on life by a careful 
study of such legends. 

QI. Thompson: You are most assuredly right. A story sometimes 
tells more in a few minutes than an objective treatise on 
sociology can ever explain. For example, there is a famous 
story in Yucatan about two women, and on the basis of this 
story one can learn a great deal about the Mayan I s funda­
mental attitudes toward life. The story is probably of 
European origin (I frankly do not know), but the fact that 
in one form or another it is known throughout all of Yucatan 
and is one of the most frequently retold folk tales is some­
what indicative of the liayan Indians I acceptance of the moral 
teaching implied in the story. 

lk• Zilch: Brieny, what is the story? 

RI=• Thompson: Excuse me for discussing the story without telling 
you somett-.ing about it. In general, the plot runs something 
like this: 

Once there were two young women. The first of these had 
the title of "Good Woman" because she was morally respec­
table and self-righteous. She lived without loving any­
one or doing either good or evil to anyone, but people ex­
pected that when she died her soul would go immediately to 
heaven. 

The other young woman was ca1led 11Very Bad Woman, 11 because 
she lived a dissolute life. But she loved people, and she 
did good to all needy creatures, both men and animals. 
Contrary to expectation, when she died her corpse gave 
forth a fragrant odor, and she was honored by throngs of 
those whom she had loved and benefitted. 

The "Good Won:an" t d an even more remarkable tribute 
t d expec e t h in th a eath, but her body emitted a fouls enc• And e 

next world she was forever doomed to enticing men and 
then deceiving them by being changed into a thorny cactus 
whenever they attempted to embrace her. 

Ja:. ltcDougall1 This is obviously quite another interpretation 
of Victorian morality. 
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Dr. Zilch: But doesn't this story strike you as very f'undamen­
tal to many Latin American moral standards? 

Dr. Thompson: Indeed it is; even as all folk stories are "win­
dows open upon the soul of a people,"-if one D'~Y be permit­
ted to speak in such figurative language • 

.I!!:• McDougall: You mentioned earlier this evening that you 
might be able to illustrate some of your procedures from a 
Bantu language, and I realize that as yet you haven't said 
much about syntax. What about trying to explain at least 
something about the analysis of combinations of words by us­
ing some Af'rican language? Do these languages in Africa 
have as much intricacy as those which you have cited from 
this hemisphere? 

.I!!:• Thompson: I shall be glad to do what I can in explaining a 
little about the syntax of some of these languages, but it 
is quite impossible to do very much, for the patterns are en­
tirely too complex. It is, however, difficult to talk about 
African languages as such, for there are great differences 
in Africa. There are not so many families of languages in 
Africa as in this hemisphere, and accordingly, not the ex­
trerr.e differentiations; but scholars must recognize at least 
four, namely, the Bushman-Hottentot, the Bantu, the Sudanic, 
and the Harnitic-SeD'.itic. The Bantu languages represent a 
rather closely knit group, but the so-called Sudanic languages 
are quite diverse and it may ultimately prove erroneous to 
group them all under one family. We may, however, obtain a 
glance at a rather typical Bantu language if we analyze a 
simple Kizinza sentence coming from a story of the "Rabbit 
and the Crocodile." 

.I!!:• Zilch: Before you go ahead, however, tell me if these Af­
rican stories are anything like the Br1 er Rabbit stories in 
this country. Such tales are a specialty with Negroes in 
the South. Perhaps there is a relationship • 

.I!!:• Thompson: There certainly is. Practically all the Br 1 er 
Rabbit stories told in the South may be traced directly back 
to Africa, whence they were brought by slaves • 

.I!!:• Zilch: To think that something so apparently indigenous to 
America should have come from Africa! Incredible, isn't it? 

.I!!:• Thompson: Perhaps not so incredible on further considera­
tion. But now to get bac~ to~that Xizi~za sent,nce I was 
about to introduce: ninkuta ahamugo•ngo gwa•nge hazima. 
This may be translated as 1I will put you on my back which 
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is a good place.• 

Dr. McDougall: Again you are putting a great deal o:f meaning 
into four simple words. 

l2I• Thompson: Perhaps the four words are not so simple as they 
appear. In fact, iD order to understand the syntax of this 
interesting sentence, we should first analyze briefly the 
function of each of the morphemes in the four words. Then 
we can understand more readily the rather intricate manner 
iD which the constituent parts of this expression are inte­
grated. In the :first word, ni- is a pre:fix of immediate fu­
ture time;-~- indicates a first person singular subject of 
the verb; -ku- designates a second person singular object; 
and -le!: is the stem meaning •to put.• 

In the second word the prefix~- is an element occurring as 
~-,~-,or 2-, depending upon the quality of the following 
vowel, and helps to define the following expression as a sub­
stantive; -lY!:- is a locative prefix;-!!!,!- is a class prefix 
occurring with the noun stem -go•ng6 1black 1 (all nouns are 
divided into classes and have a singular and a plural class 
prefix). 

In the third word the initial element I?;!!.- shows agreement of 
the foJ.!owing possessive stem -a•nge with the preceding noun 
mugo•ngo. Note that this possessive word element by the use 
of a concordant ~refix ~- shows that it is in agreement with 
the noun mugo•ngo, rather than with hamugo•ng~, as is the 
case with the final word, which consists of a prefix~-, 
that shows agreenent with harnugo•ng~, and-~, an adjective 
stem meaning 'good.' 

Dr. Zilch: Apparently, •my• modifies 'back,' but 'good 1 modi­
fies the 'Place on the back.' Is that what you are trying 
to say? 

Dr. Thompson: Exactly. 

Dr. Zilch: Ir that is the case, I can see that the immediate 
constituents that you talk about do not coincide with the 
word boundaries. 

Qr. Thompson: They do not. 

Dr. McDougall: But tnat is incredible. 

Dr. Thompson: Not at all. Compare the English expression the 
king of England's h.!!!• The genitive suffix-§ actual goes 
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with the entire expression the king of England. Il!lllediate 
constituents frequently break within words. 

113 

Dr. McDougall: I had never thought of analyzing that English 
construction in such a manner. Why, it works perfectly! 

Let's assume that you are right about this Kizinza expression; 
precisely how would you divide up the parts? How would you 
diagram the relationships? 

,!h:. Thompsons The sentence.could be analyzed something like 
this: 

ni 
/ / / 
a ha mu go•ngo gw a•nge ha zima 

Dr. McDougall: But can you be sure that the word hazima 'good' 
actually modifies the 'place of the back' rather than the 
1back 1? Perhaps this is ambiguous, end the fomal distinc­
tions which you insist on are not completely justified. 

Dr. Thompson: On the contrary, if the me99ing were ~on my g~od 
back,' the Kizinza expression would be ahemugo•ngo gwa•nge 
muzima. The.!!:!!- prefix on the last w~rd would indicate that 
the adjective 'good' modifies mugo•ngo. A diagrairmatic anal­
ysis of this latter expression could be drawn as follows: 

Dr. McDougall: But if, as you indicate, there is as much over­
lapping between your so-called morphology end syntax, then 
is there much point in making such a division in you analysis? 

Dr. Thompson: Actually in some languages the distinction between 
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these two levels is not so important, in other languages it 
seems to be a significant type of distinction. In still 
other cases, perhaps one can get along entirely without the 
morphology-syntax dichotomy. This situation reveals a very 
basic principle underlying all descriptive linguistic re­
search, namely, that we do not atteu.pt to postulate the forms 
into which a language must fit, nor do we legislate in ad­
vance the forlial system which we must employ in describing 
a language. Rather, we must discover the facts about a lan­
guage, and then e~ploy whatever systeu.atic organization is 
revealed by the language itself. 

DI• McDougall; I want to thank you for whnt you've brought out 
this evening in our discussion. I still cannot go all the 
way with some of your ideas, but I shall be interested to 
watch what you do. 



Interlude 5 

THE CLASS DISCUSSES PHONETIC CHANGE IN LANGUAGES 

Bill Downing: There were some points in our outside reading 
which brought up problems not discussed in class. 

Dr. Thompson: What were these? There is always time to discuss 
background materials. 

Bill Downing: For one thing, the origin of languages. How do 
you interpret the various theories? 

Dr. Thompson: It is difficult to say. Such theories at best 
only explain a very limited amount of vocabulary. The "bow­
wow" theory rests on the assumption that people tried to im­
itate noises and then associated such noises with the objects 
making them. This might explain some onomatopoetic words but 
would not do for very many others. The "ding-dong" theory is 
closely related to this. This theory is supposed to explain 
a person's natural sound-producing responses. The "pooh-pooh" 
theory attempts to explain some words as developed from vio­
lent outcries and exclamations. 

Jack Sheridan: But do these theories actually explain the origin 
of languages? 

Dr. Thompson: Such theories probably explain the origin of some 
words in certain languages, but the range of vocabulary ex­
plained by such theories is quite limited. 

Ann Ferrell: Are there in the world today primitive peoples who 
use only such types of words for their vocabulary? 

Dr. Thompson: Indeed not. Such theories can explain, or should 
attempt to explain, only a very small percentage of the vo­
cabulary of any language. 

Richard North: But wht>t about the "ta-ra-ra-boom-dee-ay11 theory 
whichJ;;j;ersen has advocated? 

Dr. Thompson: There is more semblance of possibility in such a 
theory than in the others which we mentioned, but the idea 
that early man went about babbling like a child out of sheer 
delight to be alive and that he abstracted from such babbling 
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various sets of sounds which became associated with particu­
lar objects and actions is a rather extended reconstruction. 
The plain truth is that there are no primitive peoples today 
whose languages anywhere near approach such conditions. Such 
theories are lacking in historical corroboration. 

Jack Sheridan: I read recently that someone had attempted to 
show that all languages in the world have come from one of 
the languages of the southern Sahara. Is there any slight 
basis for such theories? And where do such ideas come from 
anyway? 

Dr. Thompson: Largely from not knowing any linguistics. I re­
member a book which purported to prove that Aztec was an 
Indo-European language. The author had done what most folks 
do who attempt to prove some fanciruJ. hypothesis. He paid 
attention Only to those facts which tended to prove his hy­
pothesis, and completely closed his eyes to all other facts. 
By this means, one can "prove" alu:ost anything, but of course 
the "proof" is unadulterated falsehood. 

Richard~: An article which I read not so long ago in an 
anthropological journal attempted to prove that the Indians 
of South America can:e from Africa. The evidence for this was 
a list of several hundred words from various African languages 
which were similar to words in various Indian languages of 
South America. 

Dr. Thompson: Yes, I remember that article. The fallacy of the 
entire argument lies in the fact that the author, though he 
surely should have known better took words from any language 
of Africa (and there are hundr;ds of mutually unintelligible 
languages in Africa, comprising several distinct families), 
and then he related such words to various languages in South 
America, choosing the corresponding words in the same indis­
criminate way from any language. He paid no attention what­
soever to the historical changes which must have taken place 
in these languages since the time when such natives supposedly 
came from Africa. 

Of course, this article on African and South American lan­
guages was not attempting to find the origin of languages but 
rather comparing languages yet in a most unscientific way. 
No subject, hot1ever, seems'to intrigue people more than an 
attempt to find the origin of languages. A recent review on 
;he subject of glottogonic studies, a technical term for the 
origin of language, 11 ended the comment on a particularly 

fantastic attempt at language reconstruction by stating that 
such efforts reminded the author of 8 four-letter English 
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word which began with the letter~ and ended with the letter 
1£. 

Jack Sheridan: Is it at all possible to reconstruct primitive 
laneuage types, o~ perhaps I hfd better say, early pre-his­
toric types, from the lancuages which aboriginals speak to­
day? 

Dr. Thompson: It is completely impossih~e. Even the most prim­
itive peoples have a language structure wrich is highly or­
ganized and in many features as complicated as anything which 
civilized peoples possess. 

Bill Downing: But if, as some contend on good evidence, 
language did arise in one place, why is it thFt there ere so 
many families of languages today? Our textbook says that the 
number of families of languages in the eastern herrisphere 
totals from fourteen to thirty, and estirr,at.es of such language 
families in this hemisphere run to at least fifty. Why are 
there so many families of languages which cannot be related? 

Dr. Thompson: That's a good question. In saying that there are 
some seventy-five to a hundred different families of languages 
in the world, we are not saying that all these families are 
original. Vie are only saying that when we have related all 
the languages which we can, there are still groups of lan­
guages which we cannot inter-relate. It is not difficult to 
see the reasons for this. For example, if we compare two 
languages that are somewhat different, let us say, the Tar­
ahume.ra and the Aztec of Mexico,which belong to the Mexican 
branch of the Uta-Aztecan farr.ily of languages, we find only 
a linited11 nurnber of words in comn:on. Then let us say that we 
compare Tubatulabal and Paiute,which belong to the Shoshoneen 
branch of the san:e Ute-Aztecan fau:ily. Here too there are a 
limited number of words in collllllon. Then if we relate the 
Mexican a.nd Shoshonean branches of the Uta-Aztecan family, 
we have a still more limited number of words in which we can 
show sets of phonetic correspondences. The total number of 
such words would be only a few hundred at best, compared with 
the several thousand words in the vocabulary of each of the 
modern languages of this fall',ily. When we try to relate the 
Ute-Aztecan family with some other family, we have only a 
comparatively few words with which to point out phonetic cor­
respondences. As we push back the comparison of languages by 
relating them historically, we gradually run out of relatable 
material. At the present time, we are assured of the rela­
tionship between the Indo-European languages and Hittite so 
that we construct a Hittite-Indo-F.uropean super-family. But 
this relationship is demonstrated by a limited number of 
woris an<l terms, To relate this llittite-Indo-European 
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language family with some other family wou1d be extremely 
complicated. Does that explain your question? 

Bill Downing: It does. But why do you speak of phonetic and 
sound correspondences in languages, rather than simply words 
which are alike. 

Dr. Thompson: For the reason that it is not enough to point out 
- that languages have many words in common. For example, Ru­

manian is basically a Romance language, by which we mean that 
it was originally Latin, but actually the vocabulary of Ru­
manian has a high percentage of Slavic. Being surrounded 
largely by Slavic-speaking peoples, it is not strange that 
Ru~.anian shou1d have borrowed a great percentage of such 
foreign words. If we made a superficial analysis of the vo­
cabulary correspondences, we would be inclined to conclude 
that Rumanian is a Slavic language. But there are parts of 
the vocabulary which are not Slavic but show direct corres­
pondence to Latin. These Latin forms can be shown historic­
ally to be older and to represent some of the more basic 
parts of the grammatical structure. It is not volume of cor­
respondence that is desirable, but the type of correspondence. 

&m Ferrell: I have seen some mention in the assigned reading 
about the importance of Sanskrit as being the mother language 
of the other Indo-European languages. 

Q!:. Thompson: That idea was propagated at a time when the stu­
dy of Sanskrit was very much in vogue as a background to 
branches of the Indo-European languages. There are eight 
principal branches: (1) Indo-Iranian, which includes (a) 
Sanskrit and its modern derivatives in northern and western 
India, (b) Persian and related Iranian languages, (2) Armen­
ian, (3) Albanian, (4) Greek, (5) Ro~ance languages, derived 
from Latin, and including Portuguese, Spanish, French, Rhae­
tian, Italian, and Rumanian (6) Celtic, which includes the 
modern Breton, Welsh, and Irish, (7) Germanic, including the 
Scandinavian languages, German, Dutch, and English, and (8) 
Balto-Slavic, including the Baltic languages, Lithuanian and 
Lettish, and the Slavic languages, divided into ~est Slavic 
and Polish, Czech, and Slovak• East Slavic comprising Rus­
sian; and South Slavic compri;ing Serbo-Croatian, Slovene, 
and Bulgarian. Another language, in addition to Hittite, 
which we mentioned before is also related to the Indo­
European family of langua;es, narr.ely Tocharian, spoken in 
Central Asia and known to us through manuscript fragments, 
written by Nestorian Christians. 

A!!!! Ferrell: But what explains the emphasis upon Sanskrit? 
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Dr. Thompson: Sanskrit is an important language in the Indo­
European family from the standpoint of linguistics. The 
Sanskrit proper was spoken about the Fourth Century B. C. by 
the upper class somewhere in northwestern India, but the 
Vedic hymns and some texts go back to about 1200 B. C. Such 
historical evidence concerning one branch of the Indo-European 
family is important, but we must not think that the other re­
lated languages were derived from the Sanskrit. The eight 
branches of the Indo-European are more or less sister lan­
guages. 

Carl Williams: But what type of reconstructions can we make of 
the pre-history of languages? Consider what Gray says in his 
book, Fundamentals of Language, page 177, namely, that the 
personal pronoun is the most primitive of all parts of speech 
and that the one for the first person was the earliest. Where 
does Gray get such evidence? 

QI:. Thompson: Actually, the evidence for such a statement is 
not to be found. We have no way of proving it, and no way of 
disproving it. 

Carl Williams: But why should such a statement be made? 

QI:. Thompson: I do not know; except that when people begin to 
philosophize about something, it is amazing how far afield 
they go from actual historical facts. Such unfounded state­
ments should be a warning to us against attempting to recon­
struct situations for which we have no evidence. 

Richard .fu!I:Y!: However, by comparing words which a language 
family may have in common, it should be possible to recon­
struct to some extent the type of culture which such people 
had. If, for example, all the members of a language family 
have the same words for 'bow' and 'arrow,' it should not be 
difficult to conclude that the ancestors of these peoples, 
who at one time spoke a common language, likewise had bows 
and arrows. 

Dr. Thompson: That is true with one exception. Perhaps the 
words for 'bow' and •arrow' were borrowed from another tribe, 
after the original group had already separated into various 
mutually unintelligible language groups. That is exactly 
what happened with the word hemp Old English [ 1hcnep], and 
Greek ['kannabis]. But in the main, your statement about 
common words is true. It is by this process that we can tell 
something about primitive Indo-European society. The occur­
rence of a similar stem for •cow' indicates that this animal 
existed in primitive Indo-European culture. Likewise with 
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the terms for a 'wheel.' The word for •snow• appears so wide­
spread that it is possible to exclude India as the likely 
home of the original Indo-Europeans. You can find several 
interesting treatments of this subje~t, by such men as Schra­
der, Maillet, Hirt, Feist, and Delbruch. 

There are some practical applications of these same methods 
of observation when one works with aboriginal languages today. 
For example, if one finds a Chippewyan employing the same word 
for 'dog' and 1horse1 (which is actually the case), the in­
vestigator shou1d not be surprised. The Chippewyan Indians 
employed dogs for carrying and pulling loads. When horses 
were introduced into the area and were used for precisely the 
same type of work, it is not strange that the same word would 
be employed to designate them. Similarly, a Kiowa Indian, 
who uses the same word for ground or floor, is simply follow­
ing a usage which reflects the tepee. When a Quechua Indian 
of Bolivia speaks of •tying up the sun' as a designation for 
a year, he is employing a term which had a literal meaning in 
times when knotted strings were used in counting. There are 
frequently some fascinating bits of historical evidence hid­
den in word usages, for exarrple, tl:e occurrence of n:any Por­
tu~ese w?rds borrowed into the languages of West Africa, 
giving evidence or the early, vigorous trading enterprises 
carried on by Portuguese explorers The discovery of such 
historically pertinent data in the.changing process of lan­
guage developrrent is a study in itself. 

A!m Ferrell: Whet types of historical changes occur in lan­
guages? 

Dr._Thomb~ont: tin brief, all tYPes. Everything about languages 
is su Jee o change. Some items may change more than others, 
and languages differ markedly in what types of changes occur. 
The Greek philosopher Hera lit who said panta ,h!:tl 'all 
things flow• expressed a t~thu:bout language, for all things 
about languages are constantly in the process of change. But 
specifically in answer to tion Ann, there are three i i your ques , 
pr nc pal tYPes of change. The involve sounds, grammar, and 
lexicon. The changes i·n Y d lexicon may be grouped t th i grammar an oge er n contrast to chen es in sounds, for thes~ letter 
changes do not usually invol!e meaning, but gra~atical and 
lexical changes are connected with meaningful units. 

Bill Down~n~: Does the change from Old English [ha•m] to modern 
home [ howm] illustrate . . 1 5 change in t.he sounds of 
the language? a rreaning es 

!a;. Thompson: Yes, in the sense thRt the meaning of the noun is 
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not affected by the long [a•] changing to [ow]. The short 
[a], on the other hand, shifted front in the word hamlet 
[hemlet]. -

Richard North: But what about changes in the grarr~atical struc-ture? __ _ 

Dr. Thompson: One type of change in grammatical structure may 
be illustrated by the change from a comparatively free word 
order in Old English as regards subject, verb, and object 
elements to arr.ore rigid order of these constituents in Mod­
ern English. Another type of chanffe is the development of 
productive affixes. For example, from words such as lotto 
and tango (as a name for a game played with numbered~) 
a productive suffix-£ has been developed, so that now we 
encounter~, skreeno, and bingo. This is all a part of 
the analogical extension of a language. 

~ Sheridan: Do such changes take place more rapidly in writ­
ten languages or in non-written ones? 

Dr. Thompson: It is difficult to say, for we do not possess 
very adequate information. In instances where we can check, 
it would appear that written languages change more rapidly. 
For example, there are certain early manuscripts written by 
Spanish priests which contain some Maya expressions and a 
certain amount of information about the Maya language as it 
was spoken in approximately the middle of the sixteenth cen­
tury. A comparison between these sixteenth century l\:aya 
forms and present day ones reveals considerably less change 
than has occurred in English during the sa~e period; but the 
changes in Spanish are not proportionately as great as those 
in English, though apparently they are greater than those in 
Maya 

Jack Sheridan: But the very writing of a language should tend 
to stabilize the forms . 

.!2.t• Thompson: This is to an extent true, but languages appear 
to change almost directly in proportion to density of com­
munication and intensity of use. Since the writing of a lan­
guage normally accompan~es accelerated l~nguage usage, any 
stabilizing effect of fl.Xed orthography is to a great extent 
lost. 

film Ferrell: When sounds change in a language, do they shift 
all at once, or is the process so slow that people are not 
aware of the changes? 



122 LINGUISTIC INTERLUDES 

.I!!:• Thompsons We may say that phonologica1 changes in words 
take place in two different ways. The first is an impercep­
tible shifting of the manner of pronunciation. The other in­
volves the nuctuation between two different pronunciations 
of a form. Consider the word nif hj" which was for111erly pro­
nounced as [ 1nixt] with a short i and a voiceless velar 
continuant preceding the (t]. 

fil!l! Ferrell& How did the gh get into the word? 

Dr. Thompson: The digraph gh was employed by the French scho­
lars who came to England after the Norman conquest. They 
introduced it in such words as daughter, through, and neigh­
~- (Compare the Gerrr,an Tochter, ~. and Nachbar.) 
Gradually, however, this velar continuant was lost in English, 
but as it was lost, the vowel [i] in [ 1nixt] was lengthened. 
Accordingly, ['nixt] became [•ni•t], as almost imperceptibly 
the [x] was lost. However, this [i•] has in turn been changed. 
Gradually the long [i•] has become diphthongized to (ay]. 
This occurred in such words as wine, fine, kite, and~­
This change took place so gradutlly t~th~whose speech 
underwent such a change were probably not conscious of the 
modification. 

Bill Downing: But all the speakers of English didn't make these 
very same changes at the same time, did they? 

Dr. Thompson: No. Each gradation of change probably started 
from one general center and then spread out like a wave: Let 
u~ assume that a slight weakening of the [x] sound ~f night 
[ nixt] takes place. If this change is made by socially pro­
minent people in a center of communication, this change will 
be made by other speakers. Their adaptation to the new change 
will often be completel unconscious, for people tend to speak 
like those with whom th! associate. In_fact, we turn this 
axiom around and judge !o le's associations ~d background 
by their manner of Ph P Th use of a certain form 111ay 
produce a change ins~:~~r•s e~ers, but if this form is em-
ployed by those of ial Pd onomic prominence, then it 
i all • soc an ec 1 ·11 py this s the m-ore lik 1 t d for peop e wi co 
form of spe~ch e Y O sprea ' r any manner c:,r habit which 
will be conside~~• fo~ thst ~at;:stige. Those speakers with 
whom a chan e b as ringing P mmunication with others, 
and the mor: thegins must be in coof speech influence the more 
rapidly is theiey ac! as a centeri tion likely to be accepted 
by th r variant pronunc a o ers. 

Bill Downina: Wh from spreading through 
~ at stops such changes the entires peech cornmunity'l 
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Dr. Thompson: Political, economic, and social boundaries are 
lines of weakness in communication. The limit, however to 
which any particule.r linguistic feature spreads, we 11'.ay' con­
veniently call an isoglossal line. Within this line all the 
speakers will have the same type of pronunciation as far as 
this one feature is concerned. 

Bill Downing: But do not some features spread further than 
others? 

Dr. Thompson: They do. In fact a dialect atlas, which is a 11'.ap 
of the distribution of various features of language, rarely 
has two identical isoglosses. However, there are often se­
veral features which tend to have parallel limits, and these 
several isoglosses running together may be called isoglossal 
bundles. If there are enough of these differences separating 
two regions, we speak of these two regions as constituting 
distinct dialects. 

Ann Ferrell: But you mentioned that there was a second way in 
which phonological changes take place. What is it? 

Dr. Thompson: Thank you for reminding me. We had almost wan­
dered away from the point. Let us go back to the illustra­
tion of nig]t. Suppose that the wave of usage for a shift 
from [•nixt to ['ni•t] had reached from region A through B 
and C by imperceptible degrees of change, but had not reached 
area D. The dialect areas A, B, and C would have [ 1ni•t], 
while D retained [ 1nixt]. Then let us presume that the area 
represented by dialects A, B, and C became politically and 
economically dominant, and it was valuable for speakers of D 
to conform to the dialect of A, B, and C. Speakers in D 
would not likely go through the process of omitting the [x] 
by imperceptible degrees, but would choose the form ['ni•t] 
in preference to [•nixt] because of the social and economic 
prestige connected with the former. For the various speakers 
there would probably be a great deal of fluctuation between 
the two forms. They would use one form in certain social 
situations and the other form in other situations. Gradually, 
however, the form [•nixt] would be completely dropped in favor 
of the form ['ni•t]. All of us are conscious of such alter­
nate forms in our own speech. For myself, my choice of al­
ternates in creek ['kriyk] and [•krik], roof [•ruwf] and 
['ruf], hoof~wf] and [ 1huf] nuctuates depending on the 
social situation in which I am speaking. 

Regardless of the change, however, whether it is impercepti­
ble or involves a choice of alternate forms, this innuence 
for change proceeds as a wave through a language community. 
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Jack Sheridan: Is there any way of estimating the amount of 
linguistic change that will take place in a given situation? 

Dr. Thompson: I fear there is not. Perhaps, when we know much 
more about linguistic science, we may be able to make some 
general predictions for types of change, but they will be 
ve~y general and only hypotheses. Consider English and Greek. 
English has changed so much within a thousand years, that when 
we study the Old English of King Alfred's time in the ninth 
century, we find it is practically a foreign language. On 
the other hand, though Greek has changed some, especially in 
the pronunciation of some of the vowels, ancient and modern 
Greek are su£ficiently alike that if one knows modern Greek, 
with very little difficulty he can read the Greek New Testa­
ment, which represents the Greek of two thousand years ago. 
English has undergone much more change in a thousand years 
than Greek has in two thousand. 

film Ferrell: Our grandparents can point out a good many con­
trasts between their speech and ours. From these we might be 
able to get some basis for judging such changes. 

Dr. Thompson: That is true, but there is difficulty involved. 
First, older people's judgment of changes is based principally 
upon lexical matters, namely, those words they formerly used 
in contrast to those they now use. But for lexical analyses 
we can check with written materials. Secondly, people of the 
older generation do not remember all the changes that have 
occurred in their speech. Their impressions are only partial. 
The third objection, however, is the greatest. People are 
not conscious of the imperceptible chanees which have taken 
place in their speech since they first learned English. Not 
only is there a difference between the various generations, 
but there is a great difference in usage between the time of 
adolescence and old age. All these problems rr.ust be consider­
ed. The only method by which we could obtain an adequate re­
cord of the rate of change would be through extensive record­
ings of many people's speech at definite intervals over a 
period of several generations. 

Richard North: Does the use and adoption of a foreign language 
spread in the same way as words and forms within a single 
language? 

Dr. Thompson: Your question is primarily an anthropological and 
historical one but it does have important linguistic consid­
erations. The Romans forced the use of Latin, but failed to 
spread Latin to the East, because in the East they met with 
Koine Greek, which possessed a cultural and economic 
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importance even greater than Latin. Many of the Roman rulers 
in the East were forced to employ Greek in their official 
business. 

Consider also the case of the Hungars and the Bulgars. These 
people were from the san:e Central Asian stock. The Hungars 
pushed into Europe and made the peoples whom they conquered 
adopt Hungarian, but the Bulgars, who conquered the region of 
Bulgaria learned the language of the Slavs whom they conquered. 
The picture of cultural dominance is entirely too complex for 
us to suggest anything but general principles. 

Richard North: Have aboriginal peoples been able to force a 
wholly unwritten language on another native population? 

Dr. Thompson: Indeed so. The Quechuas of South America extended 
the use of their language over ~.any tribes of the Andean high­
lands. 

Carl Williams: What actually is the difference between a lan­
guage and a dialect? You have spoken of both, but I don't 
understand the difference. 

12!:• Thompson: Your question is a good one. There is a great 
deal of confusion concerning the best way to define a dialect 
and a language, for questions of considerable importance are 
involved in determining how many differences must exist be­
fore one should speak of a different dialect or a different 
language. However, we may conveniently say that any speaker 
who is recognized by any speech community as speaking in a 
manner different from that of the particular speech community 
in question can be considered as a speaker of a different 
dialect. 

Bill Downing: But what if the difference is the result of some 
physiological or psychologi~al abnormality? Would such speech 
constitute a special dialect? 

Dr. Thompson: Perhaps we should make some reservations in our 
statements to take care of personal idiosyncrasies, regard­
less of the origin or nature of them. We may say that a per­
son with a speech abnormality belongs to a dialect of which 
he is the only speaker. However, it is best to omit from 
the discussion people with a 'private' dialect, though, of 
course, if they are the only remaining speakers of some other 
speech coD1D1Unity, they may be considered as representing such 
a community. However, dialectical differences are usually 
not associated with individuals but with speech comnnmities. 
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Students of dialect geography may become very expert in clas­
sifying differences. A rather popular radio program has had 
such a dialectician, who is able to tell the part of the coun­
try, and often the very city and part of the city in which a 
person was raised, by obtaining from the speaker the pronun­
ciations of certain key words which determine v;i thin which 
isoglossal lines his dialect may be classified. We may say 
in general that variations in speech may be considered dif­
ferent dialects if the speakers of these dialects recognize 
a difference between the speech of the respective communities. 

Bill Downing: That would mean that for many of the Indian tri­
bes of Latin America, practically every village Jr.Ust be con­
sidered as having its own dialect, for the people of each 
village recognize the speech differences of their neighbors. 

Dr. Thompson: You are right. This is precisely the problem. 

Ann Ferrell: Do two dialects become two languages when they are 
no longer mutually intelligible? 

Dr. Thompson: Not necessarily. 

Bill Downing: Why not? 

Dr. Thompson: As long as each dialect is understandable by the 
speakers of a contiguous dialect, it is best to speak of all 
of these dialects as belonging to the same language, even 
though speakers who are separated by three or four intenne­
diate dialects may not be able to understand each other. 

Bill Downing: When, however, do you consider that you are deal­
ing with another langusge rather than another dialect? 

!!!:• Thompson: We may consider two speech communities as consti­
tuting two languages instead of two dialects when no two 
speakers are able to understand each other, ruling out, of 
course, those who speak each other's language as a foreign 
language. 

Bill Downing: But one would have to recognize peoples I varying 
abilities to make themselves understood in a related language. 

Dr. Thompson: That is true. It is best then to take the opin­
ion of the majority of the people as to whether they can 
understand the people of anoth~r linguistic group. If they 
agree in stating that they cannot, then the two linguistic 
groups represent two different languages. 
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Bill Downing: Would this type of analysis change the more us­
ual treatment of the language classification in Germany and 
Holland? 

Dr. Thompson: That is right. From the Dutch of Holland to the 
High German of South Germany there are intermediate dialects 
which are mutually intelligible. That is to say, there is a 
chain of mutually intelligible dialects, and yet, the end 
links in the chain are not mutually intelligible. We can 
speak, therefore, of the Dutch-Gernian language area, if we 
have in mind the local dialects. On the other hand, if we 
are speaking of the national languages, which are spoken con­
terminously with the political boundaries of the two countries, 
then we are dealing with two different languages. This Dutch­
German language area produces an unusual situation in which 
speakers of local dialects that are mutually intelligible are 
in general also speakers of the national languages which are 
not mutually intelligible. 

Note another type of problem in this connection. In southern 
Mexico there are four so-called languages, the Tzotzil, Tzel­
tal, Tojolabal, and Chol. From all evidence available, how­
ever, there appear to be certain intermediate dialects be­
tween these four Mayan "languages." The Tzotzil, Tzeltal, 
Tojolabal, and Chol are very closely related. However, they 
have been conventionally classified as different languages. 
On the other hand, the Zapotec language is composed of at 
least three, if not five, very distinct dialects, which have 
far greater differences than the four Mayan groups in ques­
tion. There are, however, mutually intelligible dialects 
throughout the Zapotec area, just as there are in the Tzotzil­
Tzeltal-Tojolabal-Chol area. According to the classification 
which we are suggesting, as the most workable classification 
for scientific analysis, the Tzotzil, the Tzeltal, the Tojo­
labal, and the Chol would be considered as one language, with 
four dialect centers which are mutually unintelligible, but 
with contiguous local dialects which are mutually intelligi­
ble. However, the differences between the dialect centers 
are not great. The Zapotec would likewise be considered as 
one language, comprising several mutually unintelligible dia­
lects which, however, diffe_• much more than the dialects of 
the Tzeltal-Tzotzil-Tojolabal-Chol language. 

Bill Downing: What advantage would there be to such a different 
stating of the dialect problem? 

Dr. Thompson; Only this: it keeps us from taking things for 
granted because of some accidental usage which has grown up. 
It gives us a type of yardstick of analysis by which to com­
pare groups. 
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Carl Williams: I would appreciate it if you would return to the 
--subject of historical forms and tell us how the linguists 

know that they are right in determining the phonetic value of 
certain symbols in ancient languages. 

Dr. Thompson: I will be glad to explain. First, one often finds 
accidental lapses in spelling. The scribe didn't remember how 
a form was to be written, or he carelessly put in a spelling 
which represented his own pronunciation rather than the more 
standard orthography. 

£yJ. Williams: You mean it would be like writing educashun 
with -.!l:ll!!l instead of -!12!!• 

Dr. Thompson: Exactlyl Such deviations from the traditional 
spellings are almost always in the direction of more phonetic 
usage. For example, we find in an Old English manuscript 
fremme for the more usual fremman •to make.• This spelling 
~ reveals that then was probably no longer pronounced 
and that the~ had been changed in quality. 

Ann Ferrell: Couldn't one use rime and alliteration in poetry 
for discovering the phonetic values of the letters? 

Dr. Thompson: Yes. In fact, this is one of the most profitable 
means. But, of course, this must be done with caution, for 
rimes and alliterations are not always perfect. Another me­
thod employed to discover the phonetic value of a symbol is 
that of checking transcriptions of words from one language to 
another. For example, we know that Latin c was a voiceless 
palatal stop from the transcriptions of Latin Caesar into 
Greek as ['kaysar]. In Gothic it was similarly kaisar. In 
the Romance languages this initial [k] has been palatalized 
to a sibilant or affricative. 

As still another method of detecting phonetic values of sym­
bols, we may use inverse spellings to reveal the phonetic 
values of letters. 

Ann Ferrell: How is that? 

Dr. Thompson: The scribes wrote delight with a _gb though it was 
borrowed from the French deleiter. Delight never had histor­
ically a [x] sound. This is evidence that when delight was 
written with a JU!, even as night, light, and fight, the gh 
indicated only that the! was long. 

Richard~: To what extent can we rely on such spellings as 
!!!!!!!!, Elli!!, knee, daughter, island, and debt to give us the 
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proper historical forms of these words? 

Dr. Thompson: In most instances traditional spellings are in­
dicative of historical forms, but one cannot be sure. In the 
case of delight, a gh, which does not historically represent 
a velar continuant, has been introduced. A somewhat similar 
situation exists with regard to the last two words that you 
rr.entioned. The sin island was introduced because Latinists 
thought they had-found a relationship between this word and 
Latin insula. Of course, there was no such relationship, but 
this aberrant spelling has been introduced. An analogous 
situation occurred with the word debt, which was borrowed 
from the French~. The Latinists saw a relationship to 
the Latin debitus and introduced a B to make the word more 
"etymologically correct," as they thought. The same thing 
is true of doubt from the French doute, derived from the Latin 
dubitum. O~rious spelling er~ccurs as the result of 
a faulty recognition of a letter. The Z!! in such signs as .:£2 
~ shoppe results from a mistaken interpretation of the 
letter A, as a z rather than [8], as conventionally indicated 
in the digraph th. 

Ann Ferrell: When did all this interest in the history of lan­
--guages begin? 

Dr. Thompson: I have mentioned several times that much of our 
descriptive methodology comes from the work of the Hindu 
grammarians who worked on Sanskrit. These were not, however, 
the only ancient peoples interested in linguistics. 

Bill Downing: Isn't there something in Herodotus about an Egyp­
tian king who tried to discover the oldest nation by deter­
mining the most "original" language? As I remember it, he 
had two infants isolated from everyone else. When they be­
gan to speak they used a word which proved to be the Phrygian 
expression for 'bread.' Therefore the Egyptian king con­
cluded that the Phrygians were the oldest race of people. 

Dr. Thompson: King Psammetichus' methods and conclusions were 
bad, but he wasn't much further off the track than some of 
the more modern devotees of glottogonic studies. 

The Greeks speculated about languages just as they speculated 
about everything in the world. They seem to have loved dis­
cussions, and there is nothing which can lead to so much dis­
cussion, and often so much unprofitable 'discussion, as lan­
guage. Plato in the Cratylus presents the basic problem of 
the difference between the analogists and the anomalists. 
The analogists contend that there is a natural relationship 
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between the form of the word and the object for which it is 
a symbol and that language is fundamentally regular and lo­
gical. The anomalists on the other hand contend that language 
contains many irregular and anomalous features. 

Bill Downing: These are practically the same differences of 
opinion as exist among members of the faculty here at the 
university. 

Dr. Thompson: Yes, the arguments seem never to die, for each 
generation has to face the san:e problems. The Greeks, how­
ever, did show great insight into their own language and made 
some remarkably penetrating analyses, laying the foundations 
for the Latin grammarians and developing much of the grall'~a­
tical apparatus which we employ today. The Greek and Roman 
grammarians should not be blamed for the fact that their sys­
tem is so ill-adapted to modern languages such as English. 
This is the fault of the gra~marians and rhetoricians who 
have tried to apply to quite different languages a system 
which was designed for the classical languages. The one ma­
jor fault of the classical graml!arians was the restriction 
of their work to their own languages. If they had been equal­
ly curious about other types of languages, we might be much 
further along with linguistic research today. 

Bill Downing: Were not the medieval scholars somewhat responsi­
ble for some of the present-day attitudes about languages? 

Dr. Thompson: They were, but this was because they were dealing 
with an artificial matter in writing and studying Latin, which 
was a "dead" language. If a man made mistakes in writing or 
speaking Latin, it was the result of his carelessness or his 
laziness in not having "boned" enough on his classical forms. 
When people began to analyze the usage of living, spoken lan­
guages, they interpreted deviations from the accepted standard 
as carelessness or laziness, not realizing that people use 
those forms which they hear. However, since Latin, which was 
dead, had a fixed form, grammarians thought that English and 
other colloquial tongues should have a fixed form. Hence, 
they attempted to lay down rules in terms of the only gram­
matical system they knew, namely, Latin. This explains rrany 
of the unfortunate results in the study and teaching of grrur.­
mar today. 

~ Williams: When did people become interested in foreign 
languages, other than Greek and Latin? 

!2!:• Thompson: About the end of the 18th century some people be­
gan to collect specirr.ens of foreign languages, more or less 
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as the amateur philatelist today collects foreign stamps. 
Lists of words were made in about three hundred different 
languages. Some scholars were investigating the older forms 
of their own European languages from manuscripts that were 
found. What hampered their approach to the problem of the 
differences and similarities betv1een the various languages 
of Europe was the prevalent conviction held by such scholF..rs 
that the languages of Europe had arisen as the result of hap­
hazard corruptions. What gave modern linguistic science its 
main impetus was the discovery of Sanskrit and the declaration 
by William Jones in 1786 that Sanskrit bore a resemblance to 
Greek and Latin. He also stated that Gothic, by which he 
meant the Germanic languages, and Celtic were probably of the 
same origin. This type of statement stimulated tremendous 
interest in linguistics. At a time when European thinking 
was becoming aware of its own identity as separate from the 
purely classical tradition, the discovery that Sanskrit and 
other related languages provided some clues to Europe's com­
mon prehistoric heritage constituted the main spring for in­
tensive research in linguistics. 

~ Williams: You have said that the discovery of Sanskrit and 
the grammar of Panini was of tremendous importance for des­
criptive linguistics, but it seems that most of the early re­
search was along historical and comparative lines. 

Dr. Thompson: That is true. Men were far too much concerned 
about the possible implications of their reconstructions of 
ancient materials to engage in the humdrum and laborious tasks 
of describing the European languages in the same comprehensive 
way that Sanskrit had been described. Since, however, these 
linguists usually knew several European languages, they pro­
ceeded immediately to collect correspondences, often rather 
at random, but gradually they refined their methodology. At 
first, such correspondences between languages as English two, 
German zwei, and Greek [•duo]; and English door. German ~ 
and Gre;r-r•thu•ra] all appeared to be haphazard changes­
which were attributed to so-called "sporadic" changes or cor­
ruptions. 

However, in 1818 Rask, and in the next year GrilDJ!', showed 
that these changes took place according to very definite pat­
terns of change, and that the differences were not sporadic 
but regular. As a result, the pattern of change was called 
"Grimm I s Law. 11 This was an unfortunate term, for there is 
no such thing as a law in linguistics; there are only con­
gruent sets of observed data. By following regular principles 
of reconstruction, which were suggested by "Grimm's Law," 
progress was very rapid. Some rr.en, however, went too far. 
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Schleicher, who died in 1868, even attempted to write a short 
fable in Indo-European. Scholars would not attempt to do that 
sort of thing today, for there are w~ny problems of recon­
struction which remain unanswered. The work which rrore or 
less su~~arizes the historical and comparative material of 
the nineteenth century is the Outline of 1!ll! Comparative 
Grirnmar of the Indo-European Languages by Brugmann and Del­
bruck. The book which outlines the basic methodology of the 
nineteenth century linguists is Paul's Principles of Linguis­
tic History. There is also a very interestingly written book 
on the linguistic developments of the nineteenth century which 
you should not miss. It is Linguistic Science in 1!ll! ~­
teenth Century by H. Pedersen. I know you will enjoy it. 

Carl Williams: Did historical linguistics die with the end of 
--the nineteenth century, and descriptive linguistics take its 

place? 

,!k. Thompson: By no means. Historical linguistics is certainly 
not dead. However, there has been a need for descriptive 
linguistics to catch up. Several factors have been involved. 
First of all, scholars began to realize that they could not 
make adequate historical and comparative analyses cf languages 
unless they had more adequate and comprehensive descriptive 
data. Then too, they found that some of the generalizations 
which they had been inclined to make on the basis of a study 
of Indo-European languages did not hold when applied to non­
Indo-European languages. Finally, men became aware that there 
was some value in studying a language from the standpoint of 
its own functional entity. Their attention was then turned 
to the demonstration of the principles of a descriptive ap­
proach in Panini's graremar of Sanskrit. In 1910 Finck pub­
lished a little volume describing concisely the principal 
characteristics of eight completely unrelated languages. He 
insisted upon a descriptive analysis. In other words, a des­
cription of a language entirely apart from any considerations 
of the history of the language or similar languages. De 
Saussure was a great exponent of what he called the "syn­
chronic" approach to linguistics, separating it from the 
"diachronic" approach, which was historical and comparative. 
A collection of his lectures published in 1915 entitled Cours 
de linguistigue g6n6rale is an important contribution to des­
criptive linguistic methodology. 

Some of the most important contributions to descriptive lin­
guistics have come from American scholars who became inter­
ested in the Indian languages of the Americas. Boaz gave 
great emphasis to linguistics from the standpoint of anthro­
pology. Sapir did outstanding work refining linguistic 
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techniques, and his book Language is a "must" for any des­
criptive linguist. Bloomfield has, of course, made the u.ost 
significant contributions to descriptive linguistics in the 
way of methodology. 

Ann Ferrell: Would you mind illustrating some of the so-called 
laws of phonetic change, particularly with English exan,ples, 
so I can understand them? 

Dr. Thompson: Perhaps the so-called "Great Vowel Shirt," in 
English would illustrate the point. There are several vowel 
changes which occur in the transition from Middle English to 
Modern English. We may enumerate them more or less in the 
order of the vowel quadrangle. First, there is a change from 
long [i•] to (ay]. This we note in such words as~, fine, 
ride, and mile, all of which had long [i•] as the stem vowel. 
Another change which took place was the raising of [e•] as 
in~ (ge•sj 1geese 1 to modern (iy]. Some words which in 
Middle English underwent the same change as [ge•s] are heel, 
steel, queen, green, and keep. Just previous to this histor­
ical change, the Middle English [c•] had been raised until it 
coincided with [e•]. Hence, Middle English [c•] has changed 
to Modern [iy]. Words which illustrate this change are heal, 
cheese, clean,~, and leave. Middle English [e] ha;--­
likewise changed to modern T'IYrwhere this [e] occurred in an 
open syllable. First [e] was lengthened to [e•] and accord­
ingly was raised to (iy]. Some words which underwent this 
change are steal, ~, speak, ~, and .!!.IU• {The second 
syllable of these words was lost historically.) 

QAI! Williams: But this type of change leads to many homophonous 
words. It's strange that people would have made the shift if 
it led to ambiguity • 

.!2!:• Thompson: This is strange, but aitbiguity seems to have very 
little to do with such situations. The process of phonetic 
change carries right on. As a result, we have such identical 
words as heel re~resenting a Middle English [e•J, and~ 
which had an [c•J in Middle English. We have the verb meet 
representing Middle English [e•], the adjective meet repi;: 
senting Middle En~lish [c•], and the noun .m!!!!! representing 
a Middle English Le]. 

Carl Ylilliams: But what if the words had very opposite meanings? 
Wouldn't that produce a problem? 

Dr. Thompson: It does. There are two such words, which were at 
one time different but became similar through phonetic change; 
namely, let meaning •to permit' and M meaning 'hindrance,' 
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as in such expressions as without let 2!: hindrance,~ let 
ball (in tennis), or the passage in the Authorized Version 
of the Bible, "he who now letteth will~. until be be 
taken out of the way. 11 ( II Thessalonians 2: 7.) The words 
let 'permit' and let 'prevent' were in common usage. However, 
situations would arise in which one might want to be very 
specific and avoid ambiguity. Accordingly such a word as 
prevent or stop would be employed instead of M, which might 
be ambiguous. Hence, let in the sense of 'prevent• fell into 
disuse and is only preserved in a few set expressions. 

Richard~: I always thought that it was actually a net ball 
in tennis, not a let ball. I presumed that those who said a 
let ball didn 1t-u;;-thoight word. 

Dr. Thompson: This is an instance of phonetic analogy. Let and 
ntl sound very much alike. The word let is no longer used in 
the sense of 'hinder,' so it is natural to reinterpret this 
expression. Since the ball is 'let' by the net, or 'hindered' 
by the net, such a ready transfer can be made. It is a type 
of popular etymologizing which is very common. It is some­
what similar to what Americans do when they go to Mexico and 
cannot pronounce the name of the famous volcano Popocatepetl. 
They proceed to call it "papa-caterpillar," for this sequence 
of sounds has some meaning and Popocatepetl does not. 

Ann Ferrell; But what about those vowel changes which you were 
-explaining? 

Dr. Thompson; Excuse met It is so easy to get off into some­
thing else. 

The vowel [a] in Old English has changed considerably in many 
words, and the pattern of change appears quite irregular at 
times. Long [a•] in stressed syllables regu].arly shifted to 
modern [ow]. Note such words as~. home, whole, ~, 
and oath. Many short [a] forms shifted front to Modern Eng­
lish"lieJ as in ll:t, ~,.£!!:,pan, and~• Old English 
long [o;] made several shifts dependent upon certain condi­
tioning factors. One of the most prevalent changes, however, 
was to [uw] as in gg, shoe, :!QQ, tool, and doom. 

Finally, long [u•] changed regularly to the diphthong [aw]. 
This is illustrated by mouse louse house, cow, out, and 
hound. -• ---• --- -- --

We can summarize the principal patterns of such changes by a 
diagram which indicates the most important modifications. 
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We must realize, however, that such a diagram is very much 
over-simplified. The details are quite complicated. 

[ay] 

' [iy] [i•] 

\[e•] 

[c• J 
[i:e] 

'I. 
[a] 

[aw] 
/ 

[u•] [uw] 
/ 

[o•] [ow] 

I 
fill! Downing: But don't you even have some direct contradictions 

of this pattern, over and above the conditioning factors which 
you can describe? 

Dr. Thompson: That is right. Whenever we make such an analysis 
we can expect to find a residue which will not fit our pat­
tern. For example, the Old English [ha•l] meaning 'whole,' 
'healthy,' or •sound,' corresponds to both English~ and 
English~- Whole is a modern phonetic continuation of the 
Old English [ha-=IT,'"°but English hale does not exhibit the 
regular pattern of sound change. How is it that from one 
basic underlying word one should apparently derive two forms, 
~ and hale? 

The difference in~ and h!!12 is not, however, due to 
"sporadic" change any more than bacteria are produced by 
"spontaneous generation." The word hale is actually a bor­
rowing from Scandinavians, who brought this word to England. 
Old Scandinavian (Old Norse) had [heyll] corresponding to 
Old English [ha•l]. The Old Scandinavian form of the word 
was introduced, paralleling the regular derivative~-

Richard !!2!::Y!: Do these same techniques for discovering pat­
terns of correspondences and types of residues apply in all 
types of historical and comparative problems? 

~- Thompson: They do. In the histori;al method we are working, 
theoretically speaking, with two or more sets of descriptive 
data. We attempt to find (1) all the patterns of correspond­
ences, (2) the conditioning factors, and (3) the residues, 
which do not seem to agree with the regular sets. When we 
deal with different languages, there should be a set of des­
criptive data for each language. 
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~ Sheridan: How do these patterns of' correspondence apply to 
what you called "Grimm's Law"? 

Dr. Thompson: Rask's and Grimm's observations are in themselves 
just such congruent patterns. There are three types of' sound 
change which exhibit an interesting pattern between the Eng­
lish and other Indo-European languages. 

1. Certain Indo-European languages have unvoiced stops 
where English exhibits unvoiced spirants. 

P - f Greek (pod-] : English f'oot; Greek [pa'te·r] 
English f'ather; Greek [•pente] : English f'ive. 

t - 9 Latin tres: English three; Latin tenuis: Eng­
lish thin; Latin~: Old Englishµ [9u•] 
'thou. 1 

k - h Latin centum: English hundred; Latin caput: 
English~; Greek ['kuo•n] : English hound. 

2. Certain Indo-European languages have voiced stops where 
English exhibits unvoiced stops. 

3. 

b - p Greek [ 1kannabis] : English hemp. 

d - t Greek ['duo] : English two; Latin~: 
English eat; Greek [ 1deka] : English ten. 

g - k Latin granum: English corn; Latin genu: Old 
English~ (with [kn] initial cluster), 
Modern English knee. 

Certain Indo-European languages have aspirates and spi-
rants where English has voiced stops or spirants. Note 
the parallelism of' the following: 

Sanskrit fu:w Latin English 

[bh] [ph] [ f'] [b] 
['bhra•ta•J [•i:,hra•te•r] 'clansman' f'rater brother 

[db] [th] [r] [d] 
[rudhi'ra-J [eruth•ros] ruf'us red 

[h] [~] [h] or[#] [g] 
[han'sah] f1khe•n] anser goose 

1khortos] hortus garden 
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These parallelisms are too great to be considered pure chance. 

Bill Downing: Is what you say of English true of the Germanic 
languages as a whole? 

Dr. Thompson: To a considerable extent, yes. But Modern High 
German has undergone an additional set of phonetic changes. 
Particularly is this true as regards the dental consonants. 
English has (e] as in three; High German has (d] as in drei. 
Where English has [d] as in door, High German has [t] as in 
T{h.. Finally, where English has (t] as in ,E!g, High German 
has a dental voiceless affricative [ts] as in zwei. When 
English, however, has a final (t] as in foot, then High Ger­
man has an [s] final as in Fuss. It is easy to diagram this 
by the following triangle: 

[d] 

/ '\. 
[ dh] ...---::::: [ t] 

fe] (Eng.) ✓ 
ts] (H. G.) 

(initial) 
[s] (H. G.) 

(final) 

If Indo-European has *[dh] as in the stem for 'do,' then the 
first shift is to (d], and this sound will occur in most of 
the Ger~anic languages. In determining the precise quality 
of this Indo-European sound, there are considerable difficul­
ties. Some scholars contend that this form we write as an 
aspirated stop was actually a continuant. But it does not 
make a great deal of difference, for we are only pointing out 
series of correspondences, not phonetic values. 

The English form do represents only the first sound shirt. 
High German makes a second shirt and has [t] as in~ •to 
do. 1 If Indo-European has *[d] as shown in Latin Sill?, then 
English, representing the first shift1 has [t] as in m, but 
German makes the additional shift to Lts] or [s] as in zwei 
or~- If1 on the other hand, Indo-European has *[t]-;---ihen 
English has L8], a dental continuant, as in~, and the 
High German has [d] as in !k_tl. There are three types or 
sounds which shift automatically: (1) voiced stops, (2) 
voiceless stops, and (3) spirants, affricatives, and aspi­
rates. There is a definite pattern of change. It is not a 
hodge-podge of unrelated changes. 
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Bill Downing: But I can think of some words which do not fit 
this pattern of change. 

Dr. Thompson: There are many words which do not. But which 
ones do you have in mind? 

Bill Downing: Vlell, first of all, octo in Latin and eight in 
English. You showed us before that Latin [t] in tres becomes 
English [e] as in three. This is in keeping with the first 
shift on the diagram. However, in the word for 'eight' both 
languages have a [t]. How does that happen? 

Dr. Thompson: Note that in these instances a [k] precedes the 
[t] in Latin and that a velar continuant formerly preceded 
the [t] in English. This fact is indicated by the digraph 
gh. Compare also High German acht 'eight,' where the digraph 
ch represents a voiceless velar continuant. Wherever this 
velar continuant precedes the stop [t], there is no change. 
Notice that the sair.e thing has happened with [t] when pre­
ceded by [s] as in Latin fill.!:, Greek [esti], and German 1.§.!:. 
Here the presence of a continuant has "prevented" the change, 
as we often say, but it would be better to say that under 
such and such circumstances there is no change. 

!1!ll Downin': But what about the words father and brother? In 
Latin [t occurs medially in the words pater and frater. The 
sair.e is true for Greek, but in High German one finds~ 
'father• and Bruder 'brother.• In English both these words 
have [a] for the medial consonant. This doesn't seem to 
work according to the diagram which you drew. 

Dr. Thompson: This is another one of those "exceptions, 11 but it 
is strictly conditioned. The basis for this divergence was 
discovered by a man named Verner, and ever since it has been 
called "Verner•s Law," rather a misnomer, even as Gri1IDJ1 1 s 
Law is a misnomer, Verner noted not only these words, but 
many others which exhibit the sarre type of variation. He 
found, however, that in all such words the consonant in ques­
tion follows an unaccepted syllable in Greek and Sanskrit, 
and presw:.ably in Indo-European. In the changes which occur­
red with Indo-European •[•bhra•te•r] 'brother' and *[pa'te•r] 
'father' the dental stop becarre a continuant as the first 
step in the series of change. Next, however, the continuants 
between vowels became voiced when the l?receding syllable was 
unstressed. This would mean that the Lt],originally the saree 
in the word for 'father' and 'brother,' becarre differentiated. 
The word 'father• developed a [a] and the word 'brother' re­
tained a [e]. In turn the [a] of •rather' becarr.e [d] as 
shown in Old English ['feder]. This puts the dental in 
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'father' one step ahead of the dental in 'brother,' as far 
as the triangle diagram is concerned. 

Bill Downing: But in Modern English the dentals in the words 
brother and~ are the san:e. 

,!k. Thompson: That is right. In English, all syllables [-der] 
became [-eer]. Likewise, medial LS] became [a]. Hence the 
two dental consonants coincided. But in High German they re­
mained distinct. The word 'brother' makes the regular two 
shifts, (1) from voiceless stop to continuant and (2) from 
continuant to voiced stop so that we have in High German 
~. High German Vater •rather' may be considered as hav­
ing two extra steps, though (2) and (3) may be schematically 
combined: (1) voiceless stop to voiceless continuant, (2) 
voiceless continuant to voiced continuant under special ac­
centual circumstances in following an unaccented syllable, 
(3) voiced continuant to voiced stop, and (4) voiced stop to 
voiceless stop. 

A!ll! Ferrell: Does this Verner 1s phenomenon occur in descriptive 
materials or in situations we are more familiar with than 
these old histories? 

Dr. Thompson: It is quite common. Note, for example, the treat­
ment of the two sibilants in the word possessor [pa 1zesar]. 
In French, from which this word is borrowed, both sibilants 
are voiceless, but we have voiced the one following an unac­
cented syllable and left voiceless the one following an ac­
cented syllable. 

In the Mixe language of Mexico one can apparently eliminate 
the voiced stops as phonemic entities on the basis of the 
conditioning of the stress pattern. That is to say, voj.ced 
stops are conditioned by the lack of stress in the preceding 
syllable. Verner•s phenomenon seems to have operated rather 
extensively in the Mixe-Popoluca-Zoque group of languages. 

Jack Sheridan: They are too numerous to consider in such a brief 
discussion, but one or them is 11Grassn:ann's Law," as it is 
called. All of you who have studied Greek remember that you 
never find two contiguous syllables each beginning with an 
aspirated consonant. In every case the firs~ is changed to 
a simple stop. When, for exam~le, a stem [th-e•-J is redu­
plicated, one finds L'tithe•miJ, not •[•thit e•mi]. 

Jack Sheridan: Can you say that if you discover all the condi­
tioning factors, then you have a perfectly regular system? 
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Dr. Thompson: No, we cannot say that, for there are other fac­
tors. One is borrowing, which we have mentioned before, and 
one is the matter of analogical change. For example in the 
history of Greek all medial ~•s between vowels were lost. 

Jack Sheridan: But that seems impossible, 
~ aorist formst In fact, the normal way 
is with~ plus the first aorist endings. 
words with medial~-

for think of all the 
to form the aorist 

I can think of many 

.QI. Thompson: That is true. There are many single medial ~•s 
bet,1een vowels. But the s aorist seems to have been an in­
troduction by analogy. First, all single medial ~•s were 
lost between vowels. Subsequently double~ became single~• 
This had to take place after the first process had stopped, 
or the double ss would likewise have been lost. However, 
the~ for the ;;rist was not lost when it followed a conson­
ant. Hence in such aorists as [ 1eleksa] 'I said' the~ as a 
sign of the aorist was preserved. Also in the word [•egewsa] 
'I gave a taste,• it was retained, for the stem of the latter 
word is [gews-J. In the aorist this would have given 
*[ge•ws-s-J, with a double [ss], which was reduced to single 
[sJ. This provided the basis for an analogical extension of 
the [s] as a sign of the aorist, and as such it was re­
introduced. 

filll Downing: What are we to do with the materials which we 
find do not fit any series or correspondence? 

Dr. Thompson: The process is to find all the correspondences 
that one can, not only the regular ones, but those which have 
certain conditioning factors. Those which remain will come 
under several heads. (1) Accidental correspondences. Latin 
~ and English .!!u seem to be this. You can always find 
accidental correspondences between completely unrelated lan­
guages. Yipounou, a Bantu language, has :!!!fill!!! similar to 
English~. (2) Correspondences as the result of borrowing. 
English dental is borrowed from Latin~ 'tooth.' Latin 
~ corresponds historically to English tooth. Sometimes 
the borrowed words change their form considerably. In Chatino 
the Spanish word sombrero has been adapted as smblu,and .s.!:!Q­
colate as ~kla. These changes are in accordance with very 
regular phonological patterns. (3) Lack of correspondence 
as th7 result of alternate forms within the parent language. 
That is to say, there must have been dialectical differences 
and alternate forms within the original language area. (4) 
Lack of correspondence as the result of analogical changes 
within the language. 
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Ann Ferrell: Tell me, Dr. Thompson, just what good is all this 
comparative and historical study. It doesn't seem to be half 
so important as descriptive studies, for in descriptive work 
one learns how to acquire a language more rapidly and thus 
one gains a very practical advantage. 

Dr. Thompson: That type of statement seems very strange in some 
ways. Most linguists, particularly those of the past genera­
tion, would have taken quite the opposite view. They found 
in historical and comparative studies what they considered to 
be the only worthwhile type of linguistic research. 

There are, however, some distinct advantages to be found in 
comparative and historical research. First, we learn that 
change in language is not erratic and that this change, 
though it may include millions of speakers, is systematic. 
This provides us the assurance that the activity of organized 
society has an organic unity; since such mass action indicates 
definite patterns of modification. The second value is some­
thing which we have mentioned briefly before. This has to do 
with reconstructing prehistorical situations, such as the de­
termination of the type of culture which the so-called Indo­
Europeans had in common before they divided into different 
language groups. Comparative linguistics is also one of the 
principal aids to the anthropologist who desires to know if 
certain peoples are related. For example, the Iroquois In­
dians exhibited certain traits very characteristic or Indians 
of the southern part of the United States. They had woven 
sandals, toy blow-guns, and elaborate village fortifications. 
Their relationship to Indians of the South is proven incon­
testably by the fact that the Iroquois languages and Cherokee 
are closely related. By language affinity we can relate the 
Catawba Indians of the southeastern United States with the 
Sioux of the Great Plains. Similarly we relate the Apaches 
and Navahos of the southwestern United States with the Yellow 
Knives of northern Canada because they speak related lan­
guages, called Athabascan. 

ill! Downing: Can the comparative method ever tell us anything 
about directions of migration of tribes and former relation­
ships or tribes? 

Dr. Thompson: We can make some generalizations at times. In 
California there are many different language stocks. It is 
supposed that Indians liked to go to California just as peo­
ple throng there today. The climate was good and food was 
plentiful. But as rrore and more groups pressed into Cali­
fornia and occupied land they did so only at the expense of 
those who were already there. Hence the original groups were 
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probably greatly reduced in size, and in many cases they 
represented only remnants of undoubtedly far larger tribes. 

In southern Mexico the Mayan tribes evidently acted as a bar­
rier to penetration further to the south. Many tribes sought 
to force their way toward the south,where the climate was bet­
ter and vegetation more abundant. That is probably the reason 
that there are so many linguistic families in Mexico. One 
group after another came into the land, only to be stopped by 
the Mayan peoples. In turn such tribes were crowded by other 
tribes coming in from the north. This reconstruction is sug­
gested by the distribution of many different language groups 
and families in Mexico. 

Bill Downing: 
situations. 
lationship. 

I had in mind a reore detailed reconstruction of 
Something more than a matter of geographical re-

Dr. Thompson: There is one interesting feature which was called 
to my attention in working with some of the Mayan languages 
in Mexico. There are three principal linguistic areas of 
Mayan languages. One includes the Mayan languages of south­
ern Mexico. The second comprises the Maya proper of Yuca­
tan, and the third includes the Mayan languages of Guatemala. 
The Maya of Yucatan has very definite affinities with the 
languages of southern Mexico, but it has other conspicuous 
similarities to languages of Guatemala. In fact, in many im­
portant features the Maya of Yucatan is closer to both the 
Mayan languages of southern Mexico and the Mayan languages 
of Guate1r,ala than either of these latter groups are to each 
other. Yet, some languages of Guatemala and southern Mexico 
are contiguous, and the l,'.aya of Yucatan is separated froir. 
both groups by miles of jungle and almost impassable terrain, 
The existence or a political. boundary between southP-rn Mexico 
and Guatemala is of little significance, for most of the 
changes beb1een the languages apparently antedate the Spanish 
conquest. Furthermore, the Indians have been only slightly 
ham~ered by such border restrict.ions. How then is this sit­
uation to be explained? 

Richard North• S d -• on:e archeologists an 
that the Mayas of Yucatan come from 
part of Guatemala. 

anthropologists claim 
more or less the northern 

Dr. Thompson: Right. Here is where linguistics brings in the 
evidence to confirm such a hypothesis. The Maya of Yucatan 
must have been more or less central at one time between the 
present Maymlanguages of Guatemala and the W.ayan languages 
of southern Mexico, for the Maya of Yucatan appears to be 
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closer to each of these two principal groups than they are to 
each other. The Yucatecan Mayas evidently migrated out to 
Yucatan, and from the types of linguistic evidence they did 
this in not too far distant tiv.es. Subsequently, the other 
Mayan language groups filled the gap left by the migrating 
Yucatecans. 

Bill Downing: There must be great possibilities for reconstruc­
tion from that type of evidence. 

Richard North: I wish that you would deal more extensively with 
borrowing and analogical changes. It all seems easy now, but 
I fear that I could not recognize such a situation if I saw 
it in new material. What types of borrowing and analogical 
change are there? How are these related to semantic change, 
which we read so much about in the outside reading you as­
signed? 

Dr. Thompson: You have asked entirely too many questions to be 
answered in a breath, and that is about all that is left of 
this hour's class. I suggest that we take these topics up 
tomorrow. They are important, but far too extensive to be 
handled today. 



Interlude 6 

THE CLASS DISCUSSES ANALCGIC-SEl,:A.NTIC 

CHANGE AND BORROW H:G 

Jack Sheridan: You told us yesterday, Dr. Thorrpson, that we 
would continue the discussion about changes in language. You 
had touched on semantic changes and also analogical changes, 
but the hour was up when the problems were introduced. 

Dr. Thompson: I remember. It will be worthwhile going into 
these historical problems. 

filll Downing: But how is it possible for us to determine his­
torical changes when we do not have the historical evidence 
in rrost of the aboriginal languages that we describe? And 
since we often study only one dialect, it is alrrost impos­
sible to reconstruct historical forms. 

Dr. Thompson: True. Furthermore, we should not try to recon­
struct historical forms. We must have historical evidence 
to evaluate properly any historical developrrents which we may 
postulate. There is nothing so fruitless and deceiving as 
making inferences about the older forms of a language from 
only one set of descriptive data. If we have two sets, either 
representing two historical stages of the same language or 
representing two different dialects of the sa~e language, 
then we can make some deductions, but without these sets of 
data to compare, it is unwise to speculate. 

Bill Downing: Then for the descriptive linguist what is the 
value of this historical interest? 

Dr. Thompson: First, it is important for one to know the types 
of factors which have been present in shaping any laneuage. 
Furthermore, a knowledge of the types of historical changes 
which take place in a language and the complications involved 
wi~l often prevent us from drawing silly, ill-considered, and 
naive conclusions from inadequate data. But the second prin­
cipal value to be derived from a study of historical changes 
is the fact that in descriptive analyses we frequently come 
across situations which reflect historical processes. For 
example, as we noted in the discussion yesterday, one of the 
most important factors·in the spread of any form is the 
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fluctuation between alternate forms by various speakers. We 
should not be surprised then if informants of aboriginal lan­
guages give us one form on one day and another form on anoth­
er day. When this is called to their attention, they will 
usually affirm that such alternates are the same. The same 
is true of all languages. In English I employ at various 
times five different forms of the word believe, namely, 
[biy 1liyv], [bi 1liyv], [bc 1liyv], [ba 1liyvJ, and [ 1bliyv]. 
Certain contextual situations determine which form I use, 
but there is considerable fluctuation and the contexts for 
the various forms are difficult to define. I habitually fluc­
tuate between [ 1ruwf] and [ 1ruf]. Accordingly, when we find 
fluctuations in forms among speakers of other languages, we 
must not be surprised. This is a very common and important 
feature in any language. In fact, fluctuation is the very 
life-blood of change in the language. 

Richard North: Will the study of changes of meanings help us 
in solving semantic problems in an aboriginal language? 

Dr. Thompson: It should, if such semantic study is properly 
applied. Certainly, a knowledge of semantics should help one 
avoid crass errors in working with informants. For example, 
one student asked a speaker of the Oto language for the word 
'horse,' then for the word 'back,' and finally for the word 
'ride.• He then expected to find these same stems in the Oto 
word for 'horseback riding.• In fact, he remonstrated with 
the informant because the informant gave him a word which 
didn't include any of these stems. We must not expect to 
find exact equivalents for metaphors such as "leaf of a book" 
or "tongue of a wagon," nor must we attempt to translate 
literally such expressions as "puddles of water stood in the 
road" or "he lifted up his eyes." 

Richard North: In addition to phonetic change, which you discus­
sed yesterday, what are the other principal types of change? 

QI. Thompson: One principal type of change which affects lan­
guages we may conveniently call analogic-semantic change, 
and another very important type of change involves borrowing. 

Bill Downing: Ylhy do you group analogic changes and se1r.antic 
changes together? I always thought they were quite different. 

QI. Thompson: They are in many ways, and yet there is something 
which does unite them. This is the fact that in both analogic 
and semantic change one must deal with the meanings of the 
forms involved, except in the case of some analogical phone­
tic changes. The first type of change, namely, phonetic, 
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occurs wholly within the language and is usually made quite 
apart from the meanings of the morphemes involved. The 
second type occurs within the language and norreally involves 
the meanings of the morphemes. The third type, borrowing, 
occurs as a transfer from one dialect or language to another. 

Am! Ferrell: You have reentioned before that language is nothing 
more nor less than a system of analogies. But what do you 
mean by analogies and analogical changes? 

Dr. Thompson: Your question is a good one. But let us turn to 
mathematics for a moment. It will be easier for us to under­
stand. Note the following proportion: 

2 : 4 : J : 6 : 4 : X 

You do not have to hesitate a moment before answering that x 
equals 8. The relationships between 2 and 4 and between 3 
and 6 establish a pattern, so that xis equal to 8. In math­
ematics this is an analogical proportion. We have similar 
situations in languages. 

Ann Ferrell: I only wish that languages were as simple. 

lk• Thompson: In some ways they are. A linguistic analogy is 
only the statement of a proportion or pattern in language. 
Let us suppose that one has heard the word radio for the 
first time and has never heard the plural of this word. He 
probably will not hesitate long in forming a plural for the 
word, for he has a pattern or proportion to guide him. For 
example, 

banjo: banjos= billow: billows= radio: x 

With practically no hesitation the speaker will saY, radios. 

Bill Downing: But why specifically wouldn't he relate this word 
to a pattern with -mi, as in~-

Dr. Thompson: In the first place, the -.ml occurs regularly with 
only one word, namely,~- It constitutes a very limited 
pattern, even when one includes the words children and 
brethren. But there is another feature. The speaker has no 
doubt had occasion before to note that if he forrr.ed a new 
word on the~ plural pattern, his choice was correct. He has 
discovered then that the~ plural pattern is the productive 
pattern and that the -mi pattern is fixed and limited. 

Richard North: Then, if one makes up a word such as education­
alize, does he do so simply by following analogies? 
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Dr. Thompson: Right. I do not know if I have ever before heard 
the word educationalize, but it makes some •sense,' because 
it is built up on the analogy of other words. There is a 
pattern and a very extensive one which permits the addition 
of -l!! to almost any noun ending in -ion. In turn, the pat­
tern, or analogical proportion, is very extensive for adding 
the "factative" suffix -ill to any adjective ending in this 
suffix -al. 

1ll.ll Downing: Then the person who wishes to translate from one 
language into another, especially if he has to construct new 
words in the language into which he is translating, must by 
all means know the patterns of formation. 

Qr. Thompson: That is absolutely imperative, but few translators 
are fully aware of the importance of it. 

l!!&ls Sheridan: You mentioned, Dr. Thompson, that analogy affects 
all parts of a language. How does this involve the syntax? 

Dr. Thompson: Every language is filled with such examples. One, 
however, which becomes involved in so much discussion is the 
matter of ,!lli employed as a conjunction. 

Ann Ferrell: Dr. Zilch is especially opposed to such "corrup­
--tion," as he calls it. 

Dr. Thompson: Instead of corruption it is purely a matter of 
- the pattern and the pressure of the pattern toward conformity. 

We have a word than which introduces a clause or a phrase. 
Like is employed generally in phrases and is analogically 
extended to introduce clauses. This conforms the function 
of than and like. 

I work more than John: I work more than John works: 

I work more like John: I work more like John works. 

The fact that the word more is employed somewhat differently 
on the two sides of the equation does not alter the value of 
this analogical pattern. 

Bill Downing: If the adjust~ent of a form to another better­
--known form, or to another pattern, is all that analogy in­

volves, then most popular etymologies should be classified 
as analogical formations. 

Dr. Thompson: You are right. In Middle English a form crevise, 
- meaning •crayfish,' was borrowed from Old French crevisse. 
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The English word was •reinterpreted' and made to conform to 
more meaningful ~orphemes, so that we now have craYfish. 
However, only the second morpheme has some meaning definable 
in terms of a non-linguistic referent. In the word goose­
berry. popular etymology has done somewhat better. This word 
was borrowed from French groseille, and completely adapted, 
first by losing the second morpheme,and secondly by employing 
the first in adapted form as the first constituent in a com­
pound. There is no part of any language-phonemes, morpho­
logy, syntax, or lexicon--which is free from the working of 
analogy. 

fill! Downing: Why is it that a language does not reach the sta­
tic point where no further analogic change will take place? 

Dr. Thompson: For one thing, phonetic change takes place con­
tinually. This means that items which would otherwise be in 
analogical conformity are thrown out of line. Moreover, lan­
guages cannot live to themselves; they borrow from other lan­
guages or dialects, and this necessitates the assimilation 
and adaptation of material. Furthermore, analogy must have 
tree operation. If it were not for analogy in languages, 
there would be no such thing as speech; no one would be able 
to say anything which he had not heard before. Complex com­
munications are only possible because languages are systems 
of patterns into which we can fit various lexical items in 
different arrangements from those we have heard before. The 
only way to prevent change is to stop life. Analogical 
change ceases only in a 11dead11 language. 

Richard North: I re~ember that in the King James Version of the 
Bible .£2!! is employed for singular and~ for plural. Does 
the fact that we no longer use kine for the plural of cow in­
dicate the working of analogy? --

Dr. Thompson: It does. An analogical pattern for cow: .S2l!! 
may have existed in .!!Ql!: ~- Moreover, the!. type of 
plural was at the time of this change growing in popularity. 
The~ plural had become the productive pattern. We are not 
leveling plural formations now, except perhaps in a class of 
words such as rooves [•ruwvz] versus roofs [•rufs], and 
lathes [ 1 uedz]~us ~ [11:e8s]. The operation of ana­
logical leveling or pressure toward conformity will occur in 
one area of the language for a time and then in another. 

Bill Downing: Can we tell in advance which part of the language 
is going to be subject to such leveling influence of analogi­
cal change? 
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Dr. Thompson: We cannot know. We only know that analogy oper­
ates in those parts of the language which are out of equi­
librium with the general structure as a whole. At present 
in English considerable leveling appears to be operating in 
the matter of the so-called perfect participles. Note the 
fluctuation in the word proved versus proven. In a high per­
centage of words in English the form of the perfect partici­
ple and the past tense are identical. This situation consti­
tutes a pattern for leveling. At present many speakers em­
ploy proven in adjectival usage and proved in the verb phrase, 
as in the proven fact and l ~ proved ,ti. Compare this with 
with.!!: shaven face and l ~ ~. 

&:m Ferrell: Why is it, if analogy attacks the parts of the 
language that are out of line, that it does not level such 
items as the irregular parts of the verb~ be? It would 
seem that !!!!!, £2, 1§., !ll, ~, and 1:22 would be good objects 
for this analogical change. 

)a:. Thompson: Your reaction is a good one, but it so happens 
that the more frequently employed words of a language resist 
analogical leveling the most. In many languages one finds 
that irregular forms appear chieny among the commonest words 
and phrases of the language. The reason for this is not dif­
ficult to find. Let us presume that one has heard both proved 
and proven, but he has not heard them sufficiently often and 
in enough contexts so as to be sure precisely which one is to 
be used in a particular situation. He is more likely to 
choose the form proved, which fits the predominant pattern 
of formation. If the hearer reacts to the situation at all, 
his reaction will probably be more or less the same as the 
speaker's, for these forms proven and proved are probably 
not too common in his speech and hence the analogical pattern 
of conformity of past tense and "perfect passive participlen 
forms has more opportunity to operate. The speaker is easily 
understood and meets with no derision as to his choice of 
forms. Each time he uses proved in place of proven he meets 
with a similar experience, so continues to use the form re­
presenting the more common pattern. But if on the other hand 
the speaker should say l 1§. ~, having chosen a less fre­
quently employed form, but one which he may have heard from 
some speakers of sub-standard English, he may be somewhat 
misunderstood, and certainly he will not make the most favor­
able impression upon a speaker of standard English. The 
forms of the verb .!21:22 are too common to be objects of doubt. 
One who says l 1!! k:£1.ng may suffer derision or loss of pres­
tige by such an expression. In many circumstances of life 
it is important that a speaker make a favorable impression 
upon those who speak standard English, for these standard­
English speakers are those who more or less carry on the 
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affairs of the English-speaking world. 
social and economic prestige and power. 
such a standard will add to the prestige 
at the same time be a means of obtaining 
advantages. 

They are the ones of 
Hence conformity to 
of the speaker and 
social and economic 

Bill Downing: Does analogy account for the development of some 
new morphological element, such as-~, which I understand 
came from~? 

Dr. Thompson: You are right. The -like in such compounds as 
man-like and woman-like was changed phonetically to the pre­
sent -ll, and it has become a productive affix which we may 
add to many nouns to form adjectives and to many adjectives 
to form adverbs. 

Richard North: But if the -like in man-like changed to -ll, 
how is it that we still have the compound man-like? It does­
n't seem to make sense to say that something changes, when 
it remains the same. 

Dr. Thompson: The fact that we have man-like along with manly 
indicates that a new compound has been formed with the con­
stituents .!!!!!a!! and~- The phonemic modification of ele­
ments of a compound and then the re-formation of a compound 
like the first is not uncommon. The compound ['hu•s-wi•f] 
'house-wife' has become modern hussy. However, another com­
pound with the sarr.e constituents has been made so that we 
have both house-wife and hussy. 

&!!! Ferrell: I should imagine that people might get their ana­
logies twisted at times, even as they do in popular etymolo­
gies. 

Dr. Thompson: That is so, if you mean that the analogical for­
mations are contrary to the historical pattern of derivation. 

Jack Sheridan: You couldn't expect the common run of people to 
know the history of the language. Even the so-called scho­
lars are caught making mistakes in etymology. 

Dr. Thompson: We cannot expect people to follow historical 
principles, but we can expect them to follow analogical prin­
ciples, and they do. People are always re-making a language 
to fit the patterns which they imagine should exist. As an 
example of thi~ one may cite the English forms cherry and 
cherries. These forms come from Old French cherise, borrow­
ed as Middle English cheris. But this.!! ending evidently 
seemed to be a plural, for the speakers formed a new singu-
1~ on the analogy of the.!! plural type, so that we have now 
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cherry singular and cherries plural. This is called a back­
formation. Note a similar situation in the verb burgle de­
rived from the noun burglar. 

filll Downing: But do the speakers of a language actually reason 
out these types of analogies, or is it all quite accidental? 

QI. Thompson: We must never suppose that people apply any 
strict logistic methodology to their linguistic decisions. 
Most analogical formations are made quite unconsciously. 
People "slip" into a pattern without realizing just why they 
have said what they have. For a moment a speaker may have 
forgotten which form he has heard in a particular construc­
tion. But 1n normal speech one does not hesitate long, and 
so a form is produced which is in keeping with what seems to 
fit the general pattern. Perhaps a speaker wishes to use a 
past tense form or dive. He may have the impression that the 
vowel changes somewhat, but he doesn't remember exactly what 
form it is. He shifts then to the regular pattern and says 
diyed. Using this form he will probably meet with an under­
standing response and little if any unfavorable reaction from 
the hearers • 

.=!a.ck Sheridan: But what is the relationship between analogy and 
nuctuations? Let us say that the speaker has heard both 
forms gQE and dived. What is the factor which would induce 
him to say .!!mg rather than 9£!!? 

QI. Thompson: It is convenient to recognize as analogical form­
ation the first occurrence or such an analogical form. From 
then on, if one has heard both forms, the choice or one or 
the other is a matter or nuctuation between forms. 

fill! Downing: But doesn't analog:v Dlay an important role in the 
nuctuation or forms and the ultimate discarding or one or 
the other? 

12£. Thompson: It does. If the speaker has heard both gQE and 
dived, he is very likely to choose g.!Dg because or the pre­
dominance or the regular pattern. In the fluctuation between 
forms we have to recognize the pressure or the pattern which 
innuencea the choice in accordance with the analogical con­
formity. 

A!!!l Ferrell: You have mentioned before the factor or writing 
in a language, and how such writing is or so little signi­
ricance in preserving the rorms or a language. However, it 
seems to me that in the fluctuation between forms, the writ­
ten form would have a good deal of prestige. 
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Qi:. Thompson: Your point is well made. We must emphasize con­
tinually to people that writing does have little effect on 
preserving a language. Witness the fact that we cannot under­
stand Chaucerian English when the Canterbury Tales are read 
with the phonetic values for the letters which were employed 
at that time. However, there is something very true in what 
you say about conventional writing giving prestige to certain 
forms. Spelling pronunciations account for the l being pro­
nounced by some in such words as often, hasten, and fasten. 
The fact that we have a e sound in modern author is the re­
sult of using a digraph th to represent the! of Middle Eng­
lish autor. 

Richard North: But doesn I t the fact of a language I s being writ­
ten contribute a good deal to the vocabulary? 

ID! Downing: What do you mean? 

Richard North: We certainly would not say the !!.&.s, for the 
United States if it were not for the fact of spelling and 
for the 8 Pecial names given to letters of the alphabet. 

~- Thompson: True. Writing does give us new words, but these 
are not very numerous despite such abbreviations as lab for 
laboratory, aud for auditorium, and such so-called letter 
names as §s>cony 11Standard Oil Company of New York," and Wac 
''Women I s Army Corp. n 

Ann Ferrell: It would then seem that writing, instead of sta­
bilizing a language, really produces numerous changes in it. 

!!J:. Thompson; Writing can probably be held accountable for as 
many changes and new forms as preservations of old ones. 

A!!!! Ferrell: Writing surely hasn't prevented words from going 
out of use. Consider how 80 many words employed in the King 
James Bible are completely unlmown today. 

~- Thompson: It is true that some antiquarians and classicists 
take great pleasure and expend considerable effort in revi­
ving old words. But such efforts at resuscitation are usually 
rather futile. This does, however, introduce us to the next 
general problem which we wanted to discuss today, namely, se­
mantic change, or the change in the meaning of words. 

Bill Downing: But are there not semantic changes in other items 
in a language besides words? 

~- Thompson: I am glad that you noticed my mistake, for it 
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would not be correct to give the impression that words alone 
are involved in such changes. Ot course, any lexical or 
grammatical feature may change in its meaning. The changes 
in word order or English are illustrative ot this fact. In 
Old English, as we have had occasion to point out, the rela­
tive order or the subject, object_and verb had little signal­
ling value except as a matter or rhetorical style. The value 
or word order was connotative. Today word order is signifi­
cant in pointing out the subject and the object or the action. 
The fact that the value or the order is now denotative consti­
tutes a semantic change in a grammatical feature • 

.&m Ferrell: But one usually thinks of words when studying se­
mantics. 

Rt• Thompsons Yes, but perhaps we would have a better picture 
or the entire problem it we didn't restrict our viewpoint. 
In the matter or words, however, semantic change is a great 
deal more obvious. For example, we may cite the word prevent 
as used in the King James Version or the New Testament 
(I Thessalonians 4&15). Here one reads that those who are 
living shall not "prevent" those who are asleep. A glllnce 
at the Greek as wall as a consideration or the English con­
text, leads one to realize that "prevent" must mean "go ahead 
or.n Today we do not use "prevent" in the sense or "go ahead 
ot." 

Even such a translation in the Bible as "take no thought for 
the morrow" seems rather strange as a translation or a Greek 
word which normally means •worry.• However, when we read in 
some or the historical sources that Queen Elizabeth died or 
"thought," we then realize that the translation was appro­
priate when it was made, but the word thought has since 
changed in its meaning. 

:!AS!! Sheridan: How can a person classify these changes in the 
most advantageous way? 

Dr. Thompson: The science or semantics has not progressed to 
- the point or being able to classify changes in any very in­

clusive and revealing way. There are, however, the older 
classifications that deal with such factors as "narrowing" 
and "widening" of meaning, metaphors, and s;ynecdoche • 

.!!w Sheridan& Would you give us an illustration of these so 
that we may know what you mean? 

.Qr. Thompsons Gladly. Narrowing of meaning 111 illustrated in 
the change of meaning in the word hound. which now normally 
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designates a particular breed of dog, but in Old En~lish, 
!n!!!g designated any 1dog. 1 The opposite of narrowing is wi­
dening, as illustrated in the change from Middl.e English 
dogge 1a dog of a particular breed,' to Modern English dog. 
A metaphorical change may be illustrated by English chief 
from Latin ~ 1 head. 1 

In metonymy the referents of words are near each other in 
time or space. The Modern English word cheek is derived from 
Old English ceace meaning I jaw. 1 In synecdoche the meanings 
are related as the whole and the part. Modern English town 
is derived from a word meaning 'fence.• The •town' was a 
'fenced' place. In hyperbole a word shirts from a stronger 
to a weaker meaning. English astound is derived through the 
French from Latin lexemes meaning •strike with thunder.• 
Litotes is the opposite from hyperbole. In litotes the mean­
ing shifts from a weaker to a stronger meaning. Modern Eng­
lish ,!g_ll is derived from a stem meaning •to torment.• 

Some words degenerate in meaning. For example, English~ 
originally designated a 1boy 1 or •servant.' There was noun­
favorable connotation involved originally. (Compare with 
German cognate Knabe 'boy, 1 ) On the other hand, the word 
knight has been elevated in meaning, for in Old English, 
cniht designated a 1boy 1 or •servant.• (Compare the German 
cognate Knecht •servant.•) 

Jack Sheridan: But what good is this type of classification 
going to do us in work with descriptive linguistic problems? 
One has to have the history of a word in order to knO'II' what 
has happened, and usually the history is precisely what we do 
not have. 

!!!:• Thompson: It is true that such classifications as these we 
have just noted, do not help the descriptive linguist to any 
great extent. However, such ciassifications do put us on the 
alert for possible relationships between morphemes. For 
example, we will probably want to relate the -~ [e] in sloth 
['sloe], 'lack of industry• to the same [-8] which occurs in 
truth,~, wealth, and width, rather than deriving~ 
'lack of industry' from the~ of the characteristically 
inactive animal called sloth. On the other hand, in the case 
of faith which likewise"'""ancl; with a [e], we would not want 
to relate [e] to the morpheme occurring with truth, growth, 
~, and !!!!!!Ji, for we could not find any morpheme which 
we can relate to !ll- [fey-] as slo- in sloth can be related 
to~-

Am! Ferrell: What types of semantic problems does one actually 



THE CLASS DISCUSSES ANALOGIC-SEMANTIC CHANGE AND BORROWING 155 

encounter in working with some aboriginal language? 

YJ:. Thompson: In general one finds three kinds or semantic dif­
ficulties. These involve borrowed words, figures or speech 
opposite from those which we employ, and absence of lexical 
patterns used in languages f&Jlliliar to us. For example, the 
Aztec Indians of Tetelcingo, Mexico, have borrowed the Span­
ish word .&l.m:.!A, which in Spanish is roughly equivalent to 
English El.2!:I• But for these Aztecs their form .£mil is 
used primarily to designate a drinking party. Figures of 
speech quite opposite to our own are found among the Shulla 
people of the Sudan. For them a 'big heart' indicates self­
ishness and a 'small heart• generosity. The absence of sim­
ilar lexical patterns is very common. Of course, one cannot 
say 'white as snow' in the language of a people who have no 
lmowledge of snow; but such expressions as nit cBJte to pass," 
nheaping coals or fire upon one's head,n and nfell asleep" 
must all be greatly altered in form if they are to make sense 
in some languages. The detailed examination of all such pro­
blems is very complex; we can only deal here with the general 
principles. 

Jack Sheridan: What are these principles? 

RI=• Thompson: First, we must remember that a word is not a 
point or meaning, but rather an area or meaning. Too 1118Jly 
rhetoricians strive for what they call "preciseness" and in 
doing so make arbitrary limitations as to the meaning or cer­
tain words. This is artificial. In defining the meaning of 
a word or of any gremnatical form, we must recognize primarily 
the linguistic situations in which such a word or form occurs. 
This is the linguistic meaning, and for the linguist, this is 
the meaning that is ll!Ost important. In working out the gram­
mar or lexicon or a language, we make it a practice to write 
down on a separate slip each occurrence of a form together 
with its context. Then when we have several slips with this 
morpheme, word, or grammatical feature, we attempt to dis­
cover the col!llron denominator of meaning or such expressions. 
We attribute this meaning to the one formal item which the 
expressions have in common. For the Oxford ictionary mil­
lions of slips were employed, noting the usage of words in 
1118.DY thousands of pages of text. Then the slips for each 
word were classified, and the principal areas of meaning were 
noted. A dictionary should be a description of usage. The 
reason that dictionaries are apparently so conservative and 
at times antiquated is that they base their classifications 
al~ost entirely upon past literary usage. 

~ Sheridan: But what about these areas of meaning? 
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Qt. Thompson: Let us consider a typical illustration of change. 
The word crescent for1r.erly meant 'increasing' or 'growing.' 
In this connection it was used in speaking of the moon in the 
waxing phase, or 'increasing' phase. This stage we may dia-
gram as: 

(A) 

(process) 

However, along the periphery of the area of meaning for 
crescent there arose a marginal meaning indicating a partic­
ular shape, as of the moon in the first or fourth quarter. 
At this stage, the word crescent denoted either an increase 
or a particular shape. The word crescent would then have an 
area of meaning with two centers. This second stage we may 
diagram ass 

(process) (shape) 

In the history or this word, evidently the word crescent was 
used with increasing frequency in a context which involved 
the second meaning of shape. Finally there would be those 
who would hear the word crescent only in situations involving 
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shape. They would be oblivious of the fact that another mean­
ing had existed. For such people, the word crescent may be 
diagrammed as: 

(B) 

(shape) 

This area is entirely different from the foI'lller area (A). 
With this same word there is another development of meaning 
for certain specialized contexts. One may speak of the 
•crescent• as being synonymous with Mohalllllledanism, in such 
an expression as the "conflict between the Crescent and the 
Cross." 

&ID Ferrell& With all your talk about the waves of change, the 
fluctuation between forms, types of phonetic and phonemic 
modifications, reshaping by analogy, and now changes in se­
mantics, it would seem that language is very shifting and un­
stable. And yet in actual experience it seems that language 
is very fixed. How do you reconcile these two impressions? 

121:. Thompson: First, I fear that our authoritarian and old­
school attitudes tend to exaggerate the amount of stability, 
or at least hoped-for stability in the language. On the 
other hand, though each language is constantly in the process 
of changing, it is very difficult for us as speakers of a 
particular language to note the changes which occur in it. 
This situation is somewhat similar to a great river. Actually 
the river is continually reshaping its course by removing 
dirt from one place and depositing it in another, but as we 
sit along the banks it is quite difficult to notice any change. 
Even if we come back to the river after several years we do 
not notice many very radical changes. It resembles the same 
river very closely. On the other hand, the geologist who can 
reconstruct the history of this river may point out that the 
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shape, size, and function of this river may have been quite 
different a few milleniums ago. The man who sits on the 
bluff and looks at a river is not so aware of the constant 
changes in the river's course as one who daily pilots a boat 
up and down it. For him the constant change is apparent. 
The river begins to live and take on personality. So it is 
with language. It is the linguist who sees language in its 
nux and change. 

Richard~: Your explanations do not, however, explain the 
reason why words should come to have wider semantic areas 
than they had originally, or why even more restricted ones. 

Dr. Thompson: My explanations most surely do not explain the 
"why," and they probably never will. In fact, in linguistics 
we give up trying to explain the "why," and try to content 
ourselves with describing the 11 what" of linguistic patterns 
and change. 

A!!D Ferrell: Couldn't the desire for picturesqueness in speech 
or the desire for novelty, perhaps even the poetic quality 
of people, explain this? 

Dr. Thompson: Those qualities you have suggested are no doubt 
factors. They do indicate tendencies, but these are far from 
complete explanations. We shall have to know much more about 
languages than we know now before we can make conclusive gen­
eralizations about such phenomena as semantic change. Never­
theless, it is worthwhile to point out some practical situa­
tions which may underly types of change. 

~ Sheridan: What are they? 

Dr. Thompsons For one thing changes in material culture may 
modify the meanings of words. In one of the old translations 
of the Bible one reads that Jonathan gave his e.rtillety to 
his servant while he carried on conversation with David at 
the time of their historic parting Jonathan's artillery con­
sisted of his bows and arrows, but.modern developments in 
projectiles of war have changed the meaning of the wordy­
tillery. 

At times it has been the functional change in material fea­
tures of our culture which has led to a change in meaning of 
a word. Formerly in English the word which is now fee was 
used to designate live stock. Such live stock were a medium 
of exchange. The functional value of live stock has changed 
in this respect but the word continues to be associated with 
the function of medium of exchange. Frequently our increased 
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knowledge about an item alters the ~eaning or a word. For 
example, the word atom is a borrowing from Greek with the 
meaning or an indivisible unit or matter. Modem scientific 
investigation bas altered completely the original meaning or 
this word. 

In some cases the change in meaning or a word has resulted 
from what may be called an accidental functional association. 
When English-speaking people formerly counted their~, 
they were counting their 'prayers,' for~ meant 'prayer.• 
{Compare the German cognate~ •to pray.•) However• as 
men prayed they counted the prayers with little perforated 
balls. The word~ came to be a designation for the little 
perforated balls rather than for the prayers. Former English 
bedes becair.e Modem English beads. 

fil.J,l Downing: Does one ever find a change in meaning fl-om a 
so-called proper noun to a common noun? For exair.ple, we may 
say he ll A veritable Shakespeare. Such a word as~­
pears might eventually come to denote a poet, and not the 
original dramatist. 

~. Thompsons You have hit on a good principle and one which 
does operate. This has happened in the case of the German 
word Kaiser and the Russian ~. Both or these words are 
derived from Latin~ which was a proper name, but later 
became synonymous with 'emperor.• 

Richard ~I I should think that concrete words would often 
become abstract and vice-versa. 

RI• Thompsons They do. The word eliminate is derived from 
Latin eliminare •to put out or the house.• This is the case 
of a concrete word developing an abstract meaning. Or the 
process may be reversed. Note the word liquidate which was 
used so much during World War II in the sense or 'kill.' The 
change is not complete, but the choice or this word as a 
euphemism has resulted in the word's having quite an extended 
area of meaning. 

Am! Ferrell: But what about using a part or an expression for 
the entire meaning? I am always being embarrassed in using 
the word engaged. Evidently engaged has been used so o:rten 
without the added expression~~ married, that if one speaks 
of a person as engaged without designating the particular 
activity, then ·it is assumed that one means 'betrothed.' 

Rt• Thompson: You have noticed a very co1111110n process in the 
modification or the meaning or words. This process is often 
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called I shortening. 1 Some prefer, however, to call it I el­
lipsis.' It means that a part of the original expression 
stands for the whole, or signals the same as the entire ex­
pression. We speak or .s2I!l in the United States, meaning 
what was formerly designated as l!!.!!1A!! ~- Corn has been 
used in place or the two-word phrase and with the SBJlle mean­
ing or the word~- Such a change or meaning sometimes re­
sults in strange descriptions by uninformed preachers as they 
speak of the disciples of Jesus "plucking the ears of corn" 
on the Sabbath. 

Richard ~: But is this word ~ meaning I grain I the same 
word as the corn on one's foot? I always supposed that the 
~ on one's foot was a seed or grain, but perhaps I am 
wrong. Semantic changes are ao complicated and tricky. 

!2J:. Thompson: In this case you are wrong. The word corn, which 
designates those troublesome and painf'ul. growths on one's 
feet, comes by way of French from the Latin word cornu, hav­
ing the meaning of 'horn' or 'hoot.• Yesterday's discussion 
about the changes in consonants between the Germanic languages 
and the rest or the Indo-European languages, should give )"C?U 
some clue to this. You will remember we pointed out that [g] 
in Latin normally corresponds to [k] in English. This re­
lates Latin &llmY!! 1 grain I and English .Mt!!• Also Latin [k] 
normally corresponds to English [h]. In this pattern of cor­
respondence we find Latin cornu and English horn. 

~ Ferrells All this seems entirely too complicated for me. 
There are so many patterns and so many conditioning features. 
I don't see how you expect us to keep all these changes 
straight. 

~. Thompson: I am not expecting you to. After all, the course 
which you are taking deals primarily with descriptive lin­
guistics, not with historical and comparative linguistics. 
But you should have something of an understanding of the 
background for the work which you are now doing; and you 
should realize that in the sBJ11e way as you are finding pat­
terns in the descriptive analysis of languages so there are 
patterns in the historical and comparative analyses of lan­
guages. We must become pattern-conscious if we are to deal 
properly with any phase of language • 

.A!ID Ferrell: But will you point out a practical, descriptive 
application of some of this material? How can we use it? 

Qt. Thompson: You are quite utilitarian, aren't you? But let 
us consider the word disease as an example which will show 



THE CLASS DISCUSSES ANALOGIC-SEMANTIC CHANGE AND BORROWING 161 

us a descriptive problem and at the same time point out one 
of the ways in which semantic change is hastened. This is by 
phonetic changes which tend to obscure the constituents. The 
historica1 constituents of the word disease are dis- meaning 
'not' and~• 

,Am! Ferrell: I have never thought of that derivation. 

~. Thompson: Probably most people haven't. The feature which 
has obscured the constituents is the modification of the s 
ins!!!-• It has been voiced media1ly in an accentual pattern 
conforming to Verner's phenomenon and the second syllable be­
gins with the fina1 sibilant of the s!!.- [diz-J. Thie is not 
the usua1 pattern for this prefix. Note the word~ 
[ dis.J arm]. In this word the sibilant is voiceless and the 
syllabic break occurs norma1ly after the [s]. These facts 
are important matters in a descriptive ana1ysis. 

~ Sheridanl In speaking of the semantic changes that have 
occurred you have mentioned borrowed words severa1 times. 
How important is borrowing in this connection? 

~- Thompson: Quite important, indeed. But it is convenient 
to distinguish two principa1 types with a subdivision of the 
first. The first principal type we may consider as the bor­
rowing from one foreign language b1 another. This may in 
turn be divided into two types, (l} when the two languages 
represent different socia1, economic, and politica1 units 
and (2) when the two languages are spoken by those within 
the same socia1, economic, and politica1 unit. The first of 
these types bas been usua1ly called "cultura1 borrowing" 
while the second type has been termed "intimate borrowing." 
The second principal type of borrowing is between dialects 
of the same language. This is ca1led "dialect borrowing." 
The principal factors in this last type of borrowing were 
considered in our previous class discussion. 

~ Sheridan: Why do you distinguish between the two sub-types 
of the first type of borrowing? I should think that the sec­
ond would only be the intensification of the other. 

la:• Thompson: To a great extent you are right. The differences 
are, however, sufficiently significant to make it worthwhile 
to distinguish between them. For example, the words which 
English has borrowed from Spanish, such as vamoose.~' 
pueblo, arroyo, chili .£Q!l carne, tamale, and fritos, are much 
more limited in scope and type than those which the Chatino 
Indians in Mexico have borrowed from the Spanish, the lan­
guage of the ruling class. Chatino words from Spanish include 
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borrowings such as ahora I now, 1 amigo I f'riend, 1 ~ 1 rice, 1 

az6car I sugar, 1 .£1.12!! 1box, 1 Dios 1God, 1 escalera I stairs, 1 

escuela 1ecbool, 1 favor 'favor,' gente 'people,' l!piz 'pen­
cil,' leer 'read,' machete 'large knif'e,' maestro 'teacher,' 
m!guina 'machine, 1 mil 'thousand, 1 IIIU]_a 1111W.e, 1 bestia 'beast, 1 

ll!ll2 'dollar (in l.lexican money},' gueso I cheese, 1 remedio I rem­
edy, 1 .!!.fil!!!l!l!! 'week, 1 domingo 'Sunday, 1 manzana 'apple, 1 

bgeles 'angels, 1 clavo 'nail, 1 !!!ll:2 'book, 1 mesa 'table, 1 

palabra 'word,' vaca 1cow, 1 .!!!§2 'glass,' and ventana 'win­
dow.' 

fill! Downing, Is there any limit to the kinds of' words which 
are borrowed? 

~. Thompson: Practically none. Words are employed as symbols 
for every part of culture. When cultural elements are bor­
rowed from one culture by another, the words for such cul­
tural features of'ten accompany the feature. Also, when a 
cultural feature of one society is like that or another, the 
word or a foreign language may be used to designate this 
f'eature in the borrowing society. In English we have bor­
rowed a material culture word rouge from French, a social 
culture word republic from Latin, and a religious culture 
word baptize from Greek • 

.film Ferrell: But no one knows these words are borrowed, except 
those who study languages. 

QI. Thompson: That is right. Such words become completely ab­
sorbed into the system, 80 that they are not recognized by 
speakers of' the language as foreign. Few people realize that 
™ is borrowed from French, that thug comes from Hindu­
stani, and that tomato is 01' Aztec origin. 

Bill Downing: Can't you account for this by the fact that such 
words are made to conform to the phonological pattern of the 
borrowing language? 

QI. Thompson: That is largely the case. We almost always make 
such phonological adaptations in borrowed words. An Aztec 
would never recognize in our pronunciation or chocolate his 
word [cokolatl]. 

&m Ferrell: I should think that sometimes the borrowing lan­
guage would be changed in its phonological patterns. 

Qt. Thompson: That does happen. In the English of the south­
west United States a great many s~akers pronounce~ 
[ 1pweblow] rather than [pyuw'eblow], which conforms to the 
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rhonological pattern of English. In the pronunciation 
1p'lt'eblow] there is introduced an initial consonant cluster 
pw] which is not regular in general American speech. Note 

also the word tse-tse which is pronounced by many people as 
[•tsetse], thus introducing an initial [ts] cluster which 
otherwise does not occur in English. 

Bill Downing, I should"think that spelling pronunciations would 
be very common in such borrowed words, for so often one never 
hears such a foreign word pronounced. It is only in writing 
that one has a chance to become acquainted with it. 

Dr. Thompson: Your observation is very correct. Our pronuncia-
- tion of Mexico as [•meksikow] is a spelling pronunciation. 

The~ represents a velar voiceless continuant in the native 
pronunciation. This would be more closely rendered in Eng­
lish bf an [h]. But the fact that we normally pronounce~ 
as [ksJ has resulted in our present usage. 

Richard ~: Would not popular etymology disguise borrowed 
words which had strange elements? 

12J;:. Thompson: This has happened many times, as we have pointed 
out before in such words as cre.Yfish and gooseberry. When 
American tourists hear the name or the village Tamazunchale 
in Mexico, they very often think that this is actually 
Thomas•~ Charlie, and proceed to call it such. 

~ Downing: Evidently, words are the ~ost common items which 
are borrowed from one language to another, but are bound 
forms ever borrowed? 

Dr. Thompson: They are. It probably happens that first a set 
of words is borrowed with such a bound form, and then this 
bound form becomes a pattern in its own right and may ad­
vance by process of analogy. In English we have the bound 
suffix -able from Latin by way of French, and also the -.E: 
agentive suffix from Latin -arius, also by way or French. 

~ Sheridan: But what about borrowing the idea or a word ra­
ther than the word? When we talk about life-science instead 
of biology. isn't that a type or borrowing the meaning of the 
Greek derivative, but not the actual morphemes? 

QI. Thompson: Yes. This type of borrowing is rather extensive, 
particularly in scientific vocabulary. 

filll Downing: Are not trade languages examples or an extreme 
amount or borrowing? 
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12,[. Thompson& They surely are. Trade languages are one of the 
most interesting types of linguistic phenomena that one can 
study. The vocabulary often comes from several sources, 
though in most instances the vocabulary is of one principal 
source, as in the case of Pidgin English in the South Pacific. 
(The word~ comes from English business.) The morphology 
is usually at a minin:wn. This is true with Pidgin English and 
also with such a trade language as Commercial Kikongo spoken 
in the Belgian Congo. In ttis latter language many of the 
verb forms are reduced to infinitives. Words in such a ~ 
~ are often adapted to the phonological pattern of the 
"lower" language. 

But these features of language are entirely too complex to 
consider at this time. I trust, however, that we may have 
at least touched on some of the vital factors which make the 
study of language so important to the knowledge of ican and 
his problems. 
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TABLE OF PHLNETIC SYMBOLS 

The phonetic symbols employed in this book follow in general 
the alphabet of the International Phonetic Association,with cer­
tain modifications comir.only in use among Americanists. For each 
language the symbols are used consistently within the particular 
phonemic system, but there is considerable flexibility of usage 
as between different languages. The following list with accom­
panying words in English and other European languages provides 
a means of identifying at least the general type of sound de­
noted: 

[a] I?!2:t [•pat] 

[e] w ['pEBt] 

[a] but [ 1bat] 

[b) 12!,g [ 1big] 

[e] like [v], but made with both lips rather than the 
lower lip against the upper teeth, as in English. 

[~] chin [•~in] 

[,J the sequence [ts] having the value of a single phoneme. 

[d] den ['den] 

[a] then (•jen] 

[e] ~ ['bet], also used with a value si~ilar to French 
! in eta 'summer.• (The English vocalic 
in 'ai[ is phonemically symbolized as 
[ey , 1geyt].) 

[r] fit ['fit] 

glow [ 1 glow] 

[g] 

similar to English (g], but pronounced far back in the 
mouth. 

Spanish~ [ma'ge] 'century plant.• 
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[b) ~ ['haw] 

[i] ill [ 1bit], also used with a value similar to French 
i in Jl 1he. 1 (The English vocalic in 
!eat is phonemically symbolized as [iy], 

1biyt).) 

[i] Turkish [klz] 1girl 1 

[J] .1YW [•)'a)'] 

[k] kill [ 1kil] 

[~) similar to English [k], but pronounced far back in 
the mouth. 

[m] !!1ll [ 1mey] 

[n] ~ [ 1nat] 

[~] sing [ 1 si~] 

[nJ 

[o] 

Spanish senor [se 1nor] 

Spanish .ru2 [no], (The English .ru2 is written phonem­
ically as [now].) 

[:i] .!!.e [ 1so] 

[p] m.n ['pin] 

(p] like English [f], but pronounced with both lips. 

[r] ~ [•red] 

[s] .!!ll [ 1siy] 

[9] pronounced with the tip of the tongue turned back 
toward the hard palate. 

[5] ship [ 1nip] 

[t] taught ['tot] 

[e] .!Jl1n [ 18in] 

[u] ~ [ 1put], also used with a value similar to u in 
Spanish .!!l!!:.2 1hard. 1 (The English-vo­
calic in [ot is phonemically symbolized 
as [uw], 1buwt].) 
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[v] m ['vim] 

[w] ID [ •wet] 

(x] Gerrr.an Gh [ 1 ax] 

(yJ m [•yet] 

[z] m (zip] 

[!] rouge [ 1ruw!] 

as in the English exclamation of surprise "Oh-ohl" 
[ 1ow?ow]. 

marks the onset of primary stress. 

or [ 1] marks the onset of secondary stress. 

indicates that the preceding sound is long. 
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['] 

("] 

(·] 

(#] marks a zero feature (a significant absence of some 
formal feature). 

An asterisk(•) marks a hypothetical form. 
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