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EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION

DWARD SAPIR was one of those rare men among scientists and
E scholars who are spoken of by their colleagues in terms of genius.

The papers selected for this volume give only part of the reason
for that judgment, for there was an uncommon quality of the man
himself which attracted and stimulated—inspired may not be too
strong a word—many of those who knew him.

His talents were manifest in many fields, in none more brilliantly
and effectively than in linguistics. He had a truly phenomenal knowl-
edge of languages; linguists have commented that his command of the
facts, of specific linguistic phenomena, was unsurpassed among linguis-
tic scientists. Sapir began his linguistic studies in the field of Germanics
while he was still an undergraduate. Early in his graduate work he
undertook the recording and analysis of an American Indian language,
Takelma, and throughout his professional career he carried on inten-
sive work within the various families of American Indian languages.
When a speaker of the West African language Jabo (Gweabo) was
found working in a Chicago bowling alley, Sapir availed himself of the
opportunity to extend his linguistic knowledge of the African field. In
later years, his interests turned again to problems in the Indo-European
group and he found time to continue work on languages of the Sinitic
and Semitic stocks as well.

In all his work on these diverse tongues, Sapir showed a sure grasp
of the basic form and the interlocking elements of the structure of each
language. The Sanskrit scholar, Franklin Edgerton, has put it thus:
“He seemed able to meet every one of us on our own grounds, to see the
minutiae of many provinces as with a magnifying glass, and at the
same time effortlessly to survey the whole terrain.””* And his ability to
view the whole scope of language extended beyond the sheerly formal
aspects of speech. Formal linguistic descriptions and analyses were,
for Sapir, only the beginning of the linguist’s task. For he understood

! The references in this introduction, except where otherwise noted, are to
obituary notices written by the following authors and listed in order of reference:
Franklin Edgerton in Year Book of the American Philosophical Society (1939),
pp. 460—464; Franz Boas in International Journal of American Linguistics, 10: 58—
63; Morris Swadesh in Language, 15 (1940) : 132-135; Ruth Benedict in American
Anthropologist, 41 (1939): 465-477; Diamond Jenness in Transactions of the Royal
Society of Canada, 33 (1939): 151-153; E. A. Hooton in Proceedings of the American
Academy of Arts and Sciences, 74: 157-159; Leslie Spier in Science, 89 (1939):

237-238; Louis Hjelmslev in Acta Linguistica, 1 (1939), 76-77; Leslie Spier in Man,
39 (1939): 92-93.
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linguistics as a social science, and every language as one aspect of a
whole culture. In his writing and teaching he stressed the importance of
dealing with the phenomena of language in the culture context, of
studying speech in its social setting.

Sapir’s field work among American Indian tribes was done primarily
to collect data for linguistic study, but it also furnished material for
papers which dealt with the tribal cultures. In ethnology as in linguis-
tics, Sapir had a way of illuminating an array of factual data with
felicitous theoretical insights. Some of his earlier writings in American
Indian ethnology, particularly the Time Perspective in  Aboriginal
American Culture, have become classics in that they are read by most
students professionally interested in anthropology.

As he developed his thinking concerning the processes of culture
growth, Sapir came increasingly to deal with fundamental problems of
culture theory. In a number of the papers written in his mature years,
his insight into cultures generally is brought to bear on the problems
of our culture. His examining of the outer facets and inner forces of
contemporary life was accompanied by two developing interests: one
had to do with semantics, particularly the semantics of English; the
other, with the interplay between culture and personality. His writings
in the latter field especially have had important influence,

The same sensitivity to nuances of language and custom, the same
feeling for form which made Sapir so gifted a scholar, enabled him to
write poetry. The extensive list of his published poems which appears
at the end of this volume is but one indication of Sapir as an artist,
for his aesthetic gifts shone through all his writing and his teaching.
A linguist once remarked that, for him, Sapir’s analysis of the Navaho
word for corn was an artistic masterpiece. And in less recondite fields
as well, Sapir’s works have savored of aesthetic as well as intellectual
accomplishments.

At one period, mainly during his years at Ottawa, he was a frequent
contributor of musical and literary criticism to such journals as The
Dial, The Nation, and The Musical Quarterly. An able pianist himself,
and one who had tried his hand at musical composition, he was able to
write about a work of music with an understanding which encompassed
the variant meanings for composer, for performer, and for listener.

His literary criticism is marked by a rare depth and discernment.
His acumen clove clean to the heart of a piece of writing, nor would he
be distracted by new phrasings or unfamiliar trappings. Thus he was
one of the first to herald the influence which the poetry of Gerald
Manley Hopkins was to have. His critiques of scientific writing are
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no less keen, and are equally appreciative of fresh approaches. Sapir’s
reviews of some of the early psychoanalytic writings may still serve to
sum up the anthropologist’s appraisal of the Freudian concepts.

His own scientific contributions, in every field of his endeavor, are
marked by a freshness and an originality that bespeak the intellectual
vigor and intuition that he possessed. And he was capable of document-
ing his intuitive insights with a broad control of factual data. Not all
were so documented, for the flashes of his vision sometimes extended
beyond the frontiers of fully controlled data. Hence some of his writing
is programmatic and pioneering rather than definitive. But always,
even in his slighter papers, there is cognizance of basic form and funda-
mental meanings, and not infrequently a reader has felt that Sapir has
opened whole new vistas of knowledge for him.

It may be too soon to assess the real impress of Sapir’s work on the
course of linguistics and anthropology, but a number of his fellow schol-
ars have attested the influence of his ideas. Just two such comments
may be cited. One is by his teacher, Franz Boas, who noted that the
strictures of the phonetic method and the general adoption of phonemic
principles in the study of primitive languages are largely due to him.
And treating of another field, Clyde Kluckhohn says that the tough
msights which Sapir drew from psychiatry not only forced a basic
reconstruction of anthropological postulates but led to new types of
specifically pointed field work.? Not a few of his colleagues and stu-
dents are still following through the research leads which Sapir first
indicated to them.

Sapir was born in Lauenburg, Germany, on January 26, 1884. When
he was five years old his parents migrated to the United States, where
his father, Jacob Sapir, carried on his profession of cantor. Edward
Sapir’s abilities found early recognition, for he won scholarships at
Horace Mann School and then a four-year Pulitzer fellowship to Colum-
bia College, where he was graduated in 1904. He went on to do gradute
work at Columbia and took a Master’s degree in Germanics. About this
time he came to know Franz Boas and, as Morris Swadesh has written,
came away from a conference with Boas impressed that he had every-
thing to learn about language. For every generalization he had before
believed was certain and exceptionless, Boas could summon indubitable
contrary examples from American Indian languages he knew. Sapir was
stirred by the prospect of studying living languages through the record-
ing and analysis of the dialects of native speakers. Hence at the end of

*In One Hundred Years of American Psychiatry, J. K. Hall, gen. ed. (New
York, 1944}, p. 601,



viil Introduction

his first year of graduate work he went to the state of Washington to
study the language of the Wishram Indians. In the following year he
journeyed to Oregon to work on the Takelma language, the grammar of
which he presented as his doctoral dissertation. His first papers, pub-
lished while he was in his early twenties, are no apprentice fumblings,
but models of clarity and keen analysis.

For a year, 1907-1908, he was research associate in the Department of
Anthropology at the University of California, and worked on the lan-
guage of the Yana Indians. His stay in Berkeley remained a favorite
memory, a period of concentrated achievement and pleasant associa-
tions. He then went to the University of Pennsylvania for two years,
first as fellow and then as instructor. In 1909 he was awarded the
Ph.D. by Columbia. The Museum of the University of Pennsylvania
sponsored his field trips to the Ute Indians, and arranged to have a
Paiute student, Tony Tillohash, from the Indian school at Carlisle,
work with Sapir in Philadelphia as linguistic informant, Although the
Paiute materials did not receive full publication until 1930, papers
based on them appeared earlier and formed significant advances in
the comparative American Indian linguistics.

In 1910 he went to Ottawa as chief of the newly created Division of
Anthropology in the Geological Survey of the Canadian National
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Museum. In the same year he married Florence Delson, and his three
children of this marriage, Michael, Helen, and Philip, were born in
Ottawa. Sapir’s fifteen years in Canada were somewhat dulled by iso-
lation from the men of science and scholarship with whom he had most
in common, but they did provide ample opportunity for field work with
Indian tribes. It was during this period that he did his major work with
the Nootka of Vancouver Island; he began his long study of the Atha-
pascan languages with the Sarcee of Alberta; Tlingit, Kutchin, and
Ingalik were some of the other languages of the Indians of Canada
that he recorded. In addition to his intensive work with Canadian
Indians, he found energy for several diverse projects. With the secretary
of the Chinese legation in Ottawa he worked out a study of Chinese
humor and folklore. He translated and transcribed many French-
Canadian folk songs, some of which were published in a volume with
the collaboration of Marius Barbeau. He gave a course on English
literature before a local Ottawa society. Music and literature were his
chief relaxation; the greater part of his poetry and musical studies was
done during this period.

When a call to the University of Chicago came in 1925, he was glad
to accept. His wife had died shortly before, after a long illness, and he
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had become restless in Ottawa. And the post at Chicago at last gave
ample scope for the exercise of his talents. Ruth Benedict has written
that the position at Chicago was one he was uniquely qualified to
adorn. He attracted graduate students in linguistics whom he could
train in the rigorous methods he had developed. And students in ethnol-
ogy were drawn to him as well. His field work was continued with trips
to the Hupa and Navaho. He was in great demand to speak to groups
of all kinds outside the university. Within two years of his arrival he
was promoted to the rank of Professor of Anthropology and General
Linguistics. Honors and recognition came in quick succession, and it
has been said that at this period Sapir was easily one of the most in-
fluential figures in American anthropology.

Sapir’s six years at Chicago were happy ones. He married Jean
McClenaghan in 1926 and their first son, Paul, was born there. Their
second son, David, was born in New Haven, where Sapir had accepted
a Sterling Professorship in Anthropology and Linguistics at Yale.

The call to Yale in 1931 was a most attractive one. The terms of the
appointment were so favorable that Sapir was able at once to set up
one of the great centers of anthropological and linguistic work in the

country. In 1932-1933 he gathered a unique seminar of foreign students
holding scholarshins from the Rockefeller Foundation to studv the
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impact of culture on personality.

His years at Yale were strenuous ones. Administrative duties and
scientific responsibilities made demands on him while his adventurous
mind was ranging ever farther into new fields and deeper into those
with which he was long familiar. A series of heart attacks in 1937 and
1938 brought him under a doctor’s regimen of quiet and a slower pace,
but his intellectual enthusiasms would not be contained by the restraint
which his physical condition demanded. He died of the ailment on
February 4, 1939.

It is no difficult task to give the measure of the man in terms of his
official honors. His position at Yale, the honorary Doctor of Science
degree which Columbia University awarded him in 1929, his member-
ship in the National Academy of Sciences, his election to the office of
president of the American Anthropological Association and of the
Linguistic Society of America—these and his other titles bear witness
that high academic distinctions were bestowed on Edward Sapir.

It is more difficult to indicate what Sapir meant to those who knew
him and were his students. Listening to him could be a lucid adventure
in the field of ideas; one came forth exhilarated, more than oneself.
Diamond Jenness, Sapir’s successor at Ottawa, relates how he once
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saw Sapir enter a hall filled with tumultuous children, *. .. and with
only three scraps of paper, one white, one yellow, one black, hold them
spellbound for an hour while he discoursed, simply and clearly as only
a great scholar can, on human races and their differences.”

With his contemporaries, as Earnest Hooton has noted, he tended to
be shy. But as soon as he felt the social atmosphere to be congenial he
unfolded all his unusual personal charm and became a most brilliant
and fascinating companion.

His students found in Sapir a sympathetic mentor and the kindliest
of men., With him they could stand high and see the subjects of their
study from the panoramic view and in an integrated, synthesizing
manner. For their particular scientific problems, he was ever willing
to give generously of his guidance. If one of us was able to present a
striking new idea or fresh and valid evidence to revise an old concept,
he was always ready, even eager, to take it up and carry it forward.
He had no vested intellectual interests.

Sapir had a staunch belief in human rights which led him to resent
oppression and discrimination wherever they occurred. His attitude
was not only the observant and analytic one of the anthropologist
whose training admits him to a place in the press box of the human
arena; for, in his latter years especially, he felt that a place at the ob-
servation post does not exclude one from a share in the action on the
field. He became increasingly interested in Jewish affairs, lending his
support to the Yiddish Scientific Institute and participating in the
program of the Conference for Jewish Relations.

In conversation he would occasionally tell how profoundly Judaism
had affected his life. During childhood he had rebelled against it. The
interminable regulations, the blinding restrictions of orthodoxy seemed
unnecessary, intolerable. But as he grew older he came more and more
to appreciate the grand plan that lay beneath the irksome details.
Toward the end of his life he turned to the ethnological and linguistic
study of the Talmud, and in it he found both the delight of the pursuit
of scholarship and invigoration of spirit.

Only small bits of his extensive studies in Semitics were ever pub-
lished. Indeed, the swift inclosing of his illness and death deprived
science and scholarship of the results of a number of studies which he
had carried far along. Among his papers there was left a large collec-
tion of notes on Tocharian, an Indo-European language once spoken in
central Asia. Jenness notes that for many years Sapir had collected
materials for a study which might indicate a possible relationship
between ancient Sinitic forms and old forms of the American Indian
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Janguages which he grouped under the name Na-Dene. A magnificent
collection of ethnological materials concerning the Nootka, Yana, and
Hupa is mentioned by Leslie Spier. One of Sapir’s major projects left
uncompleted was a book which had been tentatively titled The Psy-
chology of Culture, an outline for which had been submitted to his
publisher. It is fortunate that some of Sapir’s associates have worked
with and published parts of his notes, as Harry Hoijer has done with
the Navaho linguistic materials, Morris Swadesh with the Nootka
texts, and Leslie Spier with the Yana ethnological observations. Still
more are to be utilized for further publications.

For all the mass of unpublished studies which Sapir left, the list of
his publications is no inconsiderable one. But it is, with a single ex-
ception, in the form of monographs and articles. His one general book,
Language, was published in 1921, and Jenness tells that it was dictated
in the space of two months from a few hastily jotted notes. In after
years Sapir would comment that if he were to do it over, the book
would contain new ideas and some of its concepts would be revised and
presented in quite a different way. Such, in fact, was Sapir’s attitude
toward all his work. As his thinking developed, and new information or
new principles required the revision of some of his earlier postulates,
he saw no reason why his earlier efforts should not be modified to at-
tune with advances in knowledge. Nonetheless the book remains a
notable contribution to linguistic science. Thus the Danish linguist
Louis Hjelmslev has written that, when he first read the work, it was to
him a revelation and a confirmation of his own vague anticipations of
establishing a comparative general linguistics that would supersede
the previous kind of approach.

The present volume is intended to present, in accessible form, those
of Sapir’s writings which carry the gist of his thought. No passages
from Language have been included since that book is more readily
available than are most of the sources in which the journal articles
originally appeared. The phonetic orthography of the linguistic papers
has been reproduced as it appeared in the original version of each ar-
ticle. The editor is most grateful to the many colleagues and former
students of Edward Sapir who were consulted and who aided in the
selection of these papers, but the responsibility for the selection is the
editor’s alone. Special thanks are due to Mrs. Jean Sapir, who gave the
editor full leeway in the preparation of this volume, and to Philip Sapir,
who aided in many ways. The general bibliography was originally
prepared by Leslie Spier, and the poetry bibliography was compiled
by Philip Sapir; both have been slightly revised and brought up to
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date by Mrs. Mary Anne Whipple, who also has been most helpful in
the preparation of the manuseript.

On the opening page of each article and excerpt included in this
volume there is notation of the original publisher of the piece. All
appear with the permission of the original publishers; our thanks are
extended to these publishers for their permissions.

A few months before Sapir’s death, plans were made by his students
to present him a volume of studies written in his honor. Knowing that
he was seriously ill, the group decided to tell him of the plans. He re-
sponded with characteristic modesty, disclaiming any right to special
honor, but expressing his pleasure and the pride he felt in his students.
The volume appeared in 1941 under the title of Language, Culture, and
Personality: Essays in Memory of Edward Sapir, and was edited by
Leslie Spier, A. Irving Hallowell, and Stanley S. Newman. Those
essays are an indication of the continuing vitality of Sapir’s influence.
An eminent psychiatrist once remarked that Sapir was an intoxicating
man. That he was. And the stimulus of his life and work will continue
to enliven many of his students and associates for a long time to come.

Leslie Spier has aptly noted that no life can be long enough to ac-

complish the program Sapir set for himself, but we can only regret
+hat hic nraved an hnriaf Vn+ 'Fn-n all tha 11mmtimelv and +tn hic saroar

viiCb U 2L1D IJJ. LY LA DU rliAvl, ull ULl u..u. uviLriivliy Vil VU Lo wail Ul

Edward Sapir made much of his times, his talents, his opportunities;
so much, indeed, that many will subscribe to Earnest Hooton’s charae-
terization of Sapir as one whose rare fineness of personality and breadth
and depth of understanding shed luster upon the very title “anthro-
pologist.”

Davip G. MANDELBATM
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Part One
LANGUAGE



THE NATURE OF LANGUAGE
EDITOR’S PREFACE

HE PAPER which opens this seclion on the nature of language was

l written as an article for the Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences.

Its scope encompasses the whole field of language, as did Sapir's
earlier book Language, although the article is necessarily much more con-
ctse and tautly written. The basic contributions of the book, such as the
concept of linguistic drift and the outline for a structural classification
of languages, are tncluded. But this article also deals with some of the ideas
and tnterests which Sapir had developed in the twelve years between the
publication of the book in 1921 and the appearance of the encyclopedia
article in 1933. Thus there is use of the term ‘“phoneme” in the discussion
of speech sounds, there is consideration of the psychological aspects of lan-
guage, and there is concern with the matter of an international language.

Two papers which have coniributed significantly lo the development of
the phonemic approach in linguistics follow next, “Sound Patlerns in
Language’ (1925) and “The Psychological Realily of Phonemes” (1933).
Both stress the importance of a configurational or field approach to under-
standing the elements of language, and underscore the fallacy of purely
mechanistic or atomastic analyses of linguistic phenomena. The first
paragraph of the former paper states that the author’s purpose is ‘‘to
tndicate that the sounds and sound processes of speech cannot properly be
understood tn such stmple, mechanical terms.”’ And the same paper
ends with the note that the discusston is an tllusiration of the necessity of
“getting behind the sense data of any type of expression in order to grasp
the intuttively felt and communicated forms which alone give significance
o such expression.”

The latter, and later, of these two papers stmilarly begins with the theme
that no entity tn human experience can be defined adequalely as the me-
chanical sum or product of its phystcal properties. Sapir’s demonstration
in this paper utilizes examples from the phonemic systems of Southern
Pazute, Sarcee, Nootka, and English. This article was first published in a
French translation; the present version ts from Sapir’s original manu-
script.

The next paper, “A Study in Phonetic Symbolism” (1929), also deals
with the sounds of speech, but does so by means of experiment, and indi-
cales the ‘“‘lendency of symbolisms to constellate in accordance with an
unconscious or intuttive logic which is not necessarily based on experience

{3]



4 Writings of Edward Sapir

with the sttmult in their normal, functional aspect.” For all his rejection
of conventional behaviortsm, Saptr was able to use experimenial methods
to advanltage. Although, tn Sapir’s published work, this is almost the sole
example of his tnlerest in this type of linguistic experiment, in his courses
on the psychology of language he conlinued to ulilize experimental tech-
niques.

The more usual, historical, approach to the data of language is exempli-
fied in the 1931 paper on the concept of phonetic law. Using case materials
from Indo-European, Algonkian, and Athapascan, Sapir demonsirales
the regularity of change within a language af a particular period of its
development and the consistency and conservalism of these patferned regu-
larities within the languages of a single stock. This phenomenon had long
been noled and tts operations formulated by the philologists, especially by
those working with Indo-European languages. Sapir’s noteworthy article,
“Philology,” published in 1926 in one of the supplementary volumes of
the thirteenth edition of the Encyclopedia Britannica, 7s not included in
the present collection, but may be referred to for an amplification of many
of the poinis made tn this article on phonetic law. Bloomfield and Sapir
were among those who broadened the use of the concept by applying it to

the languages of nonliterate peoples and deepened ils implications by using
2t wthin a rofprpfnf'p 'f'rnmp which ineludes all fnhnqoa and funclions of
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language.

The brief paper “Dialect” (1931) is also mainly in the historical vein.
And, as in much of Sapir’s work, the formal and historical considerations
are related to the symbolic and soctal-psychological aspects of the problem.

The relations of language to other phases of human life are dealt with
tn the earliest paper included wn this section, ‘“‘Language and Environ-
ment” (1912). Many of the points made in 1t have now become part of the
common parlance of anthropology and linguistics, e.g., the reflection of
the interests of a culture wn the vocabulary of is language, but it was here
and tn other of his papers that many of the observations now generally
accepted were first made and documented. As Sapir said of an argument
made by the erghleenth-century linguist Herder: “This to us ts very axio-
matic, but we should not forget that tt was necessary for Herder to demon-
strate 1. The paper on Herder’s Ursprung der Sprache, published in
1907 and one of the very first of Sapir’'s writings, confains yei another
passage that 1s not tnapplicable to Saprr himself, in which he makes note
of the “great service Herder accomplished in merely shifting the point of
view. That alone was of tnestimable service.”

The encyclopedia article “Communication” (1931) is one evidence of
the manner tn which Sapir contributed to a broadening of the perspective

!
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of linguistics. It has to do principally with the relation between language
and society, with the functions of speech as societal bond. The concluding
sentence of this paper touches upon a problem to which Sapir devoted
constderable attention for a time. He wriles: “In the long run it seems al-
most unavoidable that the civilized world will adopt some one language of
intercommunication, say English or Esperanto, which can be set aside
for denotive purposes pure and stmple.”

The criteria for an effictent and satisfactory iniernational language
are set forth in “The Function of an Inlernational Auxiliary Language’”
(1931). Thas paper received especially wide attention since it was reprinted
as part of a booklet entitled International Communication: A Sym-
posium on the Language Problem (1931). To this article Professor C.
K. Ogden wrote a rejoinder, ‘“‘Debabelization: A Reply to Prof. Sapir,”
Psyche, 11 (1931): 16-25. Sapir's own view of partisan espousal of any
particular tnternational language form s indicaled by the comment in his
article that “intelligent men should not allow themselves to become inter-
national language doctrinaires. They should do all they can to keep the
problem experimental, welcoming criticism al every point and trusting fo
the gradual emergence of a modern language that is a fit medium for the
modern spiret.”

In order to provide the basic dala mecessary for a compelent handling
of the problems involved tn an international language, Sapir conducted
some research under the sponsorship of the International Auxiliary Lan-
guage Assoctation. Three papers appeared as a result of this work: Totality,
in 1930; The Expression of the Ending-Point Relation in English,
French, and German (done n collaboration with Morris Swadesh and
edited by Alice V. Morris), in 1932, and the paper included in this volume,
“Grading,” which was posthumously published tn 1944. In his prefatory
note to Totality Sapir noted that it was intended as the first installment
of a general work on language which was to be entitled Foundations of
Language, Logical and Psychological: An Approach to the International
Language Problem and was to be done with William E. Collinson and
Mrs. Alice V. Morris. Various circumstances intervened to hall the work
not long after it was begun, so that the outline of the projected work as
given in the prefatory note to Totality could be realized only in small
part. The outline lists fifteen sections of the Foundations of Language.
The monograph on the ending-point relation comes under the fourth sec-
tion, “Fundamenial Relational Notions and Their Linguisiic Expres-
ston.” The other two published papers relate to the seventh section, on
“Quantity.” This section is outlined in more detail than the others. “‘Grad-
ing” appears as the fourth of eight topics under the heading, “‘Notions
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Applied to Quantification,” and ““Totality’’ as the third of seven under
the rubric “Types of Quantification.”

Although Sapir was not able to carry forward this type of research him-
self in his later years, he continued to be most interested tn the development
of semantics. Thus his comment in “Grading” that “it seems best to offer
this fragmenlary contribution to semantics in the hope that others may be
tnduced to explore the sadly meglected field of the congruities and non-
congrutties of logical and psychological meaning with linguistic form.”

The paper next following, “The Grammarian and His Language” (1924),
bears the marks of having been written for the first volume of the old Ameri-
can Mercury under the editorship of H. L. Mencken. And though tls
style vs quite different from that of “Grading,” in which a difficult subject
18 treated in an austerely technical manner, it includes some cogent and
important remarks concerning the relation of language to modes of thought.
In the last paragraph Sapir tells something of the aesthetic rewards {o be
found wn the technical pursuit of Unguistics. “To a certain type of mind
linguistics has also that profoundly sereme and satisfying qualily which
inheres 1n mathematics and in music and which may be described as the
creaiion out of simple elements of a self-contained universe of forms.”

The relations of linguistics to the other social sciences and the scientific
responstbilities of the linguist are discussed in the final paper of this sec-
tion, “The Status of Linguistics as a Science” (1929). Il siresses the
strategic importance of linguistics for the methodology of social science.
It sounds a theme which pervaded Sapir’s teaching, the importance of
extending linguistic knowledge and research beyond any narrowly defined,

parochial concern with formal pattern alone.



LANGUAGE*

THE G1rr of speech and a well ordered language are characteristic of
every known group of human beings. No tribe has ever been found
which is without language, and all statements to the contrary may be
dismissed as mere folklore. There seems to be no warrant whatever for
the statement which is sometimes made that there are certain people
whose vocabulary is so limited that they cannot get on without the
supplementary use of gesture so that intelligible communication be-
tween members of such a group becomes impossible in the dark. The
truth of the matter is that language is an essentially perfect means of
expression and communication among every known people. Of all
aspects of culture, it is a fair guess that language was the first to re-
ceive a highly developed form and that its essential perfection is a pre-
requisite to the development of culture as a whole.

There are such general characteristics which apply to all languages,
living or extinct, written or unwritten. In the first place, language is
primarily a system of phonetic symbols for the expression of communic-
able thought and feeling. In other words, the symbols of language are
differentiated products of the vocal behavior which is associated with
the larynx of the higher mammals. As a mere matter of theory, it is
conceivable that something like a linguistic structure could have been
evolved out of gesture or other forms of bodily behavior. The fact that
at an advanced stage in the history of the human race writing emerged
in close imitation of the pattern of spoken language proved that lan-
guage as a purely instrumental and logical device is not dependent on the
use of articulate sound. Nevertheless, the actual history of man and a
wealth of anthropological evidence indicate with overwhelming cer-
tainty that phonetic language takes precedence over all other kinds of
communicative symbolism, all of which are, by comparison, either sub-
stitutive, like writing, or excessively supplementary, like the gesture
accompanying speech. The speech apparatus which is used in the ar-
ticulation of language is the same for all known peoples. It consists of
the larynx, with its delicately adjustable glottal chords, the nose, the
tongue, the hard and soft palate, the teeth, and the lips. While the
original impulses leading to speech may be thought of as localized in
the larynx, the finer phonetic articulations are chiefly due to the muscu-
lar activity of the tongue, an organ whose primary function has, of
course, nothing whatever to do with sound production but which, in

* Encyclopaedia of the Soctal Sciences (New York, Macmillan, 1933), 9: 155-169.
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actual speech behavior, is indispensable for the development of emo-
tionally expressive sound into what we call language. It is so indispens-
able, in fact, that one of the most common terms for ‘“language’ or
“speech” is “‘tongue.”’” Language is thus not a simple biological func-
tion even as regards the simple matter of sound production, for pri-
mary laryngeal patterns of behavior have had to be completely
overhauled by the interference of lingual, labial, and nasal modifica-
tions before a “speech organ’ was ready for work. Perhaps it is because
this “speech organ” is a diffused and secondary network of physiologi-
cal activities which do not correspond to the primary functions of the
organs involved that language has been enabled to free itself from direct
bodily expressiveness.

Not only are all languages phonetic in character; they are also ‘““pho-
nemic.”’ Between the articulation of the voice into the phonetic se-
quence, which is immediately audible as a mere sensation, and the
complicated patterning of phonetic sequences into such symbolically
significant entities as words, phrases, and sentences there is a very
interesting process of phonetic selection and generalization which is
easily overlooked but which is crucial for the development of the spe-
cifically symbolic aspect of language. Language is not merely articu-

latnd amined s 1ta atonificant cfmisfiire 1o 3
lated sound; its significant structure is dependent upon the unconscious

selection of a fixed number of “phonetic stations” or sound units.
These are in actual behavior individually modifiable; but the essential
point is that through the unconscious selection of sounds as phonemes,
definite psychological barriers are erected between various phonetic
stations, so that speech ceases to be an expressive flow of sound and
becomes a symbolic composition with limited materials or units. The
analogy with musical theory seems quite fair. Even the most resplen-
dent and dynamic symphony is built up of tangibly distinet musical
entities or notes which, in the physical world, flow into each other in an
indefinite continuum but which, in the world of aesthetic composition
and appreciation, are definitely bounded off against each other, so
that they may enter into an intricate mathematics of significant rela-
tionships. The phonemes of a language are, in principle, distinct systems
peculiar to the given language, and its words must be made up, in
unconscious theory if not always in actualized behavior, of these pho-
nemes. Languages differ very widely in their phonemie structure. But
whatever the details of these structures may be, the important fact
remains that there is no known language which has not a perfectly
definite phonemic system The difference between a sound and a pho-
neme can be illustrated by a simple example in English. If the word
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“matter’’ is pronounced in a slovenly fashion as in the phrase “What’s
the matter?”’ the ¢ sound, not being pronounced with the proper amount
of energy required to bring out its physical characteristics, tends to
slip into & d. Nevertheless, this phonetic d will not be felt as g functional
d but as a variety of ¢ of a particular type of expressiveness. Obviously
the functional relation between the proper ¢ sound of such a word as
“matter’’ and 1ts d variant is quite other than the relation of the ¢ of
such a word as “town’ and the d of “down.” In every known language
it is possible to distinguish merely phonetic variations, whether ex-
pressive or not, from symbolically functional ones of a phonemic order.

In all known languages, phonemes are built up into distinct and
arbitrary sequences which are at once recognized by speakers as mean-
ingful symbols of reference. In English, for instance, the sequence g
plus o in the word “go” is an unanalyzable unit and the meaning at-
taching to the symbol cannot be derived by relating to each other
values which might be imputed to the g and to the o independently.
In other words, while the mechanical functional units of language are
phonemes, the true units of language as symbolism are conventional
groupings of such phonemes. The size of these units and the laws of

their mechanical structure vary widely in their different languages
and their limiting conditions may be said to constitute the phonemic
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meéchanics, or “phonology,” of a particular language. But the funda-
mental theory of sound symbolism remains the same everywhere.
The formal behavior of the irreducible symbol also varies within wide
limits in the languages of the world. Such a unit may be either a com-
plete word, as in the English example already given, or a significant
element like the suffix ness of “goodness.” Between the meaningful
and unanalyzable word or word element and the integrated meaning of
continuous discourse lies the whole complicated field of the formal pro-
cedures which are intuitively employed by the speakers of a language
in order to build up aesthetically and functionally satisfying symbol
sequences out of the theoretically isolable units. These procedures con-
stitute grammar, which may be defined as the sum total of formal
economies intuitively recognized by the speskers of a language. There
seem to be no types of cultural patterns which vary more surprisingly
and with a greater exuberance of detail than the morphologies of the
known languages. In spite of endless differences of detail, however, it
may justly be said that all grammars have the same degree of fixity.
One language may be more compiex or difficult grammatically than
another, but there is no meaning whatever in the statement which is
sometimes made that one language is more grammatical, or form bound,
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than another. Our rationalizations of the structure of our own language
lead to a self-consciousness of speech and of academic discipline which
are of course interesting psychological and social phenomena in them-
selves but have very little to do with the question of form in language.

Besides these general formal characteristics language has certain
psychological qualities which make it peculiarly important for the
student of social science. In the first place, language is felt to be a per-
fect symbolic system, in a perfectly homogeneous medium, for the
handling of all references and meanings that a given culture is capable
of, whether these be in the form of actual communications or in that of
such ideal substitutes of communication as thinking. The content of
every culture is expressible in its language and there are no linguistic
materials whether as to content or form which are not felt to symbolize
actual meanings, whatever may be the attitude of those who belong to
other cultures. New cultural experiences frequently make it necessary
to enlarge the resources of a language, but such enlargement is never
an arbitrary addition to the materials and forms already present; it
is merely a further application of principles already in use and in many
cases little more than a metaphorical extension of old terms and mean-
ings. It is highly important to realize that once the form of a language
ig established it can discover meanings for its speakers which are not
simply traceable to the given quality of experience itself but must be
explained to a large extent as the projection of potentia