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Prelude: The Essence of Language

It is early morning in Santa Rosa, a remote Indian village
in Brazilian Amazonia, close to the border with Colombia.
Eight of us, all in one room, are curled up in our hammocks,
still asleep. I wake up with a jump – there is sudden noise
and commotion. An excited voice shouts outside the hut, in
Tariana: ‘A jaguar has attacked a dog near our village!’ The
atmosphere is strained – danger appears imminent. One of
the men – whom I call ‘my brother’ – rushes out with a shotgun. He comes back an hour later and tells us that the jaguar
has been frightened off. A sigh of relief.
On another morning we crouch around the fire over our
usual breakfast of banana mash mixed with manioc flour
and some dry biscuits. My brother comes in and remarks: ‘A
jaguar has attacked a dog near our village.’ We take this in,
and continue eating and chatting. Nobody is excited.
So why on one occasion was the threat taken seriously,
and on another occasion all but dismissed? It is not what
was said – it is how it was expressed.
On the first morning, the man had seen the jaguar
attacking a dog. What he said was, in Tariana, ‘A jaguar has
attacked-ka a dog near our village.’ The ending, -ka, meant
he had seen it himself, and came to warn us of impending
1
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danger. On the second morning, the man used a somewhat
different phrase – ‘A jaguar has attacked-pidaka a dog near
our village they say.’ The ending -pidaka meant that he
hadn’t seen this himself – he heard someone else say the
jaguar was around. Mere hearsay was not as threatening as
something just seen. So everyone continued with what they
were doing. The two little endings made all the difference.
The same meanings may be expressed in English. I can
say, ‘A jaguar has attacked a dog, I saw it.’ Or, ‘A jaguar has
attacked a dog, they say.’ But I do not have to: in English
saying how you know it is an optional extra. Not so for
Tariana. Had the Tariana Indian chosen to dispense with -ka
and ‑pidaka, his sentences would have been all wrong – like
speaking English without the articles a and the and neglecting the past tense. In fact, it would be worse than that: a
Tariana who fails to be clear about how they got their knowledge will be seen as an unreliable liar, or even as someone
with supernatural powers or something sinister to hide.
A frequent warning one hears from the Tariana is to
beware of those who are vague in their speech. White people
– the colonial invaders – are perceived as liars, since they
never tell you how they know what they talk about. Having
to always state how one knows things correlates with a cultural requirement to be precise and transparent; this creates a
gap between the Indians and the colonisers. As Franz Boas, a
founding father of modern linguistics, put it, language ‘determines those aspects of each experience that must be stated’.
Language matters. Speech habits influence the way we
behave. Language is the key to making yourself understood and accepted – and ultimately, to survival, failure and
success.
2

I Saw the Dog.indd 2

31/03/2020 12:59

1
What is Language Good For?

As human beings, we share language as a means of vocal,
signed and written communication. Language is the key to
interaction between humans, and perhaps beyond: in the
science-fiction film Arrival, seven-limbed aliens suddenly
emerge in several locations around the world. The US military hire Louise Banks, a linguist (played by Amy Adams).
Louise manages to figure out the language of the aliens (a
spiderweb of symbolic circles) and helps avoid a catastrophic
clash between the military and the visitors from outer space.
Her capacity to understand the unknown language, and to
use it, did the trick.
Language is the most precious resource of humankind.
Language enables people to live together in a community,
and to cooperate in daily tasks – food-gathering, hunting
and generally keeping life going. Language is the means
for laying down the law and enforcing it. Language is the
major carrier of non-material culture. It helps to transmit
and reflect history. To pass traditions and knowledge across
generations and between communities. And language is the
vehicle for aesthetic expression – legends, stories, ceremonies and songs.
One’s language serves as a mark of identity and as a
3
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symbol of belonging to a group, a community or a country.
Those who share a language may have more in common
than meets the eye. The island of New Guinea is a land of
a thousand languages, each of them different. Much of the
social bonding in Papua New Guinea hinges on speaking
the same language – being a wan-tok, from English one and
talk. The wantok system is the basis for support networks
and mutual assistance (sadly, expanding into nepotism and
corruption). Among the Tariana and their neighbours in
a remote part of Amazonia in Brazil, one can only marry
someone who speaks a different language. How well you
speak your language defines the person you are. If you are
vague about how you know what you are talking about you
are at best an inarticulate liar, and at worst a lunatic.
Language can save lives. Missionary linguist David
Watters spent many years living together with the Kham
people, in remote regions of Nepal, learning and understanding their language. In the 1980s, he was captured by
a band of Maoist rebels and put in jail, to be beheaded the
next morning. When he started talking in fluent and eloquent Kham about who he was and what he, his two sons
and his wife were doing, his captors were so impressed that
they let him go.
Language conveys information about what happened, is
happening, or is about to happen. Through language, we
plan what we are going to do next and recruit allies. Language can keep us safe, as a way of warning and of warding
off danger, or it may get us in trouble. Language is a means
of expressing emotions – anger, frustration, anxiety, excitement and joy. And language is a vehicle for argumentation,
thought and judgement. It is indispensable for our capacity
4
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to debate, to reflect upon ourselves, to develop a theory
of how the human mind works and to build relationships.
Edward Sapir, a major figure in the study of language, put it
this way: ‘would we be so ready to die for “liberty”, to struggle for “ideals”, if the words themselves were not ringing
within us?’
Language is ubiquitously and uniquely human. Every
group of people – every tribe on earth – has a language,
capable of expressing nuances of meanings, feelings and
circumstances. Other species communicate, but in a much
more limited fashion – whales sing, birds chirp and jaguars
growl. In Bertrand Russell’s adage, ‘No matter how eloquently a dog may bark, he cannot tell you that his parents
were poor but honest.’
It would seem quite natural that given the common
human capacity to have and to use language for communication, for formulating thoughts and for transmitting
traditions, all languages should be fundamentally similar.
And indeed, numerous features do recur in all languages.
In every language, one can ask a question, issue an order or
express time. The differences lie in the meanings and means
used to express them.

The Building Blocks
A language consists of words – or ‘lexicon’, or ‘vocabulary’
– and of means of putting them together – or ‘grammar’.
The lexicon is open-ended – new items can be added to it,
as need be. During the first half of 2018, the Oxford English
Dictionary added 900 new words to its repository. A recent
addition is the verb binge-watch: ‘to watch multiple episodes
5
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of a television programme consecutively or in rapid succession, in intensive or extended bursts’, similar to binge-eat or
binge-drink. New concepts require new terms: blog, a shortening of web-log, made its first appearance in 1999, as a new
name for a frequently updated online journal or diary. With
the advent of technology, many small languages deep in the
jungles of Papua New Guinea evolve words for new things.
The word mesireba in Yalaku – spoken by about 300 people
in a remote village off the Sepik River in Papua New Guinea
– used to mean ‘the beat of a slit drum’. It is now used for
‘phone credit’: everyone in the community has – or aspires
to have – a mobile phone. The phone itself is kabami, which
translates as ‘white person’s piece of wood’. The Manambu,
their neighbours on the banks of the Sepik River, call the
phone mimaj, ‘far talk’.
The grammar is quite unlike the lexicon: its choices
are limited. Franz Boas put it this way: languages differ
not in what one can say but in what kind of information
must be stated – ‘grammar […] determines those aspects of
each experience that must be expressed’. Every sentence in
Tariana has to explicitly state how the speaker knows things
– whether they saw it happen, heard it or smelt it, or were
told about it. One can do the same in English using additional words, but one does not have to. The difference is that
the information source in Tariana is part of its grammar. In
English, the ways of saying how you know things are done
through the lexicon.
In every language one can tell a female apart from a male
by using different words – a woman and a man, a cow and a
bull, a ewe and a ram. Many languages have small systems
of grammatical genders which are obligatory. Each noun in
6
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French belongs to one of two genders – masculine or feminine. A masculine noun will take the article le if definite,
and un if indefinite. A feminine noun will take la or une.
Failure to use the appropriate gender may not be without
consequences. In a short story by Dorothy L. Sayers, ‘The
Entertaining Episode of the Article in Question’, the detective Lord Peter Wimsey has to catch a train at a Paris railway
station. There he overhears what appears to be a young
French girl with unusually thick ankles saying to her partner:
Me prends-tu pour un imbécile? (‘Do you take me for an
imbecile?’). Lord Peter notices the masculine form of the
article un (rather than the feminine form une). Later in the
story, he uses this clue to reveal that this was not a girl at
all, but a renowned male jewel thief in disguise. Lord Peter
explains: ‘in France, every male child is brought up to use
masculine adjectives about himself.’ For the thief, it wasn’t
possible to kick this habit. Gender gave the game away.
The idea of time can be expressed in every language –
whether something happened in the past, or is going on now,
or will take place in the future. In English, French and many
other languages in Europe, the form of the verb varies to
convey such meanings: I see the child, I saw the child and
I will see the child. Every sentence has to be specified for
tense. In Estonian, the same form will be used for future
and for present, and a different one for the past: mina näen
means both ‘I see’ and ‘I will see’, and mina nägin means
‘I saw’. Additional words can be added to supplement the
system and distinguish what is going on now from what is
going to happen – homme ‘tomorrow’, pärast ‘later on’, and
kohe ‘now, straight away’.
How a language is used hinges on conventions. To gain
7
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information and get people to do things we ask questions
and issue commands. But what if a direct question is offputting and intrusive? An Aboriginal elder from south-east
Queensland once complained to the linguist Diana Eades
about English-speaking researchers: ‘They come in with a
whole lot of questions, instead of sitting down and talking.’
An alternative to asking questions – to avoid being nosey
and intrusive – is to offer one’s information first, expecting
the other to respond. For example, one person could volunteer: ‘I have three children, two boys and one girl.’ And
the other might respond: ‘I have just two, both boys.’ The
information will be forthcoming, without the need for interrogation, and the elder will feel comfortable.
The English-speaking world is replete with imperative
forms, used to command, entice, invite and entreat. In Alice
in Wonderland, the cake instructs Alice: Eat me!, and the
bottle joins in: Drink me! A desperate gardener may beg,
Please, don’t rain! Houses in estate agent advertisements
beseech us, Make me your home!
A direct command may sound too brusque and threatening. Other ways of saying things are used instead. What
looks like a question is often used to get someone to do
things for you. To say ‘Open the door!’ sounds plainly rude,
whereas ‘Could you open the door?’ or ‘Can you open the
door?’, does not imply questioning your physical strength
or willingness, rather, this is a polite way of getting you to
do this for me. I can even say ‘If you could open the door’:
this will be immediately understood as a courteous request
and not a condition. Other languages have other means for
requests and commands. Kuuk Thayorre is the original language of the remote community of Pormpuraaw on the Cape
8
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York Peninsula of north-eastern Australia. Speakers of Kuuk
Thayorre avoid being intrusive and imposing: they do not
ask direct questions or issue direct commands. The indirect
ways of getting people to do things work just as well. ‘You
will not do this for me’ is a polite – and effective – request to
do something. ‘You are not going to eat,’ says the hospitable
cook offering food. This is a polite invitation to eat together.
Both grammar and lexicon reflect the physical and the
social environment. So does grammar. English has just
two demonstratives – this for something close and that for
something further away. Many languages spoken in mountainous areas specify more – whether the place or the person
is uphill, downhill or somewhere in-between. In Nungon,
from the hills of Morobe Province of Papua New Guinea, -o
(‘this’) and -u (‘that’) are never used on their own: one has to
always indicate the direction and the level:
‘this downhill’
om-o
(downhill-this)
‘that downhill’
om-u
(downhill-that)

‘this on the same
level as speaker’
og-o
(same level-this)

‘this uphill’
on-o
(uphill-this)

‘that on the same ‘that uphill’
level as speaker’
og-u
on-u
(same level-that) (uphill-that)

Some parts of language are more sensitive to human behaviour and attitudes than others. In Tariana and a few other
languages of Amazonia, if you use an incorrect form you
may be accused of sorcery – or deemed incompetent.
9
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Speakers of such languages have to be careful in what they
say, and must be precise. This does not mean they have to
be truthful – telling a lie simply has to be more elaborate.
Someone may say: ‘A jaguar killed a dog-ka.’ It could well be
that they didn’t see this happen – using the visual -ka is, in
effect, lying. Or else there could have been no jaguar killing
a dog; this would be another way of telling a lie. Having to
always mark your information source keeps you and your
interlocutors alert and even vigilant.
As society changes, so does language. English has three
pronouns – she for females (and also ships and cities), he
for males and it for the rest. But what if I wish to talk about
‘person’ in general, which pronoun do I use? The generic
he was quite appropriate back in the 1960s. At the time,
there were few female professors. When Eugénie Henderson was appointed as professor at the University of London,
she started her inaugural lecture in May 1965: ‘When a new
professor of phonetics is appointed he must maintain the
academic standards.’ She was referring to herself – and used
the generic pronoun he. But using a ‘masculine generic’ he is
no longer considered acceptable. If people of any gender are
subsumed under one masculine pronoun, this places them in
an inferior position, effacing their identity. The plural they
is often used instead as a neutral option, recommended and
even imposed in politically correct guidelines.
In a number of traditional societies land cannot be
owned. Speakers of Dakota, a Siouan language spoken on
the northern plains of North and South Dakota in the USA,
were nomadic hunters. It used to be inconceivable to imagine
natural objects – land, water or animals – being the exclusive
possession of any one person. In the traditional language, one
10
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simply could not say ‘my land’ or ‘my cow’. As many Dakota
speakers started living and working on cattle ranches, things
gradually changed: cattle can now be owned, and speakers
are happy to talk about them as ‘mine’ or ‘yours’.
Language reflects the physical and the social environment
of its speakers. Its resources impact on people’s attitudes
and the ways they phrase their thoughts. To a large extent,
language is the ‘how’ of thought – one is hard-pressed to
conceive of thought without a language to couch it in. This
is how Friedrich Nietzsche put it: ‘We cease to think, if we do
not want to do it under linguistic constraints’ (Wir hören auf
zu denken, wenn wir es nicht in dem sprachlichen Zwange
thun wollen). A somewhat imaginative English translation has given this saying its notoriety: ‘We have to cease to
think if we refuse to do so in the prison-house of language.’
The ‘prison-house of language’ has become a conventional
catchphrase, with overtones of unwanted and unrelenting
boundaries from which one forever wishes to break free.
Hence the constant renewal, expansion and development
of language, with new meanings and new forms incessantly
coming in. Just like everything in the world of humans, language is never static.

Language in its Three Guises: Spoken, Signed and
Written
The essence of spoken language lies in the conventional
associations between sounds and meanings: sequences of
sounds – dog, Hund, chien and tsinu – refer to the same
animal in English, German, French and Tariana. Dr Samuel Johnson, the author of the first great dictionary of the
11
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English language, remarked: ‘words being arbitrary must
owe their power to association, and have the influence, and
that only, which custom has given them.’
Even sounds made by familiar domestic animals are
codified differently across different languages. In English,
a rooster crows cock-a-doodle-do, in French cocorico, in
German kikeriki and in Portuguese and Tariana cucuruku.
In Manambu (from Papua New Guinea) it goes pekakaau.
In English, a dog barks bow-wow or woof-woof, in Dutch
waf-waf and in Turkish hev-hev. Each of these bears some
resemblance to the actual sounds produced, rendering the
familiar sounds a bit differently.
But just how arbitrary are the form-meaning associations?
The form of a word may contain a hint to its meaning. A
gong, a bang and a twang echo their sounds in real life. Many
words with sn- have something to do with the nose – snout,
sniff, snuff, snuffle, snort, sneeze and snore. Sounds may correlate with meanings. In English, this, with the high vowel i
pronounced close to the roof of the mouth, indicates something close by. That, with a low vowel a pronounced lower
in the mouth, indicates something further away. Similarly, in
Portuguese isso means ‘this, close’, and aquilo means ‘that,
far’, and in Tariana hi means ‘this’ and ha means ‘that’. Sound
associations branch out to include size: a high front vowel
i would correlate with something small, and a vowel pronounced towards the back (u, o or double o) would relate to
something bigger. A character in the story ‘The Truth About
George’, by P. G. Wodehouse, follows the small brook Wipple
which flows into a bigger river, Wopple. It is only natural
that the Lilliputians encountered by Lemuel Gulliver on his
first travel are tiny little people, and the Brobdingnagians
12
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he meets next are of humongous size. Such sound-symbolic
correlations may not work universally, but they are certainly
indicative of what languages have in common.
Sound carries meaning. And so too can manual sign and
bodily posture. More than 2,300 years ago, Socrates, according to Plato’s Cratylus, remarked: ‘If we hadn’t a voice or
a tongue, and wanted to express things to one another,
wouldn’t we try to make signs by moving our hands, head,
and the rest of the body?’ Combinations of movements of
hands, arms, fingers and facial expressions are the substance
of sign languages – in use, across the globe, by those who are
deaf or hard of hearing, or cannot produce speech for other
reasons. There are over a hundred sign languages in the
world – some as different as English, German and Chinese.
Sign languages have had a tough run in being recognised as
something other than a simple system of gestures any of us
could master without learning. The prejudice against sign
languages lingered until the 1960s.
In fact, sign languages are fully fledged communication
systems capable of expressing as many subtleties as spoken
languages. Sign languages use a combination of manual signs
(made with hands) and a plethora of facial movements. Just as
in spoken languages, the relations between meanings and forms
in sign languages are not predictable. For instance, the sign
for ‘father’ in the American sign language involves the thumb
pointing to one’s forehead. In the Chinese sign language, the
thumb is close to one’s mouth. The sign for ‘a suspect’ in the
American sign language involves pointing at one’s head. In the
Chinese sign language, it involves downward movement in the
region of one’s heart. This is very much unlike gestures which
are usually simple and easy to figure out based on the context.
13
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Communication by sounds may be out of the question for a number of reasons. If people do not know each
other’s languages and need to trade, they may evolve a
small and efficient set of gestures and bodily movements
to make themselves understood. The Plains Indians of the
US, among them the Crow, the Cheyenne and the Arapaho,
developed such ways. Signs rather than speech may be used
when one does not wish to be heard. Hunting among the
Semelai – an original people of Malaysia – has to be done in
silence, lest the beast you are after evades you. Among the
Warlpiri, Kaytej, Warumungu and other original peoples of
the Northern Territory in Australia, widows are not allowed
to speak while they mourn their husbands. They may have
to remain silent for as long as three years. This is when an
elaborate sign language comes in handy.

Pointing with a finger to a mountain off the Sepik River.
14
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Pointing out a direction while travelling
on the Sepik River: full hand.

In real life, sound is hardly ever the only means of
expressing what you need to convey. Different kinds of gestures may do different jobs. During our lengthy boat trips
across the mighty Sepik River in north-eastern New Guinea,
my Papuan friends would tell me all about the important
landmarks – mountains, lagoons and islands, pointing at
each with a finger. On the previous page, Luc is showing us
the mountain traditionally owned by his clan.
The river was flooded; we were travelling during the rainy
season. The guide at the front of the canoe had to show
the rowers where to steer so that we avoided the swampy
areas full of floating grass. In the picture above, Jason shows
direction, waving a full hand.
A gesture – manual or facial – is a useful subsidiary to
speech, but it does not replace it. Sign language does.
15
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Language can be codified through symbols on stone,
papyrus, birch bark or paper. The complex sounds of speech
come to be represented by a set of symbols in written language. And there are usually fewer symbols than there are
sounds. Over forty sounds are crammed into the twenty-six
letters of the English alphabet. Two letters can reflect one
sound – as sh in shut and ng in sing. The same sequence
of letters can reflect different sounds – gh in tough is
pronounced as ‘f’, and in ghastly as ‘g’. There is a lot of
arbitrariness in how written symbols reflect the sounds: the
same sound, ‘s’, will be written as s in most European languages, as sz in Hungarian, as c in Russian or Serbian and
as  שׂin Hebrew. The wealth of spoken language is often said
to be ‘reduced’ to writing. And if compared with language
spoken and signed, written language, with its own rules and
tricks, is a mere youngster.
Homo sapiens has been around for over 100,000 years.
The age of ‘Homo loquens’ – a speaking human with language ability – is hard to pinpoint: the estimated dates for
these beginnings range between 60,000 and 100,000 years ago.
The earliest attempts to codify a language by writing it down
are hardly older than five thousand years. The oldest attested
writing comes from Sumerian, spoken in what is now Iraq,
just south of Baghdad. Sumerian inscriptions on clay tablets
go back as far as about 5,200 years. Early writings in Akkadian, another extinct language from the same region, must
have been made about 4,350 years ago, and the first inscriptions in Hebrew go back about three thousand years. The
earliest confirmed evidence of the Chinese script discovered
so far is the body of inscriptions carved on oracle bones from
the late Shang dynasty, just over three thousand years ago.
16
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Writing systems have been invented only a few times in
the course of human history. The ancient Sumerians used
the script known as ‘cuneiform’. The word cuneiform comes
from Latin cuneus (‘wedge’). Vertical and horizontal strokes
and wedges were impressed onto moist clay tablets. When
dry, the tablets are extremely durable and this is how they
have survived for thousands of years. Or the strokes could be
inscribed on stone and other hard surfaces. The Sumerians
themselves referred to the signs as gag ‘nail’.
At the earliest stages, all the signs could represent were
commercial transactions – what was sold or stocked, and
how much of it. The writing system was more like a mnemonic device to jot down important facts – in no way could
it reflect the wealth of the language with its vocabulary and
grammar, let alone lore and laws. As writing developed, it
became richer and included more information. Stories of
all genres had been written by the Sumerians by the time
the language fell into disuse in the second millennium bc.
Scholars are still struggling to understand what the language
sounded like: it is a puzzle to know which sounds are hidden
behind which symbols. Sumerian writing was inherited by
Akkadian and by Hittite (the earliest written language from
the Indo-European family – see p. 95). The writing used in
European languages started in the Middle East, originating
from inscriptions in Phoenician (a language close to Hebrew
and Aramaic). The earliest of these inscriptions, dating back
to about 3,800 years ago (or 1,800 bc), have been recently
found in Luxor, Egypt. The writing quickly spread to
other groups – speakers of Ancient Hebrew, Aramaic, then
Greek and Latin. Two monks, brothers Cyril and Methodius, adapted the Greek writing system for the precursor
17

I Saw the Dog.indd 17

31/03/2020 12:59

I Saw the Dog

of Russian and its nearest relatives, at the end of the eighth
century, using a few Hebrew letters where Greek was not
enough. This alphabet, called the Cyrillic, is now used for
some Slavic languages, including Bulgarian, Macedonian,
Serbian, Montenegrin, Russian, Belorussian and Ukrainian.
In every instance, writing is a conventional approximation to what is spoken. The ‘prison-house’ of language is
further constrained by being squeezed into the ‘straitjacket’
of writing.
The term people use across the world to refer to their
‘language’ reflects the primacy of speech. A language can be
named by the means used to make a sound. Some use ‘tongue’,
as in English tongue, French langue, Portuguese língua, Estonian keel, Hungarian nyelv and Hebrew lashon. Others use
‘mouth’, as in Tariana numa and Manambu kundi, and also
Hebrew safa. Others use the term ‘sound’. In Jarawara, spoken
in the dense jungle of Brazil just south of the river Amazon,
the word ati covers ‘language’, ‘voice’, ‘sound’ and ‘noise’.
The Murui Witoto, from the depths of the Colombian jungle,
call language uai – the same as for ‘sound’ and ‘voice’. And in
many traditions, ‘language’ is called ‘speech’ – take German
Sprache, or Dutch spraak. No matter how lengthy the written
tradition within the society, no linguistic community will use
the word for writing to talk about language.
And yet written language has acquired an aura of superiority and ultimate prestige – so much so that, for some, a
language without a writing system is not a language at all.
This obsession with the superiority of writing is nothing but
a myth, and a racist one at that.
For thousands of years, human history and lore were
transmitted by word of mouth. The Iliad and the Odyssey,
18
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The volcanic Lake Barrine: clear blue and
dangerously deep, amidst the lush rainforest.

the Vedas and the Bible were simply memorised. The very
early examples of writing, the Sumerian clay tablets, contain
scant lists of administrative records. Compared to the wealth
of oral stories passed on through generations, they are but
a mere shadow.
Writing goes back barely more than five and a bit thousand years. Human memory – recorded in memorised
histories – goes well beyond that, disclosing what happened
in remote antiquity. Here is one such example.
North Queensland boasts three volcanic crater lakes,
now popular tourist destinations – Lake Eacham, Lake
Barrine and Lake Euramoo. When did they appear? What
was there before them?
19
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