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Preface

To LEARN to think more clearly, to speak and write more effectively,
and to listen and read with greater understanding—these have been the
goals of the study of language from the days of the medieval trivium to
present-day high school and college English. This book tries to approach
these traditional goals by the methods of modern semantics—that is,
through an understanding in biological and functional terms of the role
of language in human life, and through an understanding of the different
uses of language: language to persuade and control behavior, language to
transmit information, language to create and express social cohesion, and
the language of poetry and the imagination. Words that convey no infor-
mation may nevertheless move carloads of shaving cream or cake mix, as
we all know from television commercials. Words can start people march-
ing in the streets—and can stir others to stoning the marchers. Words that
make no sense as prose can make a great deal of sense as poetry. Words
that seem simple and clear to some may be puzzling and obscure to
others. With words we sugarcoat our nastiest motives and our worst be-
havior, but with words we also formulate our highest ideals and aspira-
tions. (Do the words we utter arise as a result of our thoughts, or are our
thoughts determined by the linguistic systems we happen to have been
taught?) To understand how language works, what pitfalls it conceals,
what its possibilities are, is to understand what is central to the compli-
cated business of living the life of a human being. To be concerned with
the relation between language and reality, between words and what they
stand for in the speaker’s or the hearer’s thoughts and emotions, is to
approach the study of language as both an intellectual and a moral
discipline.

Perhaps an illustration will clarify my position. What is the teacher’s
duty when a child says in class, “Taters ain’t doin’ good this year”? Tra-
ditionally, teachers of English and speech have seen their first duty as
that of correcting the child’s grammar, pronunciation, and diction in
order to bring these up to literate standards. Teachers with a semantic
orientation will give priority to a different task. They will ask the student
such questions as “What potatoes do you mean? Those on your parents’
farm, or those throughout the county? How do you know? From personal
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vii PREFACE

observation? From reports from credible sources?” In short, teachers of
semantics will concern themselves, and teach their students to concern
themselves, first of all with the truth, the adequacy, and the degree of
trustworthiness of statements. Often when students who are bored with
studying grammar and diagraming sentences become interested in the
content and purposes of communication, their hostility to linguistic in-
struction vanishes, and problems of grammatical and syntactical propriety
are solved in passing.

Today the public is aware, perhaps to an unprecedented degree, of
the role of communication in human affairs. This awareness arises in
large part out of the urgency of the tensions existing everywhere between
nation and nation, class and class, individual and individual, in a world
that is undergoing rapid change and reorganization. It arises too out of
the enormous powers for good and evil—powers apparent to even the
least reflective members of society—that lie in the media of mass com-
munication: the press, motion pictures, radio, and television.

The vacuum tube and transistor produced in the twentieth century a
revolution in communication, a revolution probably more far-reaching in
its effects than the invention of printing, which ushered in the Renais-
sance. The rising aspirations of the people of Asia, Africa, and Latin
America are due to advances in transportation and communication: the
airplane, the jeep, the helicopter, bringing newspapers, magazines, motion
pictures, and especially the radio. In thousands of remote villages, my
African students used to tell me, people who formerly had no cultural
contacts beyond the next village gather today around transistor radios to
hear the news from London, New York, Tokyo, and Moscow—and start
wanting to become citizens of a larger world than they have ever known
before.

Television, too, is helping to change the world. In the United States,
for example, commercial television invites everyone to participate fully
in the benefits of an industrial and democratic culture by buying tooth-
pastes and detergents and automobiles, by taking an interest in national
and international affairs, by sharing the emotions and dreams and aspira-
tions and values that are depicted in the entertainment. What television
communicates to Whites, it also communicates to Blacks, who constitute
one-tenth of the nation. There is nothing to be surprised at, therefore,
in the increased urgency of Black demands, not only for better job
opportunities but for full rights as consumers to eat, drink, wear, and
enjoy what all other Americans are daily urged to eat, drink, wear, and
enjoy. A revolution in the patterns and techniques of communication
always has more consequences than are dreamed of at the time the inno-
vations are introduced. The increased density of the communication
network in the nation and in the world resulting from technological
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advances means an increased tempo of social change—and therefore
an increased need for semantic sophistication on the part of everyone.

The original version of this book, Language in Action, published in
1941, was in many respects a response to the dangers of propaganda,
especially as exemplified in Adolf Hitler’s success in persuading millions
to share his maniacal and destructive views. It was my conviction then,
as it remains now, that we need to have a habitually critical attitude
toward language—our own as well as that of others—both to provide for
our personal well-being and to ensure that we will function adequately
as citizens. Hitler is gone, but if the majority of our fellow citizens are
more susceptible to the slogans of fear and race hatred than to those of
peaceful accommodation and mutual respect among human beings, our
political liberties remain at the mercy of any eloquent and unscrupulous
demagogue.

Semantics is the study of human interaction through communication.
Communication leads sometimes to cooperation and sometimes to con-
flict. The basic ethical assumption of semantics, analogous to the medical
assumption that health is preferable to illness, is that cooperation is
preferable to conflict. This assumption, implicit in Language in Action,
was made explicit as a central and unifying theme in Language in
Thought and Action, an expansion of the earlier work, published in 1949
(Second Edition, 1964; Third Edition, 1972). It remains the central theme
of the Fourth Edition.

The principal change in the Fourth Edition is the new material in the
“Applications” at the end of each chapter. A book on semantics is not
something simply to be read and put aside. Its principles, to be meaning-
ful, must be tried out in one’s own thinking and speaking and writing
and behavior; they must be tested against one’s own observations and
experience. The “Applications” therefore have a double purpose; they
offer a means whereby the reader may, in addition to reading about
semantics, absorb the semanticist’s point of view by undertaking actual
semantic investigations and exercises. They are also a way of urging
the reader not to take my word for anything that is in this book. (It is
further hoped that the reader will find the “Applications” amusing. The
world is fortunately full of people who say and write wonderfully pre-
posterous things for the semanticist’s notebook. )

In addition to new “Applications,” examples and references through-
out the text have been brought up-to-date; recent books have been added
to the lists found in several of the “Applications” and to the end-of-the-
book bibliography. And the book is enlivened by the semantic cartoons by
my friend William H. Schneider, reprinted from his book Danger: Men
Talking.

My deepest debt in this book is to the General Semantics (“non-
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Aristotelian system”) of Alfred Korzybski. I have also drawn heavily upon
the works of other contributors to semantic thought, especially C. K.
Ogden and I. A. Richards, Thorstein Veblen, Edward Sapir, Susanne
Langer, Leonard Bloomfield, Karl R. Popper, Thurman Arnold, Jerome
Frank, Jean Piaget, Charles Morris, Wendell Johnson, Irving J. Lee,
Ernst Cassirer, Anatol Rapoport, Stuart Chase. 1 am also deeply indebted
to the writings of numerous psychologists and psychiatrists who hold one
or another of the dynamic points of view inspired by Sigmund Freud:
Kar] Menninger, Carl Rogers, Kurt Lewin, Abraham Maslow, Prescott
Lecky, Rudolph Dreikurs, Milton Rokeach. I have also found extremely
helpful the writings of cultural anthropologists, especially those of Benja-
min Lee Whorf, Ruth Benedict, Clyde Kluckhohn, Leslie A. White,
Margaret Mead, Dorothy Lee, Weston La Barre.

Insight into human symbolic behavior and into human interaction
through symbolic mechanisms comes from all sorts of disciplines: not
only from linguistics, philosophy, psychology, and cultural anthropology
but from attitude research and public opinion study, from new techniques
in psychotherapy, from physiology and neurology, from mathematical
biology and cybernetics. How are all these separate insights to be brought
together and synthesized? This is a task which I cannot claim to have
performed here, but I have examined the problem long enough to believe
that it cannot be done without some set of broad and informing principles
such as is to be found in the General Semantics of Korzybski.

Since anything approaching a full citation of sources would have made
these pages unduly formidable in appearance, I have appended, in lieu
of detailed documentation, a list of books (pp. 301-05) which 1 have
found especially useful. However, none of the authors whose works I have
profited by is to be held accountable for the errors or shortcomings of
this book or for the liberties I have taken in the restatement, application,
and modification of existing theories.

Professors Berger and Chandler of San Francisco State University
have suggested revisions and provided new “Applications.” I am indebted
to many students; to innumerable colleagues in the teaching profession,
including those who have sent in comments and those who proposed
specific “Applications” and provided help with earlier editions; to busi-
ness executives, training directors, and advertising people; to friends in
medicine, law, labor relations, and government (especially in the diplo-
matic service), whose criticisms and discussions have helped me clarify
and enlarge my views.

S. I. Hayakawa
United States Senate
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A great deal of attention has been paid . . . to the technical languages in
which men of science do their specialized thinking. . . . But the colloquial
usages of everyday speech, the literary and philosophical dialects in which men
do their thinking about the problems of morals, politics, religion and psy-
chology—these have been strangely neglected. We talk about “mere matters

of words” in a tone which implies that we regard words as things beneath the
notice of a serious-minded person.

This is a most unfortunate attitude. For the fact is that words play an enor-
mous part in our lives and are therefore deserving of the closest study. The
old idea that words possess magical powers is false; but its falsity is the dis-
tortion of a very important truth. Words do have a magical effect—but not
in the way that the magicians supposed, and not on the objects they were
trying to influence. Words are magical in the way they affect the minds of
those who use them. “A mere matter of words,” we say contemptuously, for-
getting that words have power to mould men’s thinking, to canalize their
feeling, to direct their willing and acting. Conduct and character are largely
determined by the nature of the words we currently use to discuss ourselves
and the world around us. ALDOUS HUXLEY, Words and Their Meanings



Foreword

Whenever agreement or assent is arrived at in human affairs, . . . THIS AGREE-
MENT IS REACHED BY LINGUISTIC PROCESSES, OR ELSE IT IS NOT REACHED.

BENJAMIN LEE WHORF

Red-Eye and the Woman Problem:
A Semantic Parable

ONCE, LONG AGO, tens of thousands of years before history began, peo-
ple were worried, as they have often been since, about the chaotic con-
dition of their lives. For in those days men took by force the women they
desired. There was no way of stopping them.

If you wanted a woman but found that she was already the partner
of another man, all you needed to do was to kill him and drag her
home. Naturally, someone else might slug you a little later to get her
away from you, but that was the chance you took if you wanted a
woman at all.

Consequently, there wasn’t much of what you could call family life.
The men were too busy suspiciously watching each other. And time that
might have been spent fishing or hunting or otherwise raising the general
standard of living was wasted in constant and anxious measures to de-
fend one’s woman.

Many people saw that this was no way for human beings to live.
As they said among themselves: “Truly we are strange creatures. In
some ways we are highly civilized. We no longer eat raw flesh, as did
our savage ancestors. Our technical men have perfected stone arrow-
heads and powerful bows so that we can slay the fastest deer that runs.
Our medicine men can foretell the running of the fish in the streams, and
our sorcerers drive away illnesses. At the Institute for Advanced Studies
at Notecnirp, a group of bright young men are said to be working out a
dance that will make the rain fall. Little by little, we are mastering the
secrets of nature, so that we are able to live like civilized men and not
like beasts.

“Yet,” they continued, “we have not mastered ourselves. There are
those among us who continue to snatch women away from each other
by force, so that every man of necessity lives in fear of his fellows.
People agree, of course, that all this killing ought to be stopped. But no
one is stopping it. The most fundamental of human problems, that of
securing a mate and bringing up one’s children under some kind of
decent, orderly system, remains unsolved. Unless we can find some way
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