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Languages of the World

What do all human languages have in common and in what ways are they
different? How can language be used to trace different peoples and their
past? Are certain languages similar because of common descent or lan-
guage contact? Assuming no prior knowledge of linguistics, this textbook
introduces readers to the rich diversity of human languages, familiarizing
students with the variety and typology of languages around the world. Lin-
guistic terms and concepts are explained, in the text and in the glossary, and
illustrated with simple, accessible examples. Eighteen language maps and
numerous language family charts enable students to place a language geo-
graphically or genealogically. A supporting website includes additional

language maps and sound recordings that can be used to illustrate thé™ .

peculiarities of the sound systems of various languages. “Test yourself™
questions throughout the book make it easier for students to analyze data
from unfamiliar languages. This book includes fascinating demographic,
social, historical, and geographical information about languages and the
pedple who speak them.

ASYA PERELTSVAIG is a lecturer in the Department of Linguistics at
Stanford University.
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Words, words, words...

Words are often the first thing that fascinate us about a language, whether our
own or a more exotic one. The words on the cover of this book are those that at
some point have captivated me. Some of these words have exquisite, intriguing or
plain weird meanings; others mesmerize by their beautiful or otherwise unusual
sound or attract by the look of their orthography.

Among the words with beautiful meanings are the Brazilian Portuguese cafuné
meaning ‘to soothe someone by tenderly running one’s fingers through their hair’;
my mother used to do that and this book is dedicated to her memory. Similarly
delicate is the Japanese word (#8\}) (pronounced [hakanai]) which refers to
‘something that, in its ephemeral nature, reminds you of how short and beautiful
life is, for example, cherry blossoms’ (more on Japanese in Chapter 11).

Two words with heart-warming meanings made my list: the Dutch gezel-
ligheid ‘time spent with loved ones in a cozy atmosphere of togetherness’ and
the Yiddish jpwx5umin (pronounced [mame’loshen]) meaning literally ‘mother
tongue’ but referring most often specifically to Yiddish itself. In addition to
being the speakers’ native tongue, Yiddish was literally the language of mothers,
while fathers prayed and traded in Hebrew (more on Yiddish in Chapter 12).

And some words have a meaning I wish we could express in English but a good
translation is sorely lacking: one example of this is the Scots word kilfuddoch
meaning roughly ‘a meeting and discussion’ but then also so much more (Scots
is discussed in Chapter 2).

Other words fascinate me not so much by their meaning but by the way the
meaning derives from the parts of the word. Take, for example, the Tok Pisin
word manmeri ‘people’: it is composed from two parts, man (from the similar-
sounding English word) plus meri from the English Mary, extended in Tok Pisin
to mean all women, regardless of their name (I discuss Tok Pisin in Chapter 12).
Or consider the Russian word z06ompsc (pronounced [laba’trjas]), which comes
from the words lob ‘forehead’ and trjasti ‘shake’ and means ‘a lazy person, a
do-nothing’ — I hope you are not such a person and will read this book!

There are also words with beautiful or peculiar sound to them. One of my
favorite examples is the Hebrew word »12p2 meaning ‘bottle’. It is pronounced
[baq'buq]; say it over and over again and it sounds like wine being poured from
a bottle, doesn’t it? (Turn to Chapter 5 for a further discussion of Hebrew.)

But perhaps the most strange sounds that have captivated the popular imagina-
tion in recent years are the click sounds, found in languages of southern Africa.

xiii



X1V Words, words, words . . .

To illustrate, here is a Xhosa word wkiik"ola meaning ‘perfume’: the sound
represented here as k! is a voiceless aspirated alveopalatal click (now, that’s a
mouthful!). How exactly click sounds like this are pronounced is explained in
Chapter 6 of this book.

Among words with unusual (for us, English speakers) sound are the Tagalog
ngilo meaning ‘to have tooth-edge pain’, but also ‘the physical sensation of
nails scratching the chalkboard™ and the Warlpiri ngarrka *man’; both of these
words start with the [n] sound that in English is found only at the end of words
(e.g. sing) and in the middle of words (e.g. singing). Tagalog is discussed in
Chapter 8 and Warlpiri — in Chapter 9.

Speaking of word-initial consonants, some languages allow us to pile them up
in a way that exceeds our English-based expectations. Two examples of that are
the Polish word chrzgszcz ‘beetle’ and the Georgian word 833©6J350 ‘he peeled
us’ pronounced [gvprskvni], with eight consonants in the beginning! (Georgian
is one of the languages discussed in Chapter 4.)

Notice also that this Georgian word expresses a meaning that we would render
with a three-word sentence. It is not unusual in the world’s languages to have
words with sentence-like meaning; an additional example comes from Cherokee,
where the word /3 O* b (pronounced [hinvsi]) means ‘hand him something flexible
(like clothes, rope, etc.)’. Native American languages: such as Cherokee are
discussed in Chapter 10.

The last group of words here are interesting for the way they are written. For
example, the French word aoiir *August’ uses four letters to represent just one
sound [u] (and you thought English spelling was the champion of perverseness?!).
In contrast, the spelling of the Danish word ¢ ‘island’ is so minimal, it looks like
the mathematical symbol for an empty set.

Finally, I included afew words to represent several more exotic writing sys-
tems: the Greek aAgapPnTo “alphabet’ (after all, it was the Greeks who came up
with the coneept!), the Sanskrit 3 ‘season’ (pronounced [rtu], with the initial
vowel sound), the Arabic <8 ‘book’, pronounced [kitab] and representing the
best-known tri-consonant Semitic root K-T-B (this vowel-less nature of Semitic
roots is explained further in Chapter 5).

Last but not least is the Udmurt expression raxaca 6TucbkoMm ‘welcome’, pro-
nounced [gaZasa otis’kom]; Udmurt is a Finno-Ugric language (see Chapter 3),
but like many other languages in the former Soviet Union it uses the Cyrillic
alphabet, even though it is not related to Slavic languages for which this alphabet
was originally invented.
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1  Introduction .

April 26, 1607. After along 144 day voyage, three ships belonging to the Virginia
Company of London and led by Captain John Smith make landfall at the south-
ern edge of the mouth of the Chesapeake Bay, which they name Cape Henry.
Shortly thereafter, they are forced to move their camp along the estuary, to a new
location eventually known as “James Towne™ or Jamestown, Virginia. Almost
immediately, they encounter a group of “American Indians™ who communicate
with each other in what surely sounds like language, only it is quite different
from the English of the Virginia Company settlers. Sure enough, there are words
in this language and just like back home, people from different places proneunce
the same words somewhat differently. But to an English ear, these words are
unrecognizable: not only are there words for things unfamiliar to the English set-
tlers (some of which will later be taken into the English language, like raccoon,
moccasin, opossum and others), but even words for familiar objects and concepts
sound different: for example, the word for ‘sun’ is either nepass or keshowghes
and the word for ‘copper’ is either matassen or osawas. And it is not just the
words that are different, but so is the way the words are put together: for example,
grammatical objects in this language typically precede rather than follow the verb.
This pattern would not have surprised the settlers, had they come from the Basque
country or Turkey or Japan, or even had they arrived 700 years earlier, but for
the Virginia Company men it must have been a striking pattern. The differences
between the language of these “American Indians™ and English are so ear-grating
that the English settlers start compiling lists of “American Indian™ words: Captain
John Smith himself compiles a list of about fifty words and William Strachey
publishes a “dictionary” of the language containing about 1,000 words. Today,
most of what we know about this language — called Powhatan and attributed to the
Eastern Algonquian branch of the Algonquian language family (see Chapter 10) —
derives from the descriptions of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century writers, as
the language died in the 1790s when its speakers switched to English.

At about the same time as the English are colonizing the eastern seaboard
of what will become the United States, the Russians are pushing into Siberia.
Twenty-five years after the first encounter between the Virginia Company men
and the Powhatan Indians, a Russian company of twenty or so men led by
Pyotr Beketov land on the shores of the Lena River and, on September 25,
1632, found the fortified town of Yakutsk. As they settle the frozen expanse
of Northeastern Siberia, the Russians too come into contact with people who



