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				Praise for books by Michael Erard
 
 Bye Bye I Love You: The Story of Our First and Last Words (2025)
 Times Literary Supplement: “Steeped in linguistic and medical science, anthropology, psychology and, most of all, humanity, Bye Bye I Love You is an invitation to consider who we have been and who we will be at the edges of language.”
 The Economist: “A book ending with so much death may sound like a hard read. Instead, it is a beautiful and even strangely comforting one, with Mr Erard as a pensive, patient guide.”
 Onze Taal: “A human yet instructive story.”
 Ellen Jovin: “An original, thrilling, poetic and utterly human exploration of the linguistic bookends of our human lives.”
 Sallie Tisdale: “A fascinating look at culture, ritual, and the profound intimacy of relationship.”
 Los Angeles Review of Books: “Wise and gracefully written.”
 A Way with Words: “As fascinating as it is original…it’s beautifully written, it’s wide-ranging, it’s deeply personal too, and moving, and chock-full of information about language…”
 
 Babel No More: The Search for the World’s Most Extraordinary Language Learners (2012)
 The Economist: “Fascinating.”
 John McWhorter: “Babel No More is a thorough delight. An informed and even addictive guide to why some people pick up new languages so easily and how maybe you can too.”
 The New York Times Book Review: “An entertaining, informative survey of some of the most fascinating polyglots of our time.”
 American Speech: “Superbly written, researched, and documented…most impressive, however, is Erard’s organization of his material into an engaging story.”
 Joshua Foer: “You’ll be awed by the incredible characters in this eye-opening book. How do they do it?”
 Deborah Fallows: “An intrepid and savvy linguistic explorer, Michael Erard sets out to find the world’s masters of multiple languages…Babel No More will delight the enthusiasts who love the challenge of learning foreign languages and will comfort the weary who dreaded facing Latin conjugations.”
 
 Um…: Slips, Stumbles, and Verbal Blunders, and What They Mean (2007)
 The New York Times Book Review: “An enjoyable tour of linguistic mishaps…Rewarding.”
 Publishers Weekly: “Challenges the reader to think about his or her own speech in an entirely new way.”
 Wall Street Journal: “Mr. Erard’s enthusiasm for his subject is infectious. He gets you wondering about blundering.”
 Geoffrey Nunberg: “A fascinating meditation on why blunders happen and what they tell us about language and ourselves. At its deepest level, Um... is an exercise in the zen of attention.”
 Richard Lederer: “Some people are bird-watchers and learn a great deal about the birds they watch. Michael Erard watches word botchers and, in the process, enriches our experience of what language is about.”
 Kirkus Reviews (starred): “A lascinating fook at yet another revealing instance of human imperfection.”
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		Introduction

								

	
				This book gathers forty-seven essays and pieces of reporting about language that I wrote over two and a half decades. Five are unpublished; two I wrote for this collection. On top of the forty-seven are six short proposals for articles, or “pitches,” that I prepared for editors.
 You might wonder why I’m compiling all of this now.
 It begins with the fact that last summer, a load of household items was shipped from the US (where I’m from) to Europe (where I live now), thus reuniting me, after nearly a decade, with my physical publication archive. Once I’d stopped moving around and allowed these parts of myself to catch up with the others, I discerned, for the first time in many years, that this thing I’d been doing had a shape. It had volume. More than a mass, it was an enterprise, and maybe even something approximating a career. 
 That publication archive isn’t closed—I hope to add more to it. But the past work deserves a new life, because it contains ways of thinking and writing about language that I hope people will find enlightening, entertaining, and useful. 
 I’m curious to know what several groups of readers might make of this collection. One group is those who enjoy language as a topic and exploring its connection to other domains. I hope that the diversity of topics, the shorter pieces, and the consistent voice—and the fact that no generative AI touched it—are appealing.
 Another group is students of journalism and creative non-fiction. I’d like them to see what focusing on a single subject over many years rolls up to. Where are the gaps? What does it look like to strive for the new, to get off the beaten paths? For them I included six pitches, as well as a piece of media criticism, a description of a fact-checking session, and the story of a failed attempt at media entrepreneurship.
 One final audience are the people who wonder what intellectual impact outside of academia looks like over the long-term. This used to be called “intellectual entrepreneurship.” I call it making (part of) a curiosity-based living.
 To build the collection itself, I chose the pieces that exemplify the “language beat.” In journalism, beat reporting is “a genre of journalism focused on a particular issue, sector, organization, or institution over time,” in the words of Wikipedia. My beat is language. Over two and a half decades, I produced reportage, reported essays, op-eds, personal essays, and reviews as well as three books, and I discussed my work in videos, on the radio, and in podcasts. This work isn’t pop linguistics; it’s not science communication. Neither is it public scholarship.[1] It’s journalism, using the tools, conventions, and craft values of the trade. You talk to people and quote some of them; you read things and quote some of that. You synthesize, you digest. You sketch the landscape by orchestrating facts and conclusions. You assemble a pitch and an editor buys it; they provide guidance as you’re writing and editing. And when you write everything up, you decide on the structure and on whether or not (and if so how much) to insert your person and voice. It’s really more a way of doing things than an identity.
 The goal was never complete coverage. Though I wanted to write about everything, I didn’t—no one could.[2] Rather, the goal was to explore each story’s territory in its fullness, given time, budgets, word length, and editorial flexibility. Any journalist would have done the same.
 I selected pieces that demonstrate this fullness in spite of those real-world constraints. I selected pieces that I like re-reading. The ones I’m proud of. The ones that reached for the new. I cut out ones that were too preoccupied with a specific moment in time and those that were too brief. Apart from the pitches and a few pieces of unpublished work, almost everything is available online to varying degrees of accessibility. In theory you could hunt them down yourself.[3] But you’d miss how I sift and cull things here, as well as my commentary on the themes and what connects them.[4] 
 A legal aside: As a freelancer, I wrote for many newspapers, magazines, and websites, among them The New York Times, Wired, and New Scientist. However, none of my work for those three outlets is included here, for the simple fact that the reprinting costs are now one-third to one-half of what I had been paid to write each piece. That creates some odd gaps in the collection, as if I wasn’t working some of the years, but in a section at the end I list all of the language writing that isn’t collected here. 
 The result is an account of what one writer achieved on the language beat in the first quarter of the twenty-first century. 
  
 §§§
  
 Because these articles were written for many publications over a wide span of time and are arranged here by theme, reading them in sequence, apart from checking out the three early pieces, isn’t the only way to read them.
 It might be better to let something catch your eye in the Table of Linguistic Contents, which ties stories to conventional linguistic categories.
 Or you might do the same based on the regular table of contents, though I recognize that some of the headlines are vague as to the subject of the piece. They would have been more informative if writers did their own headlines.
 In any case, this quick overview of the thematic arrangements might be useful.
 In the section titled “Belonging,” you’ll encounter stories about how communities and subcultures cohere because people in them do certain things with language. In “Learning and Community” the stories center on language learners and situations in which people who have different languages get along. In “Language in Public Life,” you’ll encounter the life of language that takes place in public and how the imperatives of institutions and politics shape it. In “Doing Linguistics” are stories about how linguists do what they do. In “Controversies and Advances” are stories about legitimate scientific advances and disputes. In “Doing Journalism” are six pitches as well as three long pieces about aspects of doing journalism about language. Finally, “The New and The Old” has stories about the beginnings and ends of language.
 You would do very well here, as in life, to follow your interests. There’s a wide range of topics: migration and asylum; education and institutional life; religion and ritual; technology and media; disability and accessibility; science and society; family and place; the future and the past. Each piece stands on its own; read together, they show patterns and recurrences.
 One such pattern is how “language” can be treated from multiple perspectives. There is language as a codified brand-name thing, such as “French” or “Japanese.” There it is, rooted in everyday interaction, as a dynamic set of social facts; and there it is, a private experience, as something people have profound, shifting relationships with. Language is also a biological fact, located in human bodies, a function of human tissue and vulnerable to its vagaries. Language here is “languaging”—it’s a verb. It’s something people do, something they experience.
 Another pattern is how people do ideas about language. You might also look for ways in which language is made. In many pieces, it’s subordinated to institutional agendas. In others it’s an object crafted to fit scientific norms and social concerns. Language can also be an object of cultural fascination, a vehicle for personal aspiration, as well as a commodity. Here it becomes a thing, something to be mapped, tracked, measured, coded, boxed.
 Finally, you may notice that many of the articles begin with an individual—a linguist, a teacher, a missionary, a language learner, a bartender. Elsewhere I start with a community dynamic, an institution’s history, a database, or the backstory of a linguistic fact. Whether human or not, these characters’ stories were funny, sad, poignant, bewildering. My departures were intellectual; the arrivals were emotional. The man wiping his mother’s name off a boat. A woman who lost her soft “r.” An abandoned sentence. The triumph of a politician. A linguist surprised by the possibilities. The indigenous man moved by linguistic evidence. A forgotten camera that went to space. You’ll find all these and more in this collection.
  
 §§§
  
 I didn’t set out to create the language beat; rather, it found me.
 It didn’t exist, not in the way that business reporting or crime reporting did, for several reasons. First, language doesn’t generate very much general interest news, not in the way most people have encountered language as a topic. When it does, it mostly fits into other traditional news categories, such as science, politics, human interest, sports, or culture. 
 Secondly, to the extent that language was an object of attention in the non-academic Anglosphere of the late twentieth century, it was confined to lexicographic curiosities and usage debates. The most visible example was William Safire’s weekly column in the New York Times Magazine, “On Language,” which ran from 1979 to 2009. Another was the Economist’s Johnson column, which ran from 1992 to 1999 and covered topics about the English language. Language was something that you moralized about, not wondered about. 
 Thirdly, almost no one with a background in linguistics was evidently commissioning, editing, or writing language pieces. As a result, many potential stories simply went unseen, and the ones that were written were rarely enriched by insights from linguistic research. For many readers, “language” meant grammatical pet peeves, ape-language experiments, the Ebonics controversy, and the occasional reference to Noam Chomsky.
 What interested me was everything that fell outside that narrow frame. 
 What if a language were much more than a mere bag of words? What if “language” were actually a multiplicity? And then, if you could tap into the linguist’s fascination with linguistic topics and tie it to a journalist’s fascination with story, what could you trace and follow? You could grasp language from multiple angles as a tool, a commodity, an infrastructure. Not only is it bound in individual identity, it’s also a proxy for other dynamics as well as a prism for uncovering the hidden agendas of communities and institutions. Rather uniquely, a journalist had the tools for telling stories about all this without picking sides—any dispute, whether in science or politics, was a fact about the world to describe, not a fight the writer had to join. It definitely helped you develop the story, and understand more about what might be at stake, if you knew something about language or the language sciences and felt comfortable reading academic articles.[5]
 Moreover, what if telling linguistically sophisticated stories about language had a larger goal than turning people into linguists or justifying public investments in science? What if it had this civic purpose: to make people’s linguistic investments visible to each other so that they could understand something of how to make decisions in their communities?
 This is the way that I state the mission in 2026. And this is the way I conceived of it for a digital magazine devoted to language journalism that I founded in 2014 (whose fate, which I’ve never written about before, is described here). But when I started at the turn of the century, that mission was fuzzy. 
 Clearer were the models I had for what language journalism could be. 
 Starting in the mid-1980s, the Atlantic Monthly’s managing editor Cullen Murphy, who was something of a mentor, had been commissioning numerous lavish long-form pieces about linguistic controversies. He himself wrote an achingly fascinating piece about the ventriloquist’s art and an eye-opening piece about General Semantics. In graduate school I discovered Russ Rymer’s book Genie: A Scientific Tragedy (1993), the first non-academic language book that I’d ever seen. Around the same time, I read Randy Allen Harris’s The Linguistic Wars (1993), an account of debates in modern linguistics; here at last was an accessible account that helped me make sense of my graduate program. Later, Geoff Pullum’s colorful, myth-busting columns for Natural Language and Linguistic Theory caught my eye. Then Debbie Nathan’s lively pieces about spelling bees and a changing white Texas accent for the Texas Observer demonstrated even more possibilities. 
 Then Lingua Franca appeared. The magazine, somewhat infamous in its time for its role in revealing what’s now known as the Sokal affair, had a mission to cover ideas and university life with “academic rigor and journalistic vigor.”[6] Their way of telling stories about intellectual controversies was so revelatory that Lingua Franca became my methodology. I began pitching them and eventually landed a piece about words for butterflies (included here) in November of 2000. It was only my second appearance in a national publication and signaled my departure from the academic track—that very month, I defended my PhD in English, with a portfolio in rhetoric of science and English linguistics, and decided not to look for an academic job.[7] By that point, I was a contributing writer for the Texas Observer and had been recruited by Murphy to write for a new Atlantic Monthly section, “Notes & Dispatches.” My first piece, from September of 2001, “The King of Closed Captions,” is included here in the first section of this book, “Beginnings.” 
 Unburdened by a trust fund or wealthy spouse, I had to build a niche. The truth is that writing about language emerged as a survival strategy. I knew linguistics, and from the writer’s seat (not the academic’s), potential stories proliferated. That was the real origin of the language beat, at least the way I handled it. At the start, part-time work in research grants consulting allowed me to write what I wanted and to preserve my mental health. But eventually I grew into a way of seeing stories that was entirely mine. I didn’t want to be a columnist, churning out thumbsuckers about personal peeves. Nor did I want to be reporting on “hard” news, as you’d do focusing on, say, the language industry (where it’s news of mergers, deals, and products). I wanted to write about what interested me. I wanted to swagger doing it. I wanted to get out into the world. I wanted to get the scoop. I wanted to write scenes. 
 I’ve always been a writer, was publishing in newspapers at 13, did journalism in high school and college, and began freelancing in the 1990s when I moved to Texas for graduate school. Honestly I thought of myself first as a fiction writer. My approach to non-fiction writing, when I took it up, was influenced by John McPhee, John Graves, Joseph Mitchell, and Marguerite Duras. 
 My approach to non-fiction thinking came from science and technology studies (which I’d used in my dissertation). It taught me that science is a cultural form like all the others, and that scientists are cultural actors. Thus there are always stories to tell about the mechanisms that produce facts and objects. Another influence came from New Historicism, a mode of historical writing that was ascendant in the 1990s. Reading descriptions of it now—“recurrent use of anecdotes, preoccupation with the nature of representations, fascination with the history of the body, sharp focus on neglected details, and skeptical analysis of ideology”—I see my own commitments. 
 From these influences I developed some powerful tools. I loved how pulling on a thread out of sheer curiosity led to a cascade of insights. Security experts whom I interviewed for the Islamic State series told me that no one had ever inquired into religious extremism that way. For other stories, I began with how mundane aspects of life appeared to the expert, something I called the “geek angle.” That’s how I conceived of a profile of a typographer and historical linguist named Michael Everson for The New York Times in 2003, which was the paper’s first ever mention of Unicode, already more than a decade old. Another angle involved unpacking some object or character, scratching at the obdurate surface of a settled matter until it gave up the soft center of its origins. This led, for example, to a profile of Ethnologue, the widely-used encyclopedia of the world’s languages, for the New York Times.[8] It also led to the biography of Noam Chomsky’s sentence, “colorless green ideas sleep furiously,” which appeared in the Southwest Review. 
 If one strategy was to unpick a truism, another was to set two truisms in the ring and let them duke it out. For Aeon, I inquired about whether or not people who speak more than one variety of a language enjoyed the same cognitive benefits of bilingual users of two codified languages. Another rich source of stories were places where agendas clashed. For example, my 2016 Science story, “Discovering China’s Linguistic Riches” (included here), is about the tension between the Chinese government’s commitments to a definition of language and ethnicity and Western scientists’ definitions of language varieties. My Legal Affairs stories on linguistic profiling and language analysis of asylum seekers both address the weaponizing of linguistic discriminations for ideological goals. Not included here is a 2017 feature for the New York Times Magazine on Unicode and emoji, at the core of which was a clash between people who saw emoji as expressions of cultural identity and those invested in the stability of the international encoding standard.[9] Of course there were stories about the “new,” among them a Science story (included) about innovations in speech error research, a Lingua Franca piece (included) about the northward spread of y’all, or a Wired piece about China’s soft power moves to promote Mandarin globally. 
 My three books also came from the language beat. Each one had its origins in my questions about a phenomena that couldn’t be answered from only one perspective; it had to be tackled from all the directions simultaneously, because of how they affect one another. An extra delight came from the fact that linguistics has mostly ignored these topics, blinded by its theoretical commitments. I never would have been able to write these books as a member of an academic department. As precarious as freelancing often was, financially and psychologically, that freedom allowed me to see more and go farther than the academics can. 
 Um…: Slips, Stumbles, and Verbal Blunders, and What They Mean (Pantheon, 2007) is a collection of essays on the natural and cultural history of speech disfluencies (“uhs,” “ums,” silent pauses, restarted sentences) and slips of the tongue. I followed that with Babel No More: The Search for the World’s Most Extraordinary Language Learners (Free Press, 2012), which is the first-ever consideration of massive multilinguals and high intensity language learners from a linguistic perspective. Then there’s Bye Bye I Love You: The Story of Our First and Last Words (MIT Press, 2025), about the first words of babies and the last words of the dying as linguistic phenomenon, personal curios, and objects of cultural interest. Language at the end of life had never been considered by linguists prior to this work. 
 In collecting these pieces now, I can finally admit that the hope and ambition is and always was for the work to cohere. To add up to something. All the reporting and writing, the trail of decisions and the moments that shaped them, the things that worked and those that didn’t, they seemed like points on a scatterplot at the time, on the verge of being blown to the wind. 
 It had an impact. My work has been blogged about, reprinted, anthologized, included in textbooks and college syllabi, discussed and cited in academic papers, and even abridged for standardized tests. Now I can draw a line that connects the center of their mass. I can gather them. There’s a relief in that. I can’t and don’t claim that any of this matters in any grand sense, but I wish for you, wherever you are, the same sense of relief. Which is the relief of making one’s past a recognizable friend in order to embrace whatever the future may bring. 
 
	For the most part. There were some things I wrote about language that I did with my academic hat on, as well as writing on other topics. ↵
	Ask me what I never managed to write about. ↵
	I realize that some of these articles have been used as course texts, and that instructors might have claimed educational fair use. However, to the degree that that use could replace the sale of this copyrighted work, you should re-examine your fair use claim by using the fair use checklist at Columbia University. My basic position is that writers should be paid for their work and choose themselves when to waive fees. ↵
	It's worth pointing out that I used the text produced by the publications, which is why the articles may differ in usage matters: commas, other punctuation, numerals, terminology, and so forth. Across the articles, I regularized only the dashes and the formatting of the titles, and I removed some of the hyperlinks. ↵
	I always read the articles and even the books. ↵
	https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sokal_affair ↵
	My first national publication was “Grammatically speaking,” a short piece about how journalists weaponize verbatim quoting against subjects they don’t like, for Brill’s Content in July-August 2000. It's a fun piece but contains too much journalistic inside baseball to work in this collection. ↵
	This pitch is included in this collection. For the article itself, see "How linguists and missionaries share a Bible of 6,912 languages," https://www.nytimes.com/2005/07/19/science/how-linguists-and-missionaries-share-a-bible-of-6912-languages.html ↵
	"How the Appetite for Emojis Complicates the Effort to Standardize the World’s Alphabets," https://www.nytimes.com/2017/10/18/magazine/how-the-appetite-for-emojis-complicates-the-effort-to-standardize-the-worlds-alphabets.html ↵
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 Sign languages
 A sign language is born (Al-Jazeera English, 2014) 
 Studying an emerging sign language won’t kill it (Mosaic Science, 2019) 
 The medium (The Morning News, 2014) 
 Why sign-language gloves don’t help deaf people (The Atlantic, 2007)
 Sociophonetics
 Immigration by shibboleth (Legal Affairs, 2003) 
 What it means to talk like a Mainer (Down East, 2015)
 Speech-Language Pathology
 Stutter, memory (Lingua Franca, 2001)
 W: A usage guide (Texas Observer, 2001)
 Syntax
 The life and times of “colorless green ideas sleep furiously” (Southwest Review, 2010)
 Typology
 Discovering China’s linguistic riches (Science, 2009)
 Words from far-flung tribes (Globe and Mail, 2008)
 Writing and writing systems
 The deep roots of writing (Aeon, 2018) 
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		Beginnings

	

	
		The three pieces in this section are early examples of some of the preoccupations that thread through all of my work.
 One preoccupation is about who has the power to do things with language and what they do with such agency. In these pieces, it’s language learners and homeless people. In the rest of the collection, it’s bartenders, musicians, lawyers, soldiers, bureaucrats, teachers. What agency do they think they have? And what do they do with it? As you can see from the ending of “Writing and Opacity,” I include myself in those questions about agency. I’m writing—is anyone reading?
 There’s also a commitment to valuing individuals’ experiences, not just as examples but as truly heartfelt aspects of being alive. These should be honored.
 Finally, there’s the use of academic work to create contrast and provide perspective—not something that’s indulged for its own sake.
 Considering these pieces now reminds me of their backstories. Writing and literacy was on my mind because those topics (which I was interested in) weren’t addressed in my very formal linguistics graduate program. Obviously I hadn’t discovered the research on graphomania yet. “If You Asked about My Students” marked a clear stylistic break from what I had been doing up to that point, and I explored that jagged terseness, thanks to reading a lot of James Ellroy, in other writing. As I would find, prestigious outlets didn’t tolerate experimentation in style or structure, so I did it elsewhere.
 Putting this together has reminded me that these articles were actually predated by one that critiqued the cultural imperialism of the English as a Foreign Language industry, which I submitted to an online zine called “Bad Subjects.” The piece, which ought to be regarded as my first piece of language writing, never appeared (the editors never got back to me and I never chased them) and the only draft was lost. My hesitations about what I had participated in survive in the North American Review piece about my students, which you might call a re-write of that critique, focused this time on the people and my own relationship to my culpability.
  
 
	

		


		
	
		
			
	
		1

		Writing and opacity (Texas Observer, 1995)

								

	
				Who has seen homeless people writing?
 One evening, while my girlfriend and I were eating on the patio at a local barbecue restaurant, a old white woman, hunched over, barefoot and dirty, came in. Muttering to herself, she put down her coffee cup and a sheaf of papers and then moved from table to table, begging for a cigarette and a light. When she got back to her table with her lit cigarette, she took out clean paper and began writing industriously. She did not talk as she wrote. What was she writing?
 She got up to beg another cigarette, and the wind blew a page near us. I picked it up and looked at it before returning it. WILL, it said at the top in ballpoint. I, NORA X, BEING OF GOOD HEALTH AND SANE MIND AND GOOD MEMORY, she had started. Her cursive was even and beautiful, all the diagonal strokes parallel, a hand that no one has anymore, what we would call calligraphic. THIS IS MY THIRD WILL. THE FIRST WAS WRITTEN IN 1966 AND IS NULL AND VOID. THE SECOND WAS WRITTEN IN 1987 IN SAN ANTONIO AND WAS DECLARED NULL AND VOID. She continued: IN 1955 I WAS DIAGNOSED AS SCHIZOPHRENIC IN ST. LOUIS… The rest of the page, and onto the other side, was a record that detailed, year by year, her finances, employment and health since 1955: How much had she spent on rent and food, how long and where she had worked, her doctors’ diagnoses. She had barely accounted for the 1950s when the page ended.
 I spent several hours talking with her afterwards, sitting in a laundromat and on the pavement in front of a donut shop. She is writing a will, she says, because she has to leave her estate to someone so that the state doesn’t get it. She will leave the money—a total of $800 now in a San Antonio bank—to her daughter, who is dying of cancer. She also keeps a small legal pad that contains her proposal for a law outlawing “all men who pose as priests and doctors in order to molest children.” On the same page are scrawly transcripts from TV news: “WAR! WAR! THE MEXICAN HORDES ATTACK!” A good Catholic, Nora believes that real priests don’t molest children. And cigarettes don’t give you cancer—that’s Mexican and Communist propaganda. She wries poetry but would not show it because it “has no meaning to anybody but me.”
 Nora talks in a raspy smoked-out voice, on and on, mostly to herself, as if she’s used to her own company. She keeps her head down and talks, to no one in particular. I follow her to a laundromat, where a man tells me not to waste my time on her. It’s hard for me to focus on what she’s saying, it’s full of tangential detail, so I ask questions to keep her clear. Then she stops her monologue and looks up, startled. She’s forgotten about me and seems offended by the interruption.
 I’m embarrassed: Obviously, I don’t know the etiquette. I’m naive, I know, no Jack London, no George Orwelll. “You obviously haven’t spent much time with the homeless,” my girlfriend says, and she’s right. She went to Berkeley and knew the spectrum of street personalities. Like one guy named Rare, who’d come into the bakery where she worked and shout, “How do you like it? Hot and tight!” But I went to a rural college in a town without sidewalks.
 In the days that followed my meeting with Nora, I noticed other young people, maybe students, interrogating the drunks on “the Drag” west of the campus. The students are earnest and grave, and a few take notes. Is this a necessary part of an urban education? I’m wary of trying to take it apart. I had tried to rehabilitate Nora’s wisdom from her insanity and poverty, but it was impossible. Not worthless, just impossible.
  
 §§§
  
 Another woman has moved into the neighborhood. She is younger than frail Nora but larger, has a crewcut, wears overalls, and carries a blue nylon sleeping bag. She sits in the donut shop, which is open all the time, or at a sidewalk table at the fancy bakery—writing. When I saw her recently, she had a college-ruled spiral notebook, like students carry, stuffed with loose sheets and handbills. What does she write? I’m curious, so I look over her shoulder as I walk by. It is dates and sums of money and lists of words. The notebook pages are filled. As are the margins of the handbills. She works diligently and obliviously, pressing hard with her pen. The page is inked and perforated with the indentations.
 Writing, as an act and as marks upon a surface, has many functions. As a material thing, writing is letters or other graphic marks on a page that transmit a representation of spoken language through time and space. Such marks establish the authenticity of contracts, treaties and other legal agreements. Albertine Gaur, in her History of Writing, writes that “geometrical signs, symbols and patterns, are frequently used as property marks.” Writing, as lists, serves to aid memory. Letters are substitutes for physical presence. In our culture, writing indicates and authorizes the previous existence of events, people and places. Plenty of written words are consumed in public, but their public production is rare. We usually write at home, in private, or in places like libraries and classrooms, which are designated as “literate.” Cafés can be “literate.” A subway is not “literate.” The street is not “literate.” Graffiti, also a kind of public writing, is offensive because it is so territorial and aggressive.
 The act of writing can be more meaningful than what is produced. In a parking lot near several churches that offer shelter to the homeless, I found ripped-up OK Soda posters and pizza parlor coupons. I pieced together the fragments until I could read:
 “for a while. freeman does not ever tell anyone where is going and how long he is going to be there and how long he is going.”
 “doctor. dentist. of three and a queer (real). and a ring of women and one. another. to talk. to of no degree.”
 “under 20. years of twenty. (no.) sweet—you an—that’s that is from.”
 “clothing went from February 1979, The apt. to the cleaners. apt to the rear. car to the farm. off FM 916. Signif. Texas to Houston Tues. my mother. home.mine.”
 “pay. pay. pay. pay.”
 These transcriptions don’t do justice to the look of the writing that covers all blank space. Five or six styles of handwriting are used, one between another’s two lines, frantic sometimes, and crowded. Never scrawled or illegible, but like personal notes or a list, quickly written and familiar only to the writer’s eyes. Some looks as if it was written by a young person, some by an older person. There are different colors of ink: black, blue, red. This writing isn’t informing or communicating and it isn’t the poetry of the streets. It’s unintelligible language unelevated by a cult of art.
 The product is not a message at all, not intended for our eyes, for no one’s eyes. It is writing without meaning. Writing without voice. The writing of people who have no voice. The writing of people who do not write, who are not supposed to know how to write. But they do. Daily. And all around us. What do people without identification and families do? They write. Without income, disenfranchised, they write. They find paper and pen and a flat surface, and they write. They don’t even have homes, or the street is their home, they sleep in nests or shelters, and they write. They have a task, something to do. They’re writing their world. Those familiar with the homeless are probably not surprised at all, but I am fascinated by any impulse to write, for what people write is sometimes not as important as the simple, obvious fact that they do. Nora, the other woman, should not be writing but they are. In this determination to remain inside the realm of social possibility is the meaning of the acts of their writing.
 In a history of the effects of resurgent literate practices in eleventh- and twelfth-century Europe, Brian Stock writes that in literate societies, “the presentation of self is less of a subjectively determined performance and more of an objectified pattern within articulated norms.” That is, individuals are only recognized when they can be “read,” either when they are written about or when they themselves write. They will show the products of their writing, or they will let themselves be seen writing.
 The homeless live their lives on public paths but are transparent to most people. Unless they practice this civilized and recognizably human activity called writing, they’d be invisible. Walking, breathing, talking is not enough.
 So they write.
 In the desire for permanence, not in the written word but in the act of writing, I recognize the homeless. I recognize, I read that desire to be valued, to be regarded as human, and to put some drag on eyes slipping by.
  
 This piece was first published in the Texas Observer, May 5, 1995.
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		If you asked about my students (North American Review, 1996)

								

	
				You were asking about the students I had in Taiwan.
 I taught them all, from five years old to fifty. Kindergarteners. Middle school, high school, university students. Businessmen. Rich, bored housewives. Engineers. An eel farmer. A piano teacher. An insurance saleswoman. A fish breeder. Flower farmers. Waitresses. Bartenders. Architects.
 I taught mostly kids. Rambunctious little ones fascinated by eggs and dinosaurs. ABCD. Apple, boy, cat, dog. Other creatures in abcdefarium. Eensy-weensy spider. Pattycakes. Felt like Liberace playing to deaf mutes. “Be a tree!” Tiny arms wave, as blown by a wind. “Be a dinosaur!” Little bodies stomp, mouths growl. “Be an old man!” Children stoop and stroke their beards. “Be quiet!” Stunning silence until James, the fat one, farts.
 Sullen ten year olds forced into bushiban’s narrow desks, dutifully performing “This is a ball. This is an egg. This is an elephant.” Demonstratives bore. Everyone bored. I wanted to tell them I was too, but didn’t. Everyone grouchy. Bare feet on cold concrete.
 Half-delinquent all-girls vocational classes that no other teacher wanted. Spirited, lively, hard to handle. Someone thought a good-looking male teacher would keep them focused. Everyone mutually fond, all mildly flirtatious, all worked hard. English didn’t improve. “Do you have a girlfriend?” At the end they made me an album, each girl to a page. Hello, Kitty stickers, leaves, magazine photos of a man and a woman in a very serious embrace adhered under clear plastic.
 Brilliant seventh graders old enough for adult wisdom and too young to be jaded, who liked to say “shit.” I stopped class and made everyone say, girls and boys, one time, “shit.” Out of their systems and out of my classroom. And then forward: “The brown stick is under the door. The blue stick is in her hand.” Felt like Pete Seeger.
 Bushiban kids. I played them Bobby McFerrin. They tapped their toes. Drew bizarre faces on the whiteboard at their direction. Draw five eyes, three ears, two noses. Erase one nose. Drew lines to their directions: up, down, left, right, stop. Laughed a lot. Used a lot of whiteboard markers.
 Small groups of eighth graders in a Lutheran high school rotating through my classroom for improvised mountaintop rescue dialogues. None died. First question to me in English: “Do you have a girlfriend?” Second question: “How old are you?” Did the Hokey-Pokey and laughed a lot.
 Was given a lesson plan to discuss gun control. It is an irrelevant topic in Taiwan because there are no guns to control. The students weren’t silent because they were shy; they just didn’t have an opinion. Was given a lesson plan to make sentences with some multipurpose grammatical function word. One kind of sentence was sarcastic. I spent the class period trying to teach sarcasm. They didn’t get it.
 Quicksands of authority nibbling at my heels. The Lutheran high school was a lush garden dripping with flowers and pools of goldfish. Classrooms had cranky ceiling fans. On low, sounded like jet engines overhead. On high, sounded like in a jet engine. Some Chinese teachers had microphones and tiny portable amps. Sounded like street preachers. I was young, hip, American. No, no, I said, don’t stand up at the beginning of class to greet me, don’t stand up at the end to thank me. Formality was banal; formality was structure. The result? Bedlam. Once I clipped a napper with a piece of chalk in the ear. Pretty proud of myself. Once I nicked a chatter in the eye. Stopped throwing chalk. Stopped a rude comment when I wowed ‘em with my Chinese. On the whole, inconsistent. Couldn’t get a good scold out to save my peace of mind. The mistake? I wanted to be liked.
 Engineers at a plastics factory. We’d meet for beers in the pub. They insisted and paid. “You have to get rid of your Chinese name,” they said. The family name I’d been given was the social equivalent of “Nixon.” They changed it to “river.” The first name they gave me was something like “Horatio” or “Dunlop.” “Oh, that’s a very romantic name,” people say when I tell them. I remembered that Henry Miller’s first English class in France was a lecture on penises of the animal kingdom. His second class was packed. Contemplated the implicit connection between expatriation and teaching language. Turned out, the engineers loved to learn slang, dirty words, racial slurs, sexual epithets, clichés. All the expressions that make idioms worth considering. All the anatomy that gets left out of textbooks as if English lacked the words, as if English speakers lack the physical referents. What’s weirder is, nobody notices. I taught them “beaver” and “mash uglies.” They taught me the aphorism, “Eating young girls improves the vision.” Felt like Howard Stern. Taiwan has six naptha crackers. Loved “naptha cracker.”
 Adult students in bushiban. They hated this exercise. Each student wrote a word on a card. First student picked a card and made a sentence with that word. Second student picked a card and fit second word in original sentence. On and on, until after several rounds, the sentence was a monstrous and poetic piece of nonsense. “God takes the sunrise from the eastern sea and the fishes fearing yesterday’s steel-making must dance ballet for exercise.” Felt like Noam Chomsky on drugs.
 Much of the English taught was monstrous nonsense. One kind of absurdity. Much was exaggerated. Only with exaggeration could meanings stand out, the lines of syntax become clear, sounds distinct. As in Dr. Seuss. Much was repetitive and stale. “The ceiling is up. The floor is down.” Another kind of absurdity, almost patronizing. As Ionesco noted. 
 Two girls in a small town, Botzliao. Had class in a huge empty room on the third floor over a restaurant. My first students. On the second day, I diverged from the progressive tense to a comparison of Chinese and Western culture through absences of corresponding verb tenses. They were very confused. I just hadn’t known that teaching English was going to be exceedingly boring. Felt like Benjamin Lee Whorf at the time. In retrospect, felt like Whorf on drugs.
 Never slept with a student. Deep, deep ethical quicksand. I dated my Chinese teacher. Then she wasn’t my teacher. More effective, however. “Dunlop River, Dunlop River,” she would repeat when we made love. 
 The prettiest student was a girl named Palan, too beautiful even to fantasize about. That, and she was fourteen years old. Golden smooth skin, red cheeks, phoenix eyes, ears just perfectly too big. Then, of course, there was Cherry, an insurance saleswoman, with swift English and broad vowels. Implausibly West Coast. She was getting married to a doctor. Sure, we flirted. He was the best friend of the bushiban owner, Henry, a small dark man whose English had acquired a non-native spray of saliva on some consonants, who was frustrated because his wife couldn’t get pregnant. But a good guy. He taught the basic class at the plastics factory. We’d break, and I’d hear him intoning from the textbook. “What did you talk about today?” he asked. “Fishing,” I said. 
 The first time someone shows up to check out an adult bushiban class is always a chore. Sometimes they won’t talk. They’ve overestimated their ability. Sometimes they’re arrogant little snits. Or they won’t take their faces out of the dictionary. Or a man flirts with Cherry across the table. She laughs, her loud throaty laugh. I steamed. At her wedding, she was duded up like a doll and got so drunk you could have pushed her over. I was so drunk from toasting Henry that if you’d asked me to fall over, I would have. 
 The handsomest man was perhaps Tony. He and his wife grew freesia, tulips, and carnations in the mountains. He was dark from the sun and had fast small eyes and fine features. His hands were busted and hard from work. He talked slow, like a farmer. Wanted to say so much but couldn’t. 
 The richest students were Danny and Horace. They preferred bowling to class. They insisted and paid, then made it back from me by betting on strikes. They were some species of businessmen. Vague. Danny owned a kindergarten where his nickname was Uncle Happy. He played the part in front of the kids; in his office he smoked like a mogul. Other teachers trolled for gifts and received cameras, vehicles, appliances from their rich students. I never trolled and never got lucky.
 The saddest one was Huey. Wanted desperately to hang out with me. I mentioned homosexuality in relation to the movie “Maurice.” He became paralyzed that he was gay and he “had this sickness.” He’d tried to kill himself the year before with pills. He pleaded for some way to become normal. He swore to jump in front of a train. He came up the dark stairway in Melissa’s house where we had class. He had something too horrible to say. He turned, said “I love you,” and ran down the stairs. Later he sent a note condemning me to hell. Felt like no one I’d ever heard of. Like some kind of missionary, I suppose. 
 By the end, I had taught perhaps 3000 students total. A dozen reasons for studying English between them. And not a single one angry about having to do it. Not a single one with a question about it. Naive or reticent or practical, I don’t know. “English is a tool for international communicating” is propaganda they would repeat.
 The smartest student was Lily, nine years old, fast and sharp and bright. She and four others, sheer beginners, a private class. I sat them behind a line of masking tape on the carpet and shut them in tape enclosures. Edges held. We named every object in that small room. We counted round-robin to one hundred one day. They ordered each other around the room like little generals, with perfect syntax like Fabergé eggs. I felt we could expand through the house with the arms of our widening English, down the street, into the city, and then out into that world from the room, learning words. Soon they’d be fetching orchids and describing sunsets. I felt so successful, I almost cried.
 I’m sorry I left Lily. Of all the ones, I’m sorry I left her. I lied to her mother. Said I was coming back to America to visit my parents. Mrs. Wong called my parents’ house and asked when I was coming. I lied and said I’d just decided to stay. She said that if I ever wanted to return, the kids would be there. She said, Lily asks when you are coming back.
 You asked about my students. Of all the students I had, I think only of Lily, waiting.
  
 This piece was first published in the North American Review, November-December 1996.
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		Winged words (Lingua Franca, 2000)

								

	
				In a recent issue of the moderated e-mail list Linguist, Brown University anthropologist William O. Beeman addressed an odd phenomenon: Apparently, there is a different word for butterfly in every language, even though historical relationships and geographic contacts often suggest the words should be similar. Beeman called it “the butterfly problem.” 
 “We expect to find cognates,” Beeman says, “but here we don’t. What seems to happen is that groups come up with a term that is particular to them.” By contrast, words for cat resemble each other closely in most Indo-European languages. “Moth” is also frequently borrowed. What about “bat”? “I know,” Beeman concedes. “It’s like eating peanuts—once you find out about one word, you want to go off and find out about more.”
 Beeman says his interest in butterflies began in an idle chat with mathematician friends. After a query to the Linguist list elicited fifty replies in two days, his involvement ballooned into a full-scale study. Beeman soon discovered he wasn’t the first linguist to notice the phenomenon: In an unpublished 1982 paper, University of North Texas linguist Haj Ross rhapsodized about butterflies as such “perfect symbols of transformation” that “each language finds its own verbal beauty to celebrate the stunning salience of the butterfly’s being.” (Ross credited linguistic anthropologist Emmon Bach with having first observed the phenomenon.)
 [image: ]An Apollo butterfly In his post to Linguist, Beeman provided a list of words for butterfly in about ninety-seven languages, including Gujarati (popti), Lao (maingkabula), and Masai (osampurumpuri). But even if the words don’t sound alike, are they as different as they seem? Beeman noted that a large number have one thing in common: They are related to “cultural metaphors.” For example, the folkloric belief among Russians that butterflies are witches seems to be responsible for their butterfly word, babochka, or “little grandmother.” The English “butterfly” and the German Schmetterling derive from the insect’s supposed attraction to cream.
 More importantly, many butterfly words share features such as the repetition of syllables (as in Malay ramarama, Senegalese lupe lupe, and Welsh pili pala). These sound patterns, Beeman provocatively argued, echo the symmetrical structure and movement of butterfly wings. Many of the words also repeat their consonants. “In… the many cases of reiterated b’s, p’s, l’s and f’s (in widely separated language families),” Beeman wrote, “one can almost hear the gentle rustle of butterfly wings and see their repetitive motion.”
 Until a few years ago, Beeman’s appeal to sound symbolism—the idea that certain sounds are naturally connected to certain meanings—would have been unfashionable, perhaps even derided. Ever since Plato’s Cratylus, people have wondered whether the form of a word might be motivated by its content. But scientific debate on the question all but ended in 1916, with the posthumous publication of Ferdinand de Saussure’s Course in General Linguistics. Saussure declared that linguistic signs were conventional and arbitrary. “There is no internal connexion, for example, between the idea ‘sister’ and the French sequence of sounds s-ö-r [soeur] which acts as its signal,” he wrote. According to Saussure, if a word such as “cuckoo” mimics a cuckoo’s call, it’s no more than coincidence. The few genuine onomatopoetic words that do exist—such as glas, the French word for knell—Saussure dismissed as marginal cases. By mid-century, Saussure’s theory had become linguistic dogma.
 “Sound symbolism is hard to study,” says Leanne Hinton, professor of linguistics at Berkeley. “It’s easier to study things that have definite rules to them, something that’s more definitely patterned or governed in some predictable way.” Hinton believed that Saussurean dogma needed to be challenged, and so, with fellow linguists Johanna Nichols and John Ohala, she co-edited Sound Symbolism (Cambridge University Press) in 1994. Unfortunately, Hinton says, “a lot of people have cockamamie ideas about sound symbolism, so it gets a bad reputation.”
 “In the back of every linguist’s mind, there’s always been some question about sound symbolism,” says Beeman. He points to a 1929 experiment by Edward Sapir in which Sapir’s subjects were asked to match nonsense words with small and large versions of the same object. The subjects tended to match words with a high vowel (such as ee) to the small object and those with a low vowel (such as the o in “cot”) to the larger object. British linguist J.R. Firth later called these links between sound and meaning “phonesthemes.” One English phonestheme, the consonant cluster /gl/, is generally taken to mean “light” or “shining,” as evidenced in words such as “glass,” “glisten,” “glow,” “glare,” “glimmer,” “glimpse,” “glitter,” and “gloss.” (The English poet Gerard Manley Hopkins loved to compile lists like this in his journals.)
 “These things are fun, but very few people want to put in the work to go about it in a rigorous way,” says Terence Hays, an ethnobiologist at Rhode Island College who has tackled what one might call the “frog problem”: The sound /r/ or /g/ recurs in over two hundred words for frogs and toads in New Guinea. (John Beatty of Brooklyn College has also playfully suggested what might be called the Godzilla problem: The syllable /ra/ seems to symbolize large size and monstrousness when used to name creatures in Japanese movies.)
 Unfortunately, to establish the sound symbolism of butterfly terms to a linguist’s satisfaction would require a Herculean effort, Hays says. After all, the repetition of syllables and other elements is a common feature of many languages. “Only if you show me a language that never reduplicates sounds in nouns but does it with butterflies, then I’ll sit up and listen,” he says. After he read Beeman’s post, Hays consulted his database of the Mailuan language family in New Guinea. Among the five words for butterfly in the Mailuan languages, he found two cognates.
 But Hays doesn’t discourage the search for sound symbolism altogether. He cites work by ethnobiologists such as Brent Berlin, who has found that in Huambisa, a language spoken in northern Peru, some vowels are more often associated with elongated animals than with flying animals. “So there are some interesting things going on with sound symbolism,” Hays says.
 “Actually, if you go to the field,” he adds, “you notice fireflies most of all. Here are spots of light, appearing, disappearing, all around you. They’re much more salient than butterflies.” But there’s not likely to be a firefly problem: In the languages Hays studies, the word for firefly is almost always the same as that for star. Explains Hays: “Just because something really strikes you perceptually doesn’t mean you’ll treat it in a special linguistic way.”
  
 This piece was first published in Lingua Franca, November 2000.
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		Belonging

	

	
		These pieces center around the way that what people do with language serves as the glue of a community or subculture. Other stories in this collection have this element too, but it stands out most clearly in these.
 I never wrote the usual story about endangered languages. You know the elements: gathering around a fire with a frail elder, the last of her tribe, as she remembers the dead. Such a piece became formulaic. Worse, it seemed voyeuristic. (I did write an essay for Undark, included in “Doing Linguistics,” that unpacked the cultural fascination with languages’ deaths and last speakers.) For that reason, writing about dialect death never appealed to me, either. “How to Talk Like a Mainer” went, I hope, in a more sophisticated direction, asking “to whom does it matter to sound like a Mainer?” Framing the question that way turned up many fascinating insights, and I recommend it as a way to approach language difference and change.
 All of the articles in this collection I conceived and pitched myself. None of them originated as press releases. Rather, they came from developments I saw in the field that seemed worth noting. In only one case did an editor assign me something, which is how I wrote about naming rock bands for The Morning News. I couldn’t get enough of naming as a topic, because those practices are such a remarkably rich lens for looking into a subculture. They’re also rich in anecdote—people love to talk about names. That story of the guy wiping his mother’s name off the boat always hits me hard.
 To do the naming pieces, I’d gather a corpus of names and then see if they reflected the community’s stated standards for what a “good name” is. This was particularly revelatory in the lobster boat piece as well as in one about names for high school cliques, also for The Morning News, which isn’t included. I had always imagined writing more of these sorts of things, though I worry that the recurring theme now would be how far legal concerns have penetrated the naming practices. Maybe I’ll pick this up again and prove myself wrong.
 What is the piece about “y’all” doing there? In the end, it’s about who really knows how to use “y’all” and what the true direction of change is. If I’d had more room, I would have written about how African American vernaculars are left out of the analysis. It’s a story for someone else now.
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		Welcome to the y'all house (Lingua Franca, 2001)

								

	
				Despite the intent stare and accusatory index finger, when Uncle Sam glowers down from recruitment posters and announces “I Want You for the U.S. Army,” it is not absolutely clear what he means. Does he mean you in particular? Or you in general, as in “all of you eligible citizens”?
 Uncle Sam’s ambiguity is not unique. Ever since “thou,” “thee,” and “thine” withered away around the sixteenth century, the English language has suffered from the absence of a widely accepted second-person-plural pronoun. In the meantime, local speakers have had to make do. Irish English has produced “yousuns,” and the Scottish have come up with “yins.” On Fiji, they use “you gang,” whereas on Montserrat they prefer “ayu,” or “all you.” In American English, several options exist: In Northeastern cities, it’s “you guys” or “youse guys”; in Pittsburgh, it’s “youse”; up and down Appalachia, folks opt for “you uns.”
 There are other American forms as well, but perhaps none is better known than the Southern “y’all.” Indeed, the phrase may be getting more popular than many people realize. If a recent scholarly article is correct, “y’all” is transcending its regional status and possibly emerging as part of the national lexicon.
 In an issue of the Journal of English Linguistics a few years ago, the dialectologists Jan Tillery, Tom Wikle, and Guy Bailey support this thesis with data from two national telephone polls taken in 1994 and 1996. Unsurprisingly, the polls established that eight out of ten people living in the South reported using “you-all” or “y’all”; usage of these words correlated highly with other indicators of Southernness, such as having lived in the South at the age of sixteen, having a Southern accent, and considering oneself Southern. The more shocking news was that more than 40 percent of non-Southerners living outside the South—mainly in the Rocky Mountain states and in states bordering the traditional South—also reported using “y’all.” Though residents of the Northeast, Upper Midwest, and West Coast still resist using the pronoun, Tillery, Wikle, and Bailey conclude that “y’all” is spreading.
 If these findings are correct, they suggest that “y’all” has overcome strong negative stereotypes about Southern speech. The Michigan State University linguist Dennis Preston has studied attitudes toward regional dialects, and in the late 1980s he found that the general population of southeastern Michigan considered Southern dialects the least correct form of English. Then again, the phrase’s Southern spirit may be a point in its favor. William Ferris, chairman of the National Endowment for the Humanities and co-editor of the Encyclopedia of Southern Culture (University of North Carolina), calls attention to the increasing national popularity of Southern food and musical forms, as well as the visibility of Southern politicians on the national stage. And as the South goes, so goes “y’all”: “The spread of ‘y’all’ is sort of like the spread of kudzu,” Ferris says.
 Whatever the significance of its affiliation with the South, “y’all” has intrinsic features that make it a good candidate for filling what Tillery, a linguist at the University of Texas at San Antonio, calls “a hole in the pronoun paradigm.” Like the established one-word pronouns in English—”you,” “she,” “I”—”y’all” is verbally efficient because it functions as a single word. And unlike “you guys,” it is gender neutral. “With ‘you guys’ there’s a lurking potential for sexism,” Preston says. “There are a lot of people who find it excessively male.” In general, Tillery argues, “‘y’all’ is a neater, cleaner way of saying things.”
 But some wonder if “y’all” really is spreading to other parts of the nation. The archives of the Dictionary of American Regional English (DARE), an ongoing survey of American dialects based at the University of Wisconsin, provide no evidence to support Tillery, Wikle, and Bailey’s argument. According to George Goebel, an editor at DARE, his organization’s own “systematic” questionnaire from the early 1960s “picked up y(ou) all almost exclusively in the South.” Since then, DARE has obtained no data “suggesting a significant spread,” says Goebel—though it has acquired no data suggesting the contrary either.
 To a skeptic like Michael Montgomery, a linguist at the University of North Carolina, the questionnaires that Tillery and company used may have been flawed, or their sample size may have been too small. Montgomery has used DARE records to research American second-person-plural pronouns and concludes that Tillery, Wikle, and Bailey are wrong: “I don’t want to say it’s a figment of their imagination, but it’s undoubtedly an artifact of their polling methods.”
 Montgomery’s own scholarship is a testament to how much linguistic controversy surrounds the subject of “y’all.” He argues that “y’all” is a contraction not of “you all” but of “ye all,” a variant from Ulster English pronounced “yuh all.” Accordingly, he feels that “you all” and “y’all” are less linked than people commonly suppose. “‘You all’ is used more widely and isn’t as identifiable as a Southernism,” he says.
 Montgomery also believes there may be an entirely different solution to the missing-pronoun problem. When consulting DARE records, he found no evidence of “you guys” forty years ago, which suggests that it has spread even faster than “y’all.” “I don’t remember hearing ‘you guys’ to refer to a married couple twenty-five years ago, but it’s universal today,” he says. “In various urban contexts in the South, I’d say ‘you guys’ is replacing ‘y’all’ and ‘you all.'”
 Whether or not the rise of “y’all” is a fact, there’s another pressing linguistic question: Can “y’all” be used acceptably in the singular, as in “That’s a pretty dress y’all have on”? To many Southerners, such a locution is highly unorthodox. In 1962, the Texas linguist E. Bagby Atwood even suggested that the misunderstanding of “y’all” could have serious national consequences. “If anything is likely to lead to another Civil War,” he wrote, “it is the Northerners’ accusation that Southerners use you-all to refer to only one person.” In the face of such contentions, a native Southerner might react as William Ferris, who hails from Mississippi, does: “It’s always to my ear jarring. It’s always incorrect. When I hear ‘y’all’ used that way, it indicates someone who is not connected to a knowledge of the culture.”
 But Tillery, who hails from Alabama, claims that Southerners are increasingly using “y’all” in precisely this way. She points out that native speakers may well have a social reason for altering the acceptable usage of “y’all”: If former Southernisms are becoming Americanisms, Southerners may have to seek out new verbal ways of signaling their own distinct Southernness. Using “y’all” in the second-person singular might just do the trick. 
 “If ‘y’all’ was a marker of Southern identity and somebody else gets access to it, then people will find a way to get their identity back,” she explains. “And only a Southerner is privileged enough to use it that way.”
  
 This piece was first published in Lingua Franca, February 2001.
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		What it means to talk like a Mainer (Down East, 2015)

								

	
				Nancy Hopkins-Davisson never really heard herself until she heard herself on television. The year was 1975, and Nancy—then just Hopkins, a high-school student born and raised on the island of North Haven—was one of three young people interviewed for a Maine Public Broadcasting documentary about island life. Later, when she watched the film on TV, she was struck by an interview with the father of her friend Kim. She’d never noticed the way he talked.
 “Wow,” she thought, “he really has an accent.”
 A couple of minutes later, her segment flitted by. “I don’t believe I’ll be coming back to North Haven,” she heard herself saying, “because there’s no job opportunities for women, unless it’s in the summertime.” Her hair was blonde and curly, her nose pert, her eyes down, and her r’s so soft that “North Haven” was “Nahwth Haven” and “summertime” was “summahtime.” Until that moment, she hadn’t realized how she sounded—not really, anyway—or how anyone else on the island sounded, for that matter. Then a thought occurred to her: We have a lot of summer people here. How do they think we sound?
 The following year, Nancy fulfilled her promise to leave, heading to the University of Maine in Orono, where her speech-class professor took her aside and gave her an answer. He understood there were some regional differences in accents, the professor said, but he warned Nancy that if she said words ending in –ing—like “eating” and “swimming”—she shouldn’t pronounce them “eatin’” or “swimmin’.”
 “He tried to do it nicely,” Nancy says, “but I realized, ‘Oh, you can’t do that because you sound like a hick.’”
 Around the same time, Nancy’s friend Kim, who had also left the island, was living in San Diego and working at a Montgomery Ward, where she found she often had to repeat even simple utterances like, “Let me take that to your car.” Kim was speaking to a wider swath of American society than on North Haven, among them Spanish speakers, so she slowed her speech down, enunciated, and took on a harder r. And after 12 years away, she effectively changed the way she talks.
 Now Kim’s been back on North Haven for 30 years, and though parts of the dialect have slowly crept back (especially when she’s tired), some find it hard to believe she’s from the island. “I’ve had summer friends on North Haven tell me they weren’t sure I was born here,” she says, “because I didn’t have much of an accent.”
 Nancy, meanwhile, stayed away just two years, and despite the speech professor and mockery from her fellow students, she lost none of her accent—part of a conscious decision to be from the island and be known for it. When Kim first came back, Nancy was one of those who noticed the adaptations in her speech. “It was a practical thing,” Nancy says, “and she never really changed back. I don’t really think about it—I certainly don’t hold it against her. I’m glad to have her back, actually.”
 This tale of two friends’ accents gets at much of what we talk about when we talk about dialects in Maine in 2015: People’s fierce attachment to the way they talk. The life experiences and other influences (like teachers and jobs) that hammer out the edges. And, above all, the importance of “sounding like a Mainer,” which, for some, goes hand-in-hand with a pragmatic view that there’s too much living to do to spend much time worrying about how one talks.
  
 §§§
  
 There’s no precise recipe for sounding like a Mainer, but gather a group of them in one room, and you’ll likely hear the soft r—at least in some words—and the occasional “wicked” to intensify an adjective (or just on its own). Of course, with only those two features, you might peg the speaker as being from Massachusetts—a Katahdin-size offense to many Mainers. This is solved by listening for the inhaled “yeah”—an attribute unique to Maine in the U.S.—along with a certain lilting jowliness that linguistic notational systems are powerless to describe. 
 Then there are the bending, elongated vowels of words like “box” and “job,” the droopy vowels of “bath” and “ask” pronounced like “father,” and what linguists call the “intrusive r,” which gives us “yoger” classes and fresh “pah-ster.” Not to mention Maine’s treasure trove of regional vocabulary and colloquialisms—some in your room full of Mainers might mention going “upta camp” or cleaning the “culch” (rubbish) out of their car. “Yessah!” they will nod when agreeing. “Hard tellin’ not knowin’,” they will shrug when stumped.
 Maine still retains a surprising amount of dialect diversity, although linguists have tended to oversimplify it. On most 20th-century dialect maps, the state is carved into just two chunks: something called “Eastern New England,” which extends as far south as Providence, Rhode Island, and up to about Dover-Foxcroft, and an unnamed dialect territory made up of everything farther north. In his landmark 1939 Handbook of the Linguistic Geography of New England, linguist Hans Kurath explained that this part of the state had more in common linguistically with Western New England, since it was originally settled by Loyalists from New York, New Jersey, and Connecticut.
 But old Maine hands know well that island accents are different from mainland ones (and that the islands themselves can differ from one another). They know that Portland may as well be Massachusetts, that central Mainers speak differently than folks on the midcoast (which is not the same as Down East), that English speakers in Houlton sound a lot like Canadians, and that Franco-Americans in Madawaska sound different from those in Lewiston and Biddeford. (Sadly, Franco forms of English are never considered in official dialect maps of New England.)
 Of course, “sounding like a Mainer” can be a double-edged sword. At 47, Freeport farmer John Schwenk is among those who remember the colorful constructions and lilting intonations of the older generation in his area, now largely gone. For some, Schwenk remembers, that local dialect “was always frowned upon.”
 “Our school teachers were always trying to beat it out of us,” he says. “It marks you out with people who don’t respect the accent. But it also marks you out for people who are native.”
 That recognition can be a powerful currency. A dialect is an object of nostalgic fascination, deeply personal and highly emotional, all tangled up with notions of history and authenticity. It’s often used as an indicator of how closely the speaker belongs to her community. Sometimes it’s competitive—as in, I belong more than you do—other times, it’s matter-of-fact—as in, hey bub, this is simply who I am.
 These days, at the edges of the conversation about American regional dialects, there is a creeping fear that, someday soon, we will all speak more or less the same way. “Is That New England Accent in Retreat?” asked a 2012 headline in The New York Times, reporting on research showing a decline in some of the region’s flagship features (the soft r, for example, or the distinction between vowels in “Mary,” “merry,” and “marry”). Soon after, Boston’s NPR affiliate fretted over “The Disappearing New England Accent.” 
 Such concerns stem from what linguists call dialect nostalgia, a lament for the loss of “authentic” regional forms of English. As Canadian writer Russ Cobb has noted, it’s a nostalgia that pines for a golden age of American regionalism, back when a “cah” was a “cah” and a hoagie was a hoagie. Dialect nostalgia can lead to, among other things, the rebranding of accents and dialects as products, packaged and sold in the same way as ethnic foods or traditional music: think “bumpah stickahs” and other tourist knickknacks that say “AYUH.” The tourism ministry in Newfoundland and Labrador recently went so far as to make linguistic diversity a central part of its marketing campaign, with a flashy video promising visitors “hundreds of long-lost dialects, more dialects than any other place on the planet!”
 For many, for better or for worse, the authentic Maine brand involves a stereotyped “Bert and I” version of Down East ayuh-ish-ness. Take the case of “Betty,” for example, an associate who mans the phones for the L.L.Bean customer service line. At least once or twice a week, Betty reports, a customer chides her that she must need to go back to “New England school” because she doesn’t sound “Yankee” enough to represent the brand. Or consider Down East itself, which (like most magazines of its size) employs a subscription management company to field a bulk of orders and inquiries that the magazine’s small staff can’t handle. Such companies happen to be out of state, and director of circulation Lorraine Hedger confirms that subscribers complain “more than occasionally” that service reps on the phone don’t sound enough like Mainers.
 For some former Mainers who’ve moved away, it’s simply a comfort to hear a classic Maine dialect. “The accent triggers a sense of home,” says Brooksville-born, Dublin-based expat Kate Vaughan. “It’s a signal that I’m in a place that I truly understand.” 
 Ellen Kashuda, born in Bath, swears that her cousins there exaggerate the dialect whenever she visits from her home in Iowa. One of her cousins, Craig Burgess, says, “When my cousins come back, they enjoy listening to people with Down East accents. If it didn’t exist, they would miss it.” Burgess, a bit ironically, is general manager of the Marden’s retail chain, which, in 2013, stopped running TV ads featuring the heavily accented and frankly somewhat obnoxious character of Birdie Googins—though Burgess says this simply reflected a marketing shift away from television.
 Meg Maiden, marketing director for the Maine Windjammer Association, remembers boarding an airport shuttle bus in Washington, DC, for a flight bound for Bangor. It only took a minute of quiet chatter, she says, for all 30 people aboard to realize they could talk without fear of being misunderstood. “Even on a little bus on the tarmac in DC,” Maiden recalls, “you could tell we were headed back to Maine.”
 Encounters with the Maine dialect matter to tourists too, many of whom use it to gauge the authenticity of their experience. Matt Mattingly, proprietor of the PineCrest Inn in Gorham, says he regularly has guests ask him where he’s from. He tells them he grew up in the mountains of Maine.
 “But you don’t sound like you’re from Maine!” Mattingly’s customers protest. It’s an exchange, he says, that he’s had countless times.
 Some Mainers in the tourism industry, like windjammer captain Dennis Gallant, are even willing to put on the accent to entertain the dudes. Gallant’s originally from Bethel and doesn’t “sound Yankee” (as his clients often point out). He won’t fully fake a salty brogue, of course, but he is known to spin a few of what he calls “stupid stories with a Maine accent”—reliable crowd-pleasers among his passengers.
 That kind of play-acting actually follows from a long Maine tradition of not just storytelling but mimicry. Painter Eric Hopkins (a cousin of Nancy) grew up on North Haven and now lives in Rockland, and he recalls how some people on the island would imitate their neighbors’ idiosyncratic expressions and distinctive ways of talking—sometimes for laughs, sometimes on stage during a local production or variety show. Community mimicry is probably part of what makes people so critical of performances of Maine dialects: think actor Tom Bosley’s infamous version on Murder, She Wrote, or Fred Armisen and Bill Hader’s truly cringe-worthy impressions as a gay couple from Maine on Saturday Night Live. People scoff at such attempts because they know two-dozen people who could do better.
 An embrace of mimicry also lets people practice what Hopkins calls “playing around with the accent”—being a bit of a chameleon in how you sound, depending on whom you’re talking to. Linguists call this “style-shifting,” and it’s not necessarily inauthentic; it’s simply what speakers do when they have more than one self to present in different contexts. One midcoast farmer confesses that her husband adopts the speech patterns of his neighbors when talking to them on the phone. “It has the effect of making you more familiar, or making you feel like you have more in common with someone,” says the farmer—and since her husband grew up in a working-class Maine family, he can turn the accent on and off rather naturally.
 It’s a common phenomenon—speakers exaggerating a feature of their speech because of outside pressure. Among linguists, one well-known example comes from Ocracoke Island, a fishing community located off North Carolina’s Outer Banks, where locals use an archaic variety of English (in which “high tide” sounds like “hoi toid,” for example) and are so accustomed to tourists asking for demonstrations, they deliberately perform a cranked-up version of it. 
 In another famous case study, the sociolinguist William Labov examined the speech of people on Martha’s Vineyard in the early 1960s. While most of the island’s residents were unconsciously shifting their vowels in one direction, a small group of fishermen, mostly young men, were resurrecting an older pronunciation of the same vowels. These guys didn’t sound like their parents; they sounded like their grandparents. But why? Labov concluded that the young fishermen were staking their identities on island life, tweaking their speech automatically to define themselves in opposition to the tourists shifting the island’s economy away from farming and fishing.
 A similar process may be playing out today in Maine’s island fishing communities. A teacher on one Penobscot Bay island reports hearing high-school and middle-school boys aping the accent of local fishermen—even when their parents don’t speak with it or use much island slang. Maybe it’s just joshing around. Maybe it’s an attempt to sound older. But when a troop of teens playing Grand Theft Auto on the Xbox shout, “Tack ’er up and dumpah!” or “Give ah the gears, bub!” what they’re really saying is, “I am from here. I am of this place.”
 This kind of identification with a place can slow or sometimes even reverse changes to a dialect. And Maine’s dialects are changing. In 2012 and 2014, Dartmouth linguist James Stanford published papers concluding that r-lessness in New England is indeed on the decline. The soft r is taken up about 25 percent less per generation in New Hampshire, he found, and people born after 1979 are almost entirely hard-r’ed. In Maine specifically, Dartmouth undergraduate researcher Hannah Perry interviewed speakers in Waterville and Belfast and found a similar rate of decline in r-lessness—about 18 percent with each generation.
 But dialect-nostalgists’ fears of the wholesale homogenization of speech are largely unfounded. Stanford himself points out that only very specific dialect features are on the decline in New England—those inherited from the original settlers in the 18th century. That doesn’t mean Mainers and others aren’t retaining ways of talking that are equally distinctive. Dialects are simply evolving, and new habits may not be so baked in yet that linguists and outsiders have taken note. (In New Hampshire, for example, Stanford suggests that folks are increasingly pronouncing words like” button” or “cotton” with the consonant t at the back of the throat and a full second syllable.)
 Meanwhile, some of the stereotypical features of the New England dialect may actually be more stable in Maine. Perry found that, at least in central Maine and the midcoast, “horse” and “hoarse” are still pronounced differently (think the difference between “aw-er” and “oh-er”). Mainers still pronounce “cod” and “caught” with the same vowel sound, according to another researcher, Gail Davidson, both from the back of the throat (outside of eastern New England, the latter tends to be pronounced with an “aw” sound, or they’re both pronounced like the “ah” sound in “father”). If people in Maine retain these features more durably, it may be as a sort of pushback against the annual influx of visitors.
 Of course, none of this is to say that a person needs to talk like Marshall Dodge or Tim Sample or Robert Skoglund, the Humble Farmer, in order to be from here, to be a Mainah, in whatever way you want that to matter. Dialects are nothing if not fluid, and while an accent may be a symbol of an identity, it doesn’t equal one. When it comes to belonging to a place, how we speak to one another is ultimately less important than how well we listen.
 Back on North Haven, Nancy Hopkins-Davisson is now a champion for the island dialect. Her mother, she says, “always had a problem with people losing their accents. She would go on and on about it. For her, it was another part of the old ways going by the board.” What does Mom want me to do, Nancy sometimes wondered, lecture people about the way they talk? Now that idea doesn’t seem quite so crazy.
 When her grandson was learning to talk, Nancy recalls, he picked up some of the North Haven accent, but he noticed that he heard a hard r from his parents and a soft r from his gran-gran. Gran-gran, he told her, say “car.” Carrrr.
 “He just wanted to know that I could say it that way,” Nancy recalls with a laugh. But she wouldn’t give in to the tyranny of the hard r.
 “No,” she told him. “It’s ‘cah.’ That’s how you talk.”
 She was half-joking—but very much half not.
  
 This piece was first published in Down East Magazine, August 2015.
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		'So': The anatomy of a scientific staple (Seed, 2008)

								

	
				Like stripes on a zebra, it’s the nouns and verbs of scientists’ talking that catch our ears first, when you pick up the obvious differences from how non-scientists talk: the complex words, the sediments of Greek and Latin affixes, the long noun phrases, the passive verbs. The surnames of researchers rising and fallen. The journal titles. You can also hear, in that perpetual dance with certainty that scientists do, the hedges that soften claims (“it was reported that”) or strengthen them (“though inconclusive, the data suggest…”). 
 Yet there’s a universe in a more inconspicuous word they often use: “so.” 
 This isn’t the “so” that makes an adjective more intense (“so expensive”); it’s not the “so” that conjoins two clauses. I’m referring to the “so” that introduces a sentence, as in this canonical example from Al Gore’s movie, “The Inconvenient Truth”: “So the temperature increases are taking place all over the world, including in the ocean.”
 This “so” is key to a basic unit of scientific talking: the explanation. (Gore, who has become a sort of patron saint of explainers, uses it 11 times in his movie.) What follows “so” is another idea, insight, or fact—not because it’s merely next in a series but because it’s conceptually consequent. You can find many examples of “so” of this sort in academic lectures in the physical or natural sciences, as these from professors at the University of Michigan, who are involved in the business of the conceptually consequent:
 “So as you manipulate the receptor population up or down, the behavior follows,” said one. Says another: “So if you go out into the sediments, of the ocean, and measure the amount of quartz, in those sediments, you’re looking at stuff, that almost certainly came from the continents.” (You can find examples of your own from a range of situations at http://quod.lib.umich.edu/m/micase/.) 
 The structure of the word itself makes it extremely useful, namely the sibilance of “s” and the vowel “o,” both of which are infinitely extendable and can carry a wild variety of emotional intonation when you say it. There’s the curt “so,” the wondering, wandering “soooooo,” the exploratory “so?” In its crudest form it buys a talker time. At its most elegant, it facilitates the work of intellectual hopscotch—or Twister, if that’s your game. “So” is a verbal teleporter; it facilitates a leap from A to B that spares the listener the complexity without dishonoring the same. “So” abbreviates all the data, logic, information or research experience one might need to understand what follows. “So” is a transition between the “there” of specialized knowledge and the “here” of explanation.
 Writer Michael Lewis found “so” endemic to Silicon Valley in his 2000 book, The New New Thing. Microsoft employees claimed it as indigenous to Redmond, Washington with the rest of their rich lexicon of geekspeak and corporate mumbo-jumbo. But the word wasn’t exceptional to them. It was widely used by engineers in the late 1990s, so much so that employees at Hewlett Packard (to name only one place where it circulated) survived boring meetings by counting the number of “so’s.” A joke circulated: What’s the sound of Santa Claus at an HP Christmas party? “So so so!” 
 Dense social networks in the industry ensured “so’s” persistence, but it also propagated quickly in hierarchical organizations where underlings looked for ways to ape their superiors. At some unrecorded point it leapt from the West to the East Coast, and made the leap from circles of engineers to communities of scientists. A friend of mine, an oncology researcher at Johns Hopkins, reported that he says “so” with such frequency that his patients tease him about it; his colleagues are trying to help him break the habit. He figures he caught it from his boss. “We call it the ‘so’ virus,” he told me. 
 Reflecting on “so” gives voice to the metaphors that scientists and technical folk use for their intellectual work. Former Microsoft engineer Alex Barnett (now a VP for a software startup) wrote on his blog that “so” was a “delaminater” word. To his mind, an idea was a concrete object, much like an onion. “So” was the word a speaker used to introduce another layer going away. This metaphor certainly implies that ideas have a kernel that one could reach with enough “so’s,” though whether that center is a planet’s hot molten core or a Tootsie Pop’s sweet chewy goodness hasn’t yet been determined. I prefer the notion of “so” as a vehicle across a landscape of knowledge. The word does lay between, but rather than between layers of an onion I prefer to think of legs of travel. 
 “So” is one of those non-content words that once it’s pointed out looms in the attention like a mountain range, where it previously had led a happy molehill of an existence. Is it used more frequently by scientists and engineers? Fundamentalists certainly don’t say it, and neither do the intolerant or the anti-intellectual. A world whose complexity has been masked or erased, after all, has no layers to move among. Saying “so” in this explanatory way is a marker of healthy intellectual tolerance. 
 Out of curiosity I looked at a presidential press conference from last August, where George W. Bush also said “so,” often in the phrase “and so,” where (to follow Alex Barnett’s vocabulary) he laminates ideas that shouldn’t be too hard to unpeel: “And so it’s a — you’re asking me to be a little speculative on the subject,” or “And so, I don’t know, Jim.” 
 That’s not to say that the “so” that professional explainers use is all logic and brainpower, because it, too, implies a faith of its own. This is the faith of any attempt to teach, argue, brainstorm or present: the faith and trust that person who’s listening will be able to understand what you’re saying and comprehend its significance. Yes, you can strip down the onion of your idea, but will your interlocutor be able to follow the trail of tears? 
  
 This piece was published in Seed in March/April 2008.  
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		What's in a name? (Science, 2015)

								

	
				Should research animals be named? 
  
 Freckle, a male rhesus monkey, was greeted warmly at his new home in Amhest, Massachusetts when he arrived in 2000. But he didn’t return the favor: He terrorized his cagemate by stealing his fleece blanket, and stole as many as the researchers added until he had ten in his space and his cagemate none. After a few months had passed, he had acquired a new name: Ivan, short for Ivan the Terrible.
 Freckle/Ivan, a monkey now at Melinda Novak’s primate research lab at the University of Massachusetts, may be unusual in having two names, but all his neighbors have at least one moniker, says Novak. “You can say, ‘Kayla and Zoe are acting out today,’ and everybody knows who Kayla and Zoe are,” Novak says. “If you say ‘ZA56 and ZA65 are acting up today,’ people pause.”
 Although scientists once shied away from naming research animals, researchers experts say it’s more than likely that many of the 891,191 research animals in the United States today have been given proper names. (That tally excludes rodents but includes non-human primates, dogs, pigs, rabbits, cats, and sheep, according to the U.S. Department of Agriculture).
 Rats are Pia, Splinter, Oprah, Persimmon. Monkeys are Nyah, Nadirah, Tas, Doyle. Breeder pairs of mice are “Tom and Katie,” or “Brad and Angelina.” If you’re a mouse with a penchant for escape, you’ll be Mighty Mouse or Houdini. If you’re a nasty mouse, you’ll be Lucifer or Lucifina.
 Animals in research are named after shampoos, candy bars, foods, sipping whiskeys, family members, movie stars, and superheroes. They’re named after Russians (Boris, Vladimir, Sergei), colors, the Simpsons, historical figures, and even rival scientists. These unofficial names rarely appear in publications, except for papers reporting field work on primates. But they’re used daily.
 Is this practice good or bad for research? Some scientists worry that naming leads to anthropomorphizing and that names carry associations that could trigger bias—aggressive Ivan might also be seen as more cunning than Freckle. But others argue that animals that are named, and therefore seen as individuals, may be tended more carefully. That makes them less stressed and better subjects, says Cindy Buckmaster, president of the American Association of Laboratory Animal Science and a professor of biophysiology at Baylor College of Medicine in Houston, Texas.
 Whatever its effects, for many researchers naming is a practice whose time has come. “I can count on one hand the people I run into who say, ‘I work for somebody who tells me I can’t name the animals,’” says Buckmaster, “I ask them if they do it anyway, and they say ‘Yup.’”
  
 §§§
  
 When he was a graduate student in the 1970s, ethologist Marc Bekoff worked with a cat that was able to swiftly learn visual discrimination tasks even with its visual cortex removed. Impressed, he named it Speedo. But the senior researchers in his lab frowned upon the name. “I said ‘I’m naming him because he’s an individual, he’s really cool, he’s really fast,’” recalls Bekoff. “That really pissed off a number of the professors.”
 In those days, emotional detachment from research subjects was prized. Few studies have analyzed lab animal naming practices, but in the late 1980s sociology graduate student Mary Phillips spent three years observing 23 labs that experimented on monkeys, cats, or rodents. She found naming “rare,” as she wrote in Qualitative Sociology in 1994. Only two labs used proper names; in one, names were given as jokes, while in the other, the namer was the student assistant rather than the researcher. Researchers told Phillips that they didn’t name because they dealt with so many animals, and were interested in them as sources of enzymes or data points, not as individuals. Six out of 27 researchers reported maintaining emotional distance from animals they were going to kill.
 Such attitudes were once typical in science, says Buckmaster, who often speaks to groups of care technicians, researchers, and veterinarians. “An old guard used to preach detachment,” she says. “In their mindset, you could not collect objective data if you allowed emotion to become part of anything you did.”
 That’s why Jane Goodall’s chimpanzee names (Barebum, Paleface, Mr. McGregor, Fifi), were controversial when she first studied the Kasakela chimpanzee community in Tanzania in the early 1960s. “They are as distinct, one from another, as human beings,” Goodall has written, an observation that sparked skepticism at the time. (In fact, Goodall wasn’t the first scientist to name primates—in 1948 Japanese zoologist Kinji Imanishi named Japanese macaques in a wild troop on the Toi-peninsula.)
 Even in the lab, some animals were unofficially named as far back as the 1950s. In the late 50s, when psychologist Harry Harlow did his famous, often-vilified experiments removing infant monkeys from their mothers, he named as well as numbered all the animals; the first infants were named after stones (Millstone, Grindstone, Sandstone, Moonstone) because the work proved more difficult than anticipated.
 Harlow knew that names matter – he changed his own last name from “Israel” in order to not be wrongly perceived as Jewish. In his lab, naming helped lead to a bigger scientific breakthrough, says Steve Suomi, a former Harlow grad student who is now director of comparative ethology at the National Institutes of Child Health and Human Development (NICHD).
 Harlow’s group at the University of Wisconsin-Madison began to appreciate that individuals in a species differed from each other in meaningful ways, even in a laboratory context. “We would have certain manipulations where we wanted everybody to react the same way, but they never worked,” Suomi recalls. “There was always predictable variation, based on the individual subject.”
 Some monkeys were highly stressed, others were playful. Recognizing these individual differences led to the discovery of the genetics and epigenetics of personality in monkeys, which has clinically relevant implications for people, Suomi says. These insights “probably wouldn’t have been possible if we hadn’t gone through this individual difference route,” he says.
 Today he encourages naming at his institute, as a useful tool and also as an emblem of the science of individual differences. “Working closely with monkeys who do have individual characteristics and personalities, it’s almost impossible for them to not acquire names one way or another,” he says.
 Indeed, naming is widespread at labs around the country, says Baylor’s Buckmaster, whose members are researchers, care technicians, and veterinarians. She celebrates naming. “I tell my staff, ‘You only have so much time with this beautiful life to make a difference, and you have my permission to do whatever it takes to do that, within the constraints of what we’re after.’”
 This goes beyond primates. When Buckmaster put out a call to her listserv asking about naming rodents, she got dozens of emailed replies listing rodent names, among them Copernicus (“a smart rat”), Harold (“he looked just like a Harold”), Snow & Blizzard (“albino rats born during a snow emergency”), and Dudley (“a breeding rat that was sterile”). Said one person, “I personally give rodents names when they need to be euthanized, just as a sort of courtesy.”
 Naming improves animals’ lives, says Brenda McCowan, a scientist at the California National Primate Research Center who manages the behavioral enrichment program for 5000 rhesus and titi monkeys. “Naming helps create positive human-animal interaction, which is better for the welfare of those animals.” Buckmaster agrees, saying that naming has become more accepted because “people realized the scientific value of the stress-free animal, which caused people to start thinking of animals as whole beings, not just biological objects from which they are collecting information…We have to make sure these are really happy animals, or none of the information that we get from them will be valid.”
 Buckmaster and others were unable to cite a study that compares named and unnamed research animals, however. One study, in Anthrozoos in 2009, found a small effect in 516 dairy farms in the United Kingdom: On the 46% of farms where cows were called by name, milk production was 3% higher than on farms where cows weren’t named. This suggests that the act of naming and using the name reflects an environment in which the cows are better cared for. (Study author Catherine Douglas of Newcastle University’s School of Agriculture and Rural Development notes that one farmer proffered this advice: Never name an animal after your mother in law.)
 Lab animals are also highly sensitive to environmental factors, notes University of Alabama psychologist Robert Sorge, who showed last year that rats became more resistant to pain when exposed to human testosterone. “I would suggest that rats with proper names would react just the same as ‘un-named’ rats,” Sorge says, “but that the experimenters could act differently, and this could bias the results.”
 Though naming may be common, how to name varies widely. Jennifer Mather, a marine biologist at the University of Lethbridge, names cephalopods she studies in the field after pets, family members, and Greek mythical characters; she called one octopus Nixon.
 The descendants of Harlow’s monkeys, now at the NIHCD facility in Poolesville, Maryland, follow a matriarchal naming scheme: mother Nyah begat Nate and Nadira, and QuiQui begat Quinn and Quincy. In contrast, just a few hundreds yards away at a rhesus nursery facility, the 35 to 40 babies born every year are named from a pre-selected theme, such as foods and authors, rather than following the field station scheme. At age two weeks, on the day they’re moved from incubators to cages, they receive elaborately decorated tags with their new proper names on them. “It’s kind of a big day for them,” says Michelle Miller, the animal care manager, acknowledging that the monkeys never learn their names. Naming “is more for the humans, I guess,” she says.
 For this reason, Buckmaster doesn’t fetter her staff with rules. “This is part of their joy, choosing the names of these animals,” she says. She hopes that names will be “steeped in endearment,” so no animal is named spitefully or casually.
  
 §§§
  
 The rhesus monkey called Teefour was an outlier. Mean and nasty, he forced low-ranking females to groom him, then yanked out chunks of their hair. “He would have been considered an abusive husband,” recalls Novak, who worked with him in her lab, where every monkey gets a proper name. But not Teefour. No name ever stuck to him, not “Darth,” not “Horrible.” He was known only by the alphanumeric sequence tattooed to his chest: T4.
 Did his lack of a moniker affect what researchers observed about him? It could have, depending on the study, says psychologist Matthew Novak (no relation to Melinda Novak) of Central Oregon Community College in Bend, Oregon. When he was a researcher at the Poolesville facility from 2002 to 2011, he argued that none of the monkeys should be named; when they were, he didn’t want to know the names, because he feared it would bias data collection. His example was this: Say you’re studying reaching behaviors in infant monkeys named Moose and Peach. Both make a random motor movement. It’s coded as a reach for Peach but not for Moose, who’s supposed to act big and dumb. “Naming not only changes our expectations, it changes what we see the animal doing,” Novak said. Depending on the experiment, data collected from Freckle might have changed once he became Ivan, for example.
 But as with the advantages of naming, there’s no research to directly back up this idea. “To my knowledge, not a single study has been conducted to support the assumption that research data are at risk of being biased if names have been given to the research subjects; this applies to animal and humans,” says Viktor Reinhardt, veterinarian and founder of the Animal Welfare Institute.
 Still, Novak and others say it’s possible to extrapolate from the social psychology literature, which is replete with experiments showing the priming, or subtle psychological effects, that names exert on humans. Recent research shows that a poem with the name of a famous writer attached is perceived to be more poetic; food described with appealing adjectives is judged more nutritious; faces shown next to exotic-looking names are judged more multiracial.
 In certain social settings, such as prisons and the military, people have been deliberately referred to by numbers in order to dehumanize them. In the Stanford Prison Experiment in the 1970s, using numbers to refer to students playing the role of prisoners made it easier for guards to mistreat them.
 “Naming individuates entities,” says Nicholas Haslam, a social psychologist at the University of Melbourne. “There’s evidence that individuating people (rather than treating them as fungible, interchangeable members of a group of category) humanizes them.”
 Some argue that this is a factor even in mainstream medicine, where patients may be referred to by date of birth, Social Security or medical record number, or illness (“the appendicitis in room 312”). Such “de-individuating practices” can make doctors less sensitive to patients’ pain and generally less empathetic, social psychologists Adam Waytz of Northwestern University and Omar Sultan Haque of Harvard University argued in 2012 in Perspectives in Psychological Science.
 The converse is also true: Names can make objects like robots and self-driving cars seem more human, says Waytz. People judged self-driving cars to be safer when the cars had some attributes of human agency, such as voices, genders, and names, he and and colleagues reported in Psychological Review in 2007. The voice was the strongest cue to humanness, but “a name goes a long way as well,” Waytz says.
 For this reason, some animals’ names or nicknames are not made public to reduce attachment by the untrained public or avert activism. Jordana Lenon, public information officer at the Harry Harlow Primate Research Center at the University of Wisconsin at Madison, declines to give names or ID numbers of animals because animal rights activists have used nicknames to galvanize opposition to the center’s research. NASA avoided publicly identifying monkeys that went into space in the 1980s.
 But among scientists, freely naming animals may not be a problem. That’s because the demands for emotional detachment were based on notions of mechanical objectivity that demanded that experiments run the same way, no matter who the experimenter was, says Harvard historian of science Peter Galison. “Naming animals could be seen as establishing just the kind of affective bond that could in some way might interfere with the procedure being easily transferable to another scientist,” he says. 
 Research on anthropomorphizing shows how natural and widely held these affective bonds are. When people see things as more human, their brain activity changes. “Whether people are looking at robots or gadgets or animals, you get more activity in regions of the brain involved in social cognition,” Waytz said, namely the medial prefrontal cortex. The medial PFC is activated when we make inferences about what others might be thinking-that is, if we perceive them to have minds, like we do. “Even if people don’t think they’re anthropomorphizing by naming an animal, subconsciously, they are certainly doing so,” says Waytz. And if scientists share these cognitive responses, then names would not change the outcomes of experiments performed the first or the tenth time.
 This reporter’s tour through the world of naming research animals suggests that naming ought to be more formalized than it is, in order to forestall emotional harm to the humans. Matthew Novak recommended assigning names randomly, not based on personality or looks. “Make the names as unattachable to meaning as possible,” Novak says, “and then train your staff as well as possible.” In that case, Teefour had the right name all along.
  
 This piece was first published in Science, February 26, 2015. 
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		Does this look like a man who would name his boat Princess? (Down East, 2014)

								

	
				In the summer of 1973, a hard-working 19-year-old lobsterman named Brian Cates bought a 26-foot wooden boat built on Campobello Island, a significant step up from the string of outboard motor boats he’d been fishing out of since he was 9. As eager as he was to get his new boat (the first one that he’d owned on his own) back to Cutler, he was also eager to marry his girlfriend, a 20-year-old college student named Wanda Kilton. He’d been bugging her about this since May, along with hinting strongly that he was going to give the new boat her name. Given the traditions of lobster boat naming, the implication was that she’d be his wife, even though the wedding usually comes first. But Wanda didn’t believe him—she wasn’t ready for that. You’re crazy, she told him.
 One day in late summer, a man came into the sub shop in Machias where Wanda worked. “I saw you in Cutler today,” he said. “You couldn’t have,” Wanda said. “I’ve been here all day.” “I mean, I saw you in the harbor,” the man said teasingly, and when he repeated it for her she realized the boat from Campobello was named for her. The following February, they got married. “I joke around saying that I had to marry him then, so he could save face,” says Wanda.
 Looking at how lobster boats are named and how those practices might be changing reveals a wealth of tales like this one about about words, place, and family in Maine. I had originally called Brian because the federal lobster license registry listed his boat as “unnamed”; had he really given his boat that name? (He hadn’t; it was a paperwork glitch.) Instead I discovered his devotion to naming his boat for his wife, which many people told me is the most common name that lobster boats get. After the “Wanda Mae,” he had the “Wanda Mae II,” then other boats each of which was supposed to be his last, the “Last Wanda” and then the “Last Wanda, Too.” It’s as if he kept marrying Wanda with each boat – or, just as likely, flattering her a bit so that she’d not complain about the expenses involved. Boats aren’t cheap, and getting one involves an elaborate household dance. Famed boatmaker Calvin Beal said it most plainly: “I can have all the boats I want, as long as they’re named after her,” adding that wife’s name, “Jeannine Marie,” does look good on a hull.
 From where they live, the Cates can see the Cutler harbor, and Brian noted a growing number of boats that have gotten away from naming the boats after a woman. One of those boats, the “Brahma Bull,” is owned by a 52-year-old lobsterman named Wendell Davis, who has his nickname, Beast, tattooed on his arm. “I almost named the boat ‘Rock Bottom,’ he said, a reference to a signature wrestling move by now-retired professional wrestler Dwayne Johnson. “Somebody said they were afraid I might hit a rock on the bottom and sink it, so maybe that’s what veered me from it.” Instead he went with Johnson’s nom de rink, the Brahma Bull—but not before checking with his wife. “She was all right with it,” he said.
 Another Cutler boat, “Rattlesnake,” belongs to a 39 year-old lobsterman, Derek Feeney, and is the sixth boat he’s given the name to. He named his first boat after his wife, but when he upgraded to his next boat, he says he began thinking. “Down here, everybody is either the Christina Marie or the Miss This-one-that-one, and it’s kind of boring to name it for a wife or a daughter,” he said. “I don’t really run with the grain anyway, so I thought up something different.”
 [image: under a blue sky, a group of lobster boats moored in a harbor]Lobster boats in the South Freeport marina How much do boats like “Brahma Bull” and “Rattlesnake” run against the grain? One early September morning, I went down to Portland’s Union Wharf to talk to fishermen before they headed out into the thick fog that lay on the harbor. By chance, the boats had been parked as if to illustrate the diversity of boat names. On one side of the wharf was a line of boats with women’s names: the “Nancy J.”, “Kimberley J.”, “April Rose,” and “Heather Marie.” (Parked among them was the “Bailey & Bella,” where emblems of two dogs’ faces made it clear who was being named.) On the other side were all boats with non-human names: “Aldebaran,” “Harvester of Sorrows,” “Nomad,” and “Seven Seas.” This certainly makes it seem as if female names are less frequent than people think.
 In order to sort out naming traditions, you need a lot of names to look at, and a good source is the National Marine Fisheries Service’s list of federally permitted vessels. In 2012, 1332 vessels registered in Maine for a lobstering permit. How many do you think carried distinct female names? Only 584. This was the largest category of names, but by no means the majority. For some historical perspective, I looked at the permit list from 1994, where only 469 boats out of 880 had women’s names. Over almost 20 years, the proportion of boats named for women has declined.
 Perhaps, I thought, the federal lists aren’t so reliable, so I contacted Jon Johansen, the organizer of the Maine Lobster Boat Races and a maritime historian, who sent me a list of names from the 1300 boats that had registered for the race since 1999. There, too, the women’s names are now fewer than half of the total, only 452 of them, as well as 44 distinctly feminine names, such as “Ice Princess,” “Working Girl,” “Three Girls,” “Whore Afire,” and the like. (All of the boat lists had about the same number of such names.)
 If a boat’s not named with a person’s name, the most frequent types of names tend to be nautical (“Isle of Sky,” “Lunasea,” “Rising Tide,” “Bay Rat”), darkly financial (“Desperate Measure,” “Gold Digger,” “Destitute”), and emotional (“Motivation,” “Desire,” “Determination”). Numerous were the stick-your-chin-out-tough-fella sorts of names, like “Bad Habit,” “Hellblazzer,” “Hostile,” “Hooligan,” and “Misfit” (what someone called “the Down East equivalent of the Dukes of Hazzard”). There were very few foreign names (like the “Astazo Amante”), and you might have expected more religious themes, though the “Cristo Salva” and the “Fra Diavolo” combined both. A few patterns were repeated: Little ____ (“Little Skipper,” “Little Tater”), Sea ____ (“Sea Bass,” “Sea Dancer,” “Sea Fever”), Ocean ____ (“Ocean Harvest,” “Ocean Breeze”), Old ____ (“Old Dawg,” “Old Horse”), No ____ (“No Rush,” “No Respect”), High ____ (“High Hopes,” “High Anxiety”), and, of course, Lobster ____ (“Lobster Beast,” “Lobster Buster”).
 Do you like bird names? There are boats named for birds: “Loon,” “Merganser,” “Sunbird,” “Duck,” “Eagle,” “Pelican,” “and “Shitpoke” (a nickname for the Great Blue Heron). Do you like Maine-y names? There’s “Casco Miss,” “Downeast Pride,” “Keepah,” “Lobstah Tail,” “Pisscuttah.” Afraid that people might mistake you for a ferry captain? Call your boat “Bait Bag,” “Fish Hook,” “Harbor Rat,” or “Clam Killer.” Puns work on hulls too: “Chasing Tails,” “Knot Again,” “Knot Guilty,” “What the Haul,” and the ever-popular “Miss Guided” and “Miss Take.”
 This “Miss _____” pattern is the most frequent pattern for real female names on the list, which is probably one reason why ship names most frequently start with the letter “m,” according to Don Kennedy’s comprehensive 1974 book Ship Names. Another reason is that the all-time favorite feminine name in English for ships of all types is “Mary.” Kennedy also notes that feminine first names for all ships (not just lobster boats) were extremely popular in America 200 years ago, but even at its height, they weren’t the majority. Ship registries from Boston from 1789 to 1795 showed that 41% of ship names were either women’s first names or full names. But their popularity declined from there.
 Kennedy doesn’t note the fact that a boat can be named after a person but not have an overtly human name—for instance, if a person’s nickname is used. Among lobster boat namers, there’s a tradition of this as well. “I like little catchy names different from direct names,” Calvin Beal told me. “Once in a while, if I can name it for a family member and still come up with something different, I will.” One boat he built 32 years ago, “Little Girl,” was given the pet name that his wife’s father used for her. Another boat, “Little Buck,” was named for a grandson. Still, he was tickled when he asked a granddaughter for a good name for a 27-foot boat he was building, and instead of saying her own name, she replied “How about seashell? She looks like one.” “Seashell” she became.
 Why should a boat be named for a person, anyway? It is, after all, a vehicle, a tool. But talk to enough people, and it becomes clear that a boat is part of the family, an extension of an identity. Boats have been named for thousands of years—the oldest recorded ship name is “Praise of the Two Lands,” an Egyptian craft from 2680 BCE—and boats have been called “she” for centuries. (This may stem from the fact that the words for watercraft in Greek, Latin, Italian, French, German, and Spanish are all the feminine gender.) Also, wrote Kennedy, “men usually go to sea without women, and feminine names are reminders of loved ones on shore.”
 Lobster boats aren’t named as frequently for women as people commonly think. Yet among the visibly named things on the Maine coast, or anywhere in modern life, lobster boat names—no matter what or whom they refer to—are unique because they haven’t been created by committees. To come up with a name, people tend to use their native wit and a strong dose of tradition. Lobstermen get to name a lot of boats because they’ll have so many over a career. You can give your boat the same name as somebody else’s and won’t experience anything harsher than some stink-eye; indeed, there are numerous duplicates on the lists I saw (though they worked out of different harbors). Unlike many other naming endeavors, such as rock bands, people don’t use Google to check on the uniqueness of one’s idea.
 There is some disagreement over whether or not boats in the past were always named; probably the practice differed from place to place. “The boats that I’ve ever seen, most of all of them have names,” says Calvin Beal. He suggested that people say that older boats didn’t have names because when wooden boats were repainted, the name would eventually be repainted. Now people use vinyl lettering and computer generated fonts which are easy to stick on.
 Freelance writer and musician Bryan Robbins used to fish with his brother back in the 1970s out of Stonington, in a 44 Stanley named “Shirley & Freeman,” the letters of which were painted on by a well-known boat name painter, Dave Gross, who went by the moniker, The Yankee Painter. Each boat-building community had their own person who lettered boats. “He sat at the transom on a plank, with his nose inches away from the stern of the boat,” Robbins remembered. The letters were black with gold accents.
 In 1981, when they sold the boat, the job of removing the black and gold letters fell to Robbins, an experience which haunts him to this day. “I’ve never had a hand in embalming somebody, but taking the name off that boat was a strange feeling,” he said. “It was like you were embalming somebody that you loved.” Did he use a tool? Some liquid, wiped with a rag.
 “When I started doing it, and it wasn’t until the first word was missing, the word Shirley, and that was my mother’s name,” he said, “and all of a sudden it hit me with what I’d just done. It just didn’t feel right, taking your mother’s name off the thing.”
  
 This piece was first published in Down East Magazine, September 2014. 
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		Swizzle me this (The Morning News, 2013)

								

	
				Lawyers need bartenders more than bartenders need lawyers. When it comes to cocktails and the names they’re given, a recipe can’t be copyrighted and a name isn’t usually trademarked, and there’s no governing body, no law of the liquor land that stops the duplication of a recipe or a cocktail name. Which makes cocktail naming—shall we call it mixonymics?—special among naming practices in the modern world: It’s the bartender tribe, not the law, that defines prior art.
 Trey Hughes, a bartender at the Blue Spoon, a restaurant in Portland, Maine, assiduously avoids repeating either a recipe or a name if he knows someone else has used it before. He looks up ingredients to make sure there’s nothing similar in terms of what’s going on in the glass, then he Googles the name. “If it’s already taken for another drink, I usually stop right there and come up with another name,” he said. “For me, I feel more comfortable knowing that there was no duplicate. I try to minimize confusion. I don’t want someone to come in from another bar and say, ‘Oh, this is a signature drink in a bar from our town, I wonder if they make it the same way.’ When it comes to names, there’s an element of self-policing and figuring it out for yourself.”
 On his menu the drinks have names like “The Ghost Light,” “Ricochet,” “Stage Whisper,” and “Windfall.” He confessed to naming drinks based on what’s happening as he’s sipping it. He christened “The Wreathmaker’s Wife,” a gin, Campari, and sour orange cocktail, after an enormous wreath he could spy through the restaurant’s windows. There’s also the “Cobblestone,” which takes two New Orleans cocktails he likes, the “Vieux Carré” and the “Cocktail de la Louisiane,” strips them to their core (rye whiskey, sweet vermouth, bitters, Bénédictine), rearranges the ratios, adds some other ingredients, and voila—“I was thinking of old streets, old squares, and cobblestones came to mind.”
 This sort of creative referentiality runs rampant in mixonymics. Perhaps because, for many bartenders, the name comes at the end of the mixing—and the sipping, sipping, sipping. Many cocktail menus contain a fascinating, nearly Joycean sediment of in-jokes, failed poems, portmanteau words, geographical and historical reference, hat-tips, thumb-bites, and general alcoholic homage. Bartenders don’t need lawyers, they need lexicographers.
 John Myers is a renowned drink-maker and cocktail historian, also in Portland, whom I went to visit one night at the Grill Room, where he tends bar. “Part of the challenge of naming a drink,” he told me, “is to give the name some hint of its DNA.” The names on his cocktail menu have as much linguistic history as his recipes have alcoholic ancestry. Apart from a couple of classic cocktails, there’s a reference to John “Johnny Appleseed” Chapman in a drink that contains applejack and apple cider (the “Chapman Cooler”) and a hearty nod to an episode of Cheers in which the regulars at the bar scare off an interloping bartender by ordering an imaginary drink (the “Screaming Viking”), which in Myers’s hands becomes what he describes as a “gin Cosmopolitan with cucumber and mint.” There’s also a drink called “Our American Cousin” and a nod to Sherlock Holmes actor Basil Rathbone (the “Twenty-2 Baker Street,” which has basil and vodka), a recipe that the bartender invented, tweaked, renamed a “Rathbone Sour” for a vodka brand event, then renamed again when he started at the Grill Room.
 “So it’s an homage to yourself too,” I said, referring to the Holmes drink.
 “Yeah, it’s all meta and referential and everything,” Myers said. “I feel for those guys in the 19th century. They didn’t have any thing to play off of.”
 Though the word “cocktail” dates to the late 18th or early 19th century, its exact origins are lost in time. One story conflates the history of the Sazerac, a rye whiskey drink said to be the first named cocktail, with that of the cocktail. In the late 1830s, an apothecary shop owner in New Orleans, Amédée Peychaud, served his own brand of bitters—a stomach reliever—along with Sazerac brandy and a little absinthe in an eggcup, or coquetier, in French. Hence “cocktail.”
 Myers pronounced this “historically inaccurate.” The first published instance of the word “cocktail,” as well as the basic recipe (liquor, bitters, and sugar water) dates to 1803, when Peychaud would have been a child.
 In a magazine profile, food and drink writer Wayne Curtis called Myers “a sort of mustachioed search engine of cocktail history and lore”; Curtis added to me in an email that Myers is “a real pioneer in Maine drink mixing.” So his origin tale of the word “cocktail” carries weight. “My own sense, which is based on faith, is that it originated among the sporting set,” Myers said. Gamblers, in other words. In those days, horses with an unknown lineage had their tails docked, which appeared like a rooster’s tail; these were called “cock-tailed horses.” “The cocktail,” Myers said, “came to mean a bad mix, or unknown origins. When you add liquor and bitters together—which was bizarre—the name would have been perfectly descriptive of something with no lineage.”
 Which seems fitting, because these days, among the bartender tribe, ignoring the lineage of any drink is a paramount sin. It’s almost a defensive compensation for the cocktail’s lack of pedigree. Bartender culture holds that you should, when you can, note the name of the recipe’s creator, ideally too the bar. (If you can’t, you should at least know the story.) You should also give a tweaked recipe a name related to the name of its original recipe. It’s just good form.
 Bartender culture also holds that trademarking cocktail names limits creativity. When distilleries try to enforce a trademark, they may win the legal battle, but it sours their reputation. And while perhaps good form was defined and policed in certain cities and regions, the same sorts of good form now hold all over. Social media makes bartenders local to each other, where they can share recipes, resources, and news, which has accelerated the “craft cocktail” movement. Without the internet, Myers said, we wouldn’t have heard so swiftly that legendary Seattle bartender Murray Stenson had rediscovered a Prohibition-era gin drink called the “Last Word.” Neither would variations like “The Final Ward,” developed by Phil Ward, “Elysian Fields,” by Chris Hannah at Arnaud’s French 75 Bar in New Orleans, and Myers’s own “Our American Cousin” have spread so quickly. (Myers’s drink name refers to the title of the last play Abraham Lincoln saw.)
 This digital connectedness also reinforces the shared perspective against formal intellectual property arrangements and strengthens the collective muscle against renegades. “There’s a geeky sort of quality control now,” Myers said. “If you’re going to make a drink and call it a Chartreuse Swizzle, you better make it really well because we all know the guy who invented it. And if you’re going to steal someone’s drink, you should at least respect it—don’t make it with subpar ingredients.”
 To the degree that craft cocktailery is about providing singular drinking experiences, it’s also bolloxed by names. A 2012 Seattle Weekly profile of Seattle bartender Stenson illustrates this:
 When people order a drink from Stenson, they hardly ever request something standard, if they request anything at all. Rather, Stenson’s customers typically specify a type of liquor (or not) and expect that he make them the best drink they’ve ever had in their lives. At Canon, such ambiguity is encouraged on the house cocktail menu, with a $10 “Shrouded Roulette” option beckoning customers to “tell us your base spirit and we’ll create a mystery.”
 
 This is a high-end genre of drinking. While I was talking to Myers, three tanned, meaty guys in striped shirts and blue blazers came up to the bar. Maybe they were some of the lawyers who need bartenders. One of them asked for Myers’s best absinthe cocktail. A drink with no name. Then he turned to his pals to tell them about an amazing drink he had called “Death Warmed Over.” Namelessness clearly has some limits.
 A week earlier I saw this in action at the Boston craft cocktail mecca Drink, which is built around the handcrafted-drink-just-for-you-in-this-moment thing. I asked one bartender for something with mezcal, which she soon delivered, reporting a list of ingredients (but no name) though the other bartender, when I asked what he could do with rye whiskey, asked if I’d ever had a “Prosecutor.” That’s what I ordered, and that it had a proper name and wasn’t concocted just for me made it seem an iota less singular than the mezcal cocktail. Discussing this with Myers, he noted that omitting names is akin to a magician’s misdirection—to secure the illusion of one thing, you have to emphasize the reality of another.
 I’d been reminded of Drink by another local cocktail wizard, Nathaniel Meiklejohn, a private bartender who’s about to open up a bar in Portland (he wouldn’t tell me where). Until recently, he held a weekly private party at his apartment where he serves no more than four cocktails, some original to him, some not, their names all typed on a single sheet of paper with a manual typewriter. 
 When we met at a bar, he pulled a sheaf of menus out of a backpack, a year or more of drink-making and drink-naming. The first drink, “The Pepe,”—named after his grandfather—was made of ingredients full of grandfatherly evocations: a leather-evoking bitters that Meiklejohn makes, smoky scotch, applejack, some other ingredients. The second, the “Maintenance Cocktail,” is a play on the “Martinez,” a classic gin cocktail that was a precursor to the Martini. The third, “The End of the Road,” is yet another play on “The Last Word.” (Another variation is the “La Palabra Ultima,” which Meiklejohn made with tequila, something that “I’m sure dozens of people have already done.”) Last on the menu: “The Trustafarian.” What’s the joke there? The original cocktail was called “The Kingston,” Meiklejohn explained, because it used Jamaican ingredients. “It also called for caraway liqueur, but I only had aquavit, and it’s Norwegian. So it’s like a rich kid version of the original. Also, I made it with whiskey, which is a bit more bro-y.”
 He waxed for a while about his mixonymic philosophy. “I don’t want a name to be cheesy or too much of a pun. It’s good to be not too goofy. If someone can’t pronounce it or they feel like they’re being self-conscious about mispronouncing it, that’s a bad name. I want the name to be fun to say. It should also reflect the liquor in it.” For instance, gin drinks get herbal, botanical names, like “The Pasture,” which he created for a private party.
 In some genres of drinking, the drink names remind you why you may be there: see “Sex on the Beach” or “Slippery Nipple.” Meiklejohn doesn’t give those sorts of names—if a name isn’t classy, it’s only going to exist on non-classy menus. “There’s a whole class of drinks where the name embodies how it’s going to fuck you up,” he added. “There’s one, the ‘Lawn Dart,’ which sounds like it’s going to be grassy, but it’s also going to hit you like a lawn dart.”
 Part of his philosophy involves not looking things up online—if a recipe or a name comes to him organically, he goes with it. “I’m personalizing the whole experience,” he said. “I’m putting a drink on the menu under the name that I came up with, because it came to me.” Everyone has their own reasons behind drink names, which are ultimately unknowable—it’s the reasons for the name that make it unique, not the precise string of words.
 Once in a while, a bartender gets exhausted by naming—there are just more recipes than names. Last September, John Myers said he stopped giving names to his drinks. “I was fed up with naming,” he said. “I thought, from now on I’m just going to give them numbers. Like experimental aircraft.” He’d make a one-off drink for someone, who’d ask, “What do you call it?”
 “XL-49,” Myers would reply.
 Another drink on his menu was the “East India Company”—Bombay Sapphire East, yellow Chartreuse, whole clovers, orange bitters, simple syrup—but he tired of explaining colonial Asian history, so he put it on the menu as “EICO.” Which prompted people to ask, “How do I pronounce that?”
 “However you want,” he’d reply.
 Sometimes a cocktail gets invented during an interview; sometimes it doesn’t. The Blue Spoon’s Trey Hughes was telling me about the “Ponte Vecchio,” a cocktail served in a place in Somerville, Mass., one of whose ingredients is the Italian herbal bitter Fernet Branca. “I love that drink,” he said, but because one of the other ingredients, Cynar, is illegal to sell in the state of Maine, he created a variant that he named the “Arno,” named for the river that flows beneath the famous bridge in Florence. We started talking about herbal liqueurs like Fernet and Chartreuse, and then Hughes told me about “The End of the Road,” made of Laphroaig scotch, Campari, and green Chartreuse, and we discussed whether or not Fernet would work with rye and Campari. Hughes thought it might.
 Later that night, he wrote me to say he was sipping the drink hatched during the phone call. “It’s definitely a Boulevardier at heart,” he said, “but the Fernet brings its unique flavor and adds considerable depth.” He had added Punt e Mes or Cocchi Vermouth di Torino, in the following amounts:
 1 1/2 oz. Buffalo Trace Bourbon
 1 oz. Campari
 1/2 oz. Fernet Branca
 1/2 oz. Punt e Mes (or substitute Cocchi Vermouth di Torino)
 Garnish with an orange twist
 Let’s call it a “Calling Card,” he said, since it came about during our phone conversation.
 Two days later, bad news came in another email came from Hughes. Looking in a book on the “Negroni,” he noticed a drink, the “South Paw,” which has the same ingredients and mostly the same ratios. “There are other minor differences,” he said, “but the core of the drink is pretty close.”
 Turning to Google, he looked up the “South Paw” and found there are several by that name, each with wildly different recipes using several different base spirits. The “South Paw” is a riff on the “Left Hand,” a drink by bartender Sam Ross at Milk & Honey in New York City. “There’s no need to have two versions of such similar cocktails floating around,” Hughes wrote me, “though I may continue to make my modified South Paw, since it is delicious.”
  
 This piece was first published in The Morning News on June 20, 2013.
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		Like a lead balloon (The Morning News, 2013)

								

	
				For nine years during the 2000s, Bruce Willen, a Baltimore musician and self-described typography nerd, played bass for a hardcore punk trio called Double Dagger, named after a typographic symbol: the ‡. A name for the new band wasn’t so immediately visible, though. For eight months they had called themselves the Believers, which seemed generic enough, before finding out about a touring rock band with the same name. So the band-formerly-known-as-the-Believers went on a four-month journey into band name limbo.
 “There’s a million really good band names, and finding the one that’s reflective of what you’re doing and that you feel comfortable with—that’s hard,” Willen said. It had been 10 years since he’d named a band, and he was surprised by how much the naming landscape had changed. Every time they found a name they liked, they’d search it on Google and inevitably turn up the Myspace or Bandcamp page of somebody who’d found it before them.
 “We went through hundreds,” Willen said. “Well, maybe not hundreds, but there were five to 10 we really liked. We wanted something that’s more abstract, and a lot of the words with a more abstract quality to them have been taken.” Somehow the word “peals” wasn’t taken, so Peals they became.
 I’ve been listening to band name origin stories like Willen’s recently, which give me (someone who’s never been in a band) a taste of the creative joy musicians feel when they’re making music. Yet one thing has stuck out to me: According to many of the musicians I talked to—and let’s be clear, these are rock musicians, not folks playing country, zydeco, contra, jazz, hip-hop—the number of available band names is dwindling. It’s harder and harder to name a band. This belief tends to come along with the notion that bands in the past had cooler names, and that it’s harder to name a band now than it used to be because all the cool names have been taken.
 Are we running out of band names?
 The ideal rock band name has a lot of work to do. It has to have the taste of lore from the first time it’s uttered. It has to be memorable and it has to be easy to say, because you’re going to be saying it a lot, and so are a lot of other people, including reviewers, who like to comment how much somebody’s band name evokes their music. It’s instructive to listen to the origin stories of names for bands like Double Dagger or Peals. Everybody knows how the Beatles used to be the Silver Beatles, and before that the Silver Beetles, as a tribute to Buddy Holly and the Crickets, and how John Lennon changed the spelling as a play on “the beat,” or maybe in homage to Beat poets. But when the music isn’t familiar to you, you can pay more attention to the name.
 “You would be amazed at how hard it is to find a band name that is not already in use,” Evan Parker, a guitarist from Portland, Maine, told me. He solved his naming problem by drawing from a Dr. Seuss book, Hop on Pop, which he used to read to his daughter. There’s a page, his favorite one, that goes:
      That one is my other brother.
 My brothers read a little bit.
 Little words like If and it.
 My father can read big words, too.
 Like CONSTANTINOPLE and TIMBUKTU.
 
 The “if and it” phrase stuck in his mind, and it became the band’s name. What proved so great about two conjunctions and a pronoun was that nobody could judge the music from the name; they had to hear the music. “We personally like that our name alludes to very little, and it’s probably true that many people have not listened to our music because of it. But we are OK with that,” Parker said.
 What’s also interesting is how band members can disagree about a band name that, on the surface, works. The name for the indie trio Future Bible Heroes came via a friend of band member Christopher Ewen. “I like the fact that it can be interpreted on lots of different levels,” Ewen said. “A blogger years ago once wrote that it suggested an image of Mother Theresa in a jetpack.”
 Ewen suggested it to band leader Stephin Merritt, who says that Future Bible Heroes “is a terrible band name. It’s such a terrible name I don’t even know what it means.” And as Ewen wrote in an email to me, the third member of the band, Claudia Gonson, “doesn’t seem to have many emotional attachments to it either way, and sees it as something that may not make a lot of sense but is poetically evocative, like Throwing Muses or the Psychedelic Furs.”
 An old Austin friend of mine, Grant Barger, who has played in numerous bands, says that as he’s gotten older, he’s gotten less feisty about defending his choices. He suggested Slave Labor for his current band, but everyone else wanted Nation States, so he let them. An earlier band went with Get Lost over Heart of Feather. That doesn’t keep him from collecting potential names, which is something that “those of us who play in bands never stop thinking about.” He keeps a running list, which he builds by reading old books to find phrases or words that aren’t used any more. In the late 1990s he had a band, the Stylites, whose name came from a book on early Christian sects. (The stylites, a group of Christian ascetics during the Byzantine Empire, stood for long stretches of time on poles.) He also scours phonebooks for good last names. But, he says, like most band names, the ones he collects are almost all bad.
 The main driver of the sense that band names are scarcer than they used to be is the central ritual of the naming process itself: typing a name candidate into Google and waiting breathlessly for 100 milliseconds for the verdict. Doing this is less to avoid legal liability than about securing one’s place in the wide world; given that you’re googling yourself and hoping not to find anything at all, it’s more than a little poignant.
 Evan Parker searched “If and It” to confirm it was free and clear (apparently a UK design firm is the only other user), and Grant Barger uses Google, as well. I asked him if using Google had changed any aspect of naming for him, to which he replied, “The only thing Google has changed for me is that you can easily search purposed names and find that numerous lame bands have already taken your lame idea.” In 2005, my [The Morning News] colleague Erik Bryan collected potential band names—about 75 of them—in a notebook. One day he put them all into Google, crossed off the ones that showed up, then went to band practice and read all that remained. (Interestingly, in his case, a Google match wasn’t enough to keep him from using the name he liked too much, the Finelines, despite the existence of Thee Fine Lines. The Google search not only helped him find the other band but judge how much of a potential threat it might pose.)
 Says Christopher Johnson, a linguist and naming expert, “The problem with Google is that it makes us painfully aware of how unoriginal we are. Before web search, two bands could use the same name in happy ignorance as long as they were serving different geographical and stylistic markets. Now if anyone anywhere is using the name you want to use, you’ll find out. So there’s a pressure to be completely unique that just didn’t exist before.”
 In a study of naming conventions in hip-hop, techno, metal and punk, German linguist Jannis Androutsoupoulos wrote that a name has to be more than a simple identifier—it also has to pay homage to its music style and, indirectly, to the people who listen to that music. Names do this with several kinds of “genre cues.” There can be formal patterns of words, like hip-hop names that start with “DJ” or indie rock names about animals; there’s also substituting numbers for letters or spelling things an unusual way; there are also cultural references and allusions. Meeting these “local traditions” (as in “local” to a certain type of music) is something a good band name has to do, but Google’s reach seems to surprise musicians by how big their “local” tradition really is.
 Musicians also point to the rise of Bandcamp, ReverbNation, SoundCloud, and the online music community for exhausting the stock of names. “Every time we had a name idea we liked, it seemed like there were at least one or two groups with the same name,” Bruce Willen said. “Thanks to the internet any college kid who does home recordings on his or her laptop can start their “band” on Bandcamp or Myspace.” In a way, this makes sense. One can imagine that 20 years ago, any garage band could have any name it wanted—or no name at all. The only reason a band really needed a name was if they were going to gig or record or tour. Let’s say 10 percent of those bands ever left the garage. Today all those bands are on Bandcamp, and they can’t be on Bandcamp without a name. These sites, including Myspace, which has 14 million acts, have inflated the demand for band names.
 So while the internet aids the perception that band names are harder to come by (they’re also changing, says Chris Johnson, who’s noted fewer one-word band names than multi-word ones), it’s not because English is running out of words. There are still vast numbers of words that can be stuck together, as well as a number of patterns or templates, some of which haven’t been become institutionalized as genre cues yet, that can be used to expand the permutational choices. Surely your one-word choice (Blue) will be taken, so modify it (Big Blue, Super Blue, Pink Blue, Really Blue, the Blue) or build a phrase (Big Blue Fly, Big Blue Road, Big Blue Popsicle, Big Blue Big). From a little bit of recursion, you could name a million bands and still bequeath a list of a million more to your rock-and-roll grandchildren (though those names will probably be longer).
 “Musicians no doubt have trouble coming up with unique names because they’re trying to follow certain naming conventions or fads,” Johnson said. “For example, there was a recent rash of bands named after animals—Fleet Foxes, Band of Horses, Wolf Parade, etc. If you really wanted to fit into that trend, you might have had trouble coming up with something unique.”
 But the English language and the structure of language itself can come to the rescue, Johnson added. “The space or possibilities provided by the English language far exceed the limitations of any particular naming convention.”
  
 §§§
  
 I have no proof, but I suspect it’s hardest to name a metal band, because those conventions are very restrictive. You can only refer to a scant few domains—the sacred, the profane, death, disease, war, violence, destruction—that aren’t making many new words. On the other hand, it seems easiest to name an indie rock band, where strings of random words are themselves a cue to the genre. 
 The 1990s swing revival band, Squirrel Nut Zippers, is sometimes cited as evidence these don’t make very good band names. But as ex-vocalist Tom Maxwell explained, the name actually came from a peanut-caramel candy produced by the Squirrel Brand Company. Though the band secured permission from Squirrel Brand, Maxwell said the band was later asked to sign an expensive, restrictive licensing agreement. He told me the whole tale about legal duplicity and the true fruits of success, and when I asked him what the lesson was, he thought for a moment, then replied: “Don’t assume good will, I suppose. It’s best in a litigious society to not name yourself after something even if, you know, a high-minded lawyer assures you that it’s OK or even if you secure permission. It’s better to make something up and make it be your own.”
 I also wrote to Bandcamp and ended up swapping emails with Ryan Moran, who handles intellectual property management, tech support, and analysis for the team. I proposed the notion that the perceived band name shortage was due in part to sites like Bandcamp, and he replied, “The DIY ethos enabled through channels like Bandcamp might complicate the process (by virtue of the quantity of artists now publicly present), but anecdotally that is not as great an impediment as it may seem.”
 Then he echoed Johnson: “The set of functional names is not finite; as with any operation of language, the possibility of stringing together terms in a novel way, or inventing new terms, is limitless.”
 All this suggests musicians need more naming conventions and have to think beyond the current ones. The problem is that musicians are bathing in the same culture—call it the zeitgeist effect. If you put a phrase into Google and find it’s being used by someone across the world, it’s not a sign you’re doing something wrong, it’s a sign that you’re plugged into the moment in the right way. The trick is to think outside the Zeit.
 Which leads me to wonder if the angst over band names might be a manifestation of a deeper set of frustrations about creativity and music. No matter what you play, it’s hard to distinguish yourself and it’s hard to get people to listen. Doing new things with the same old notes is hard, too—they’re not making any more of those, either.
 So what is a band name? It’s not the cool word, or the words that no one else has. It’s the joining of two sensibilities, that of a group of musicians and a group of listeners who have been found by the music—an audience for whom a string of words, which mean next to nothing, can suddenly mean everything once it’s attached to music they love.
 Alex Lewis, a radio producer and musician in Philadelphia, said that when he was in high school, his friends used to say “early” to mean “cool”; they used it a lot, so when the promoters of the high school’s battle of the bands bugged their band for a name, someone suggested the Early because they said it all the time.
 At first, the band members argued, Lewis said, then they shrugged. “It was good enough for the occasion and we could reevaluate afterward. But we never renegotiated. It never came up again.” They’re a couple of guys down 10 years later, but they’re still the Early.
 That’s how band names come about, Lewis said.
 “Band names just happen. At least I think that’s the ideal situation. You can get caught up in the vanity, the how does that sound. But in the end, you just decide on something and even if your name kinda sucks to some people (or even sucks in some objective sense), if you stick with it, it will stick.”
 A production assistant on NPR’s World Cafe music show, Lewis says he hears the same thing from bands that come through the studio. “You and everyone else will get used to [the name]. It’ll just become part of who you are.”
  
 This piece was first published in The Morning News, April 25, 2013. 
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		Learning and Community

	

	
		The articles in this section center around how language learners and those with varying levels of proficiency in multiple languages get along. They show some of the realities of what I call a “will to plasticity,” or a natural urge to change our brains, in particular through learning languages. For the last hundred years or maybe more, the will to plasticity has been tied to the economic realm, in which the individual body becomes its own economic project. These articles also show the realities of languages in community life, as opposed to how we fantasize about it. And they show people adapting to linguistic diversity as a reality—how they have always adapted, not with technology, but with the same plasticity of brain and behavior.
 The ISIL stories were immensely difficult to report, for obvious reasons, but I profited from assembling shards of details that appeared in other reporting. The Quartz editor, Gideon Lichfield, was very patient with bringing the material together. To the ordinary journalist, language details provide color, while the language journalist sees them as the protruding tip of the true story. Sometimes a person’s whole career was launched thanks to a single trait of their linguistic style or communicative profile; it’s fascinating to see everything they did in that light (even at the risk of seeming reductive).
 Over my career I became increasingly sensitive to sourcing practices, and clearly there had always been room for including more voices. I assumed that I’d have many more chances to do so. I wish I had talked directly to residents of Warruwi Community for the piece on receptive multilingualism, but geographic distance and other factors made it impossible. This is also a gap in most of my stories about village sign languages, though communicating with an actual signer was a priority when I wrote for Mosaic Science (“Studying an emerging sign language won’t kill it”) and arranged an interview through an interpreter with Uiko Yano, a user of Miyakubo Sign Language. Fortunately the editor agreed to pay the interpreter cost—other outlets wouldn’t. Inclusion is obviously important but it can also incur material costs, something that well-resourced tenured academics forget when they criticize under-resourced precarious freelance journalists.
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		Street talk (Aeon, 2016)

								

	
				People who can switch between street dialects and standard language might have the same cognitive advantage as bilinguals.
  
 By now we’re familiar with the idea that speaking more than one language confers cognitive benefits. For a long time, we’ve been hearing that bilinguals have superior executive function skills. They are also more flexible in their ability to see another person’s perspective; they’re better problem-solvers; and they seem to possess a ‘cognitive reserve’ that helps them ward off the effects of neurodegenerative diseases such as Alzheimer’s.
 Amazingly, until recently no one had ventured to ask the next question: does speaking two dialects confer the same benefits?
 Just as someone speaking two languages is bilingual, someone who speaks two dialects is bidialectal. That might be someone who speaks Standard Dutch as well as straattaal (literally ‘street language’), a blend of Arabic, Turkish and Dutch incubated in ethnic communities and then adopted by youths. (In Germany, the analog is called Kiezdeutsch; in Sweden, it’s Rinkeby-Swedish.) In the United States, a bidialectal person might be someone who speaks both Standard American English and African-American Vernacular English (called AAVE but also known as ‘Ebonics’), which differ a lot in pronunciation, syntax and vocabulary – so much so that AAVE has controversially been called a distinct language.
 So do bidialectals enjoy the same cognitive benefits as bilinguals? The answer might send you out to buy Rosetta Stone: Ebonics or sign up for the Kiezdeutsch Duolingo, but before you do, consider that—oh, never mind. You know perfectly well that there’s no such thing as Rosetta Stone for Ebonics or Duolingo for Kietzdeutsch, and there never will be. You also know that a vanishingly small number of Standard English speakers would ever set out to learn Scots, and the same number of High German speakers will become fluent in Kiezdeutsch, because dialects (and the people who speak them) have low status. And that’s where this story begins: with the story of status.
  
 §§§
  
 For a long time, people who spoke more than one language—call them ‘bilinguals’ or ‘multilinguals’—were considered inferior in many countries. Citizenship in the modern nation has long been defined, in part, through speaking the nation’s language, especially the variety spoken by elites in the capital city.
 As a result, the political allegiance of the bilingual person has been suspect—as have their educational and intellectual chops. A big marker of this imperfection? How they inserted parts of one language into utterances of the other, as if they were scraping up bits to patch a hole. The activity was called code-switching.
 But starting in the 1990s, a more sophisticated view of code-switching emerged, revealing a highly patterned activity that requires thorough knowledge of the structures of both languages to achieve the switch. That view provided the germ for research into activity in the bilingual’s brain.
 The question was this: when bilinguals activate one language in their brains, how do they keep from activating all their languages? One hypothesis: they don’t. All of their languages are activated at the same time, but they inhibit the one that’s unsuitable for the situation. After a lifetime of tamping down one language—or artfully toggling between two—a bilingual would end up with stronger cognitive skills than a speaker who doesn’t switch.
 And with that hypothesis, bilinguals’ status was raised.
 Research appeared to show that speakers of more than one language were, in many respects, cognitively better off than monolinguals. Evidence accumulated that bilinguals had more cognitive flexibility; they could more easily switch not just between languages but one task and the next. They also had more robust executive function, a set of high-level cognitive skills that help to navigate a wide variety of rules, inhibit responses and control emotional impulses. These benefits remained over the course of the bilinguals’ lives, helping them to resist the scourges of ageing.
 One effect has been to make bilingualism a desirable state, giving it an aspirational sheen. As a result, the ‘bilingual industrial complex’ has sprung up to promote language-learning – specifically for brain health. ‘Learning language is a workout for brains,’ goes one headline. ‘Learn two languages for a sharper brain,’ goes another. Never mind that the cognitive reserve applies to life-long bilinguals, not to people who take up a foreign language late in life.
 Now even childcare providers advertise the benefits of bilingualism for children (though sometimes this looks less like a selling point than a labour-supply work-around: on the website for one daycare facility in Minnesota, I saw the requirement that applicants for jobs ‘must be fluent in Spanish and have English-language competency’). The new turn has proven useful for the governments of countries such as the US and the United Kingdom, which are perennially launching efforts to promote foreign language-learning to their citizenry. The most recent efforts have abandoned the mind-broadening, self-enriching humanistic arguments of yore; instead, they’ve promoted language-learning as a tool for brain health.
  
 §§§
  
 Given the new, higher status of bilingualism, might we rehabilitate speakers of dialects in the same way? That’s what the psycholinguists Vera Kempe and Neil Kirk and their team at Abertay University in Scotland set out to investigate. The setting was perfect, because some 85 per cent of the population report using some local variety of Scots, whose speakers use ‘ken’ where a Standard Scottish English speaker would say ‘know’, and ‘hoose’ instead of the standard ‘house’. The Shetland Island variety of Scots, meanwhile, has a peculiar use of ‘be’, which replaces forms of ‘have’, as in: ‘I was stayed with one of my friends’ rather than: ‘I had stayed with one of my friends’, and also turns the ‘th’ of ‘they’ into ‘d’ and the ‘th’ of ‘think’ into a ‘t’.
 Speakers of Scots and Standard Scottish English also do a lot of switching, like bilinguals. They have to ‘monitor continuously who can or cannot be addressed in Scots’, and must choose the right pronunciations and vocabulary, and inhibit the ‘competing’ variants—theoretically, their mental representations of ‘hoose’ and ‘house’ are both activated in their brains, and one or the other will be inhibited at any one time, the Abertay researchers found. So it’s reasonable to ask if switching between dialects might be anything like switching between languages. And from there, it’s reasonable to wonder if a brain attached to a body that operates in multiple social contexts with several dialects might be stronger than a brain that operates in only one.
 At this point, a lot of people tend to get swept up by technical differences between dialects and languages. Some invoke the 1940s quip by the linguist Max Weinreich—that ‘a language is a dialect with an army and a navy’, implying that what most distinguishes languages and dialects is political legitimacy and power. Others draw the line at mutual intelligibility, or whether or not speakers of different varieties can understand each other. Still others look to linguistic distance, or how many grammatical and phonological differences and distinct lexical items exist. You’ll hear about languages defined as distinct entities that are really varieties of the same thing—Swedish and Norwegian, for instance. You’ll hear about varieties called dialects, even though they’re separate languages; most common is the way languages such as Cantonese or Fujianese are called Chinese dialects.
 But here’s the thing: our brains don’t care. Schools care; employers care; armies and navies care. Humming with its electrical charge, the brain doesn’t. Sociolinguists and neuroscientists tend to disagree about how to talk about this; the linguists want to assign languages to discrete buckets in the brain, so they’d say a Scottish bidialectal is pulling two forms out of the same bucket. (They might also try to show that Sardinian isn’t a version of Italian but has its own bucket.) On the other hand, neuroscientists tend to hold that there are no buckets at all, only brain functions: constructing sentences, understanding words, and recognising and producing the sounds of a language, all of which happen in networks that span brain regions. 
 Here’s a metaphor to explain the two approaches. Think of the map at the back of most inflight magazines, showing all the places where the airline flies. Does a language in the brain resemble an outlined space called ‘Mexico’ or ‘Australia’? Or does it resemble the spider web of lines showing all the flights that connect major cities? The latter is the neuroscience view. Consequently, some neuroscientists, such as Franco Fabbro at the University of Udine in Italy, have even explicitly included bidialectalism as a form of bilingualism.
 At the very least, one can’t rule out a lack of connection between bilingualism and bidialectalism. At the most, one could say that learning Scots—or AAVE, Kiezdeutsch, straattaal, or a thousand other non-standard varieties—is good for your brain.
 The cognitive benefits of bidialectalism is exactly what Kleanthes Grohmann, a linguist at the University of Cyprus, has uncovered. Actually, he prefers to call these speakers ‘bilectals’ (because ‘lect leaves extra room to allow finer grading among linguistic varieties’, he explained). Grohmann and his team ran experiments with children who speak Standard Modern Greek and Cypriot Greek, closely related varieties that differ substantially in vocabulary, pronunciation and grammar. Speakers of those two varieties also do a lot of switching back and forth. He gave a number of tests to children who spoke only Standard Modern Greek, and to children deemed multilingual because they spoke one dialect at school and another at home.
 One test is called the Simon task, a widely used probe of executive function. The task sets up people to expect a coloured square in a certain place on a screen, then intrudes on that expectation. People who are distracted by the intrusion delay pushing a button corresponding to the square’s colour. The better one powers through the distraction, the faster one’s reaction time, and the stronger one’s inhibition is said to be. The ability to inhibit distraction happens to be a prominent component of executive function. And enhanced executive function is the cognitive advantage of bilingualism that psychologists hold in highest esteem.
 After controlling for variables such as education and socioeconomics, Grohmann found that multilinguals performed better on executive function tasks than monolinguals. That wasn’t surprising. What was surprising, however, was that bidialectals scored better than monolinguals, though slightly worse than the multilinguals. ‘In qualitative terms, the effects of bilectalism and multilingualism were, in general, quite familiar,’ Grohmann wrote in a recent paper in Cognition.
 ‘It’s an interesting result,’ said Arturo Hernandez, a psycholinguist at the University of Houston who specialises in bilingualism and the brain, ‘but there are way too few subjects in this study for us to draw a very strong conclusion. Ultimately, we need a lot more research to understand what is really going on.’
 Right now, Grohmann and his team are working to show that the degree of difference between languages might determine the size of the cognitive advantages. The question is, how closely related can two language varieties be and still give rise to cognitive advantage? ‘If the two lects or varieties are sufficiently different,’ Grohmann says, ‘then there will be an advantage. But if there are no big differences, if they differ in intonation and a few words here and there, then there won’t be benefits. That’s my working assumption.’
 Imagine what such findings might also do to transform the reputations of the world’s bidialectals, who number in the hundreds of millions. Now bidialectals and bilinguals would be seen as cognitively superior to monodialectal monolinguals. Becoming bidialectal could gain aspirational status, too.
 Not only that, given the chance to fully develop their cognitive powers, bidialectal populations could be a tremendous source of cognitive capital for their countries and communities. Right now, many bidialectal populations are overlooked, even suspect, because one of the varieties they speak, perhaps their mother tongue, is associated with stigmatised groups such as the poor, immigrants, the rural or the uneducated. I’m thinking here of so-called ‘multiethnolects’ that have sprung up in Germany, Sweden, Denmark and the Netherlands that blend elements of recent immigrant languages (such as Arabic, Turkish and Farsi) with the local European language. (Both Kiezdeustsch and straattaal are examples of these.) I’m also thinking of speakers of African-American Vernacular English, a variety often ridiculed as ‘broken’ or ‘incorrect’.
  
 §§§
  
 If bidialectalism makes for healthier brains, why haven’t populations of bidialectals come further? The reason is that they contend with other disadvantages, such as poor nutrition, unstable housing and toxic stress, all of which can erode executive function. But if there were evidence of bidialectalism as a natural brain boost, then you’d not only have an argument for teaching Standard American English to black schoolchildren, you’d also have an argument for teaching African-American Vernacular to non-black children.
 That’s not the way it currently works, and the reason is status. Only African Americans are expected to become bidialectal and acquire features of Standard American English. In the 1960s and ’70s, this was considered by some linguists to be an unacceptable accommodation to a racist society that didn’t address the racism. Now, it’s become part of a project to increase the school success of African American children, based on a body of research showing that features of AAVE make reading Standard English more difficult for beginning readers.
 But don’t heat up the bidialectal industrial complex just yet. Kempe and Kirk recently sought to replicate prior results using the Simon task with bilinguals, bidialectals and monolingual controls. Unlike previous researchers, they found that bilinguals performed about the same in executive function as monolinguals; bidialectals performed about the same as monolectals.
 Kempe and Kirk are not alone. In fact, there’s a growing concern among many people working in bilingualism that its cognitive benefits might have been overstated, especially in the popular media, but by scientists too. Previous findings haven’t been replicated in subsequent experiments, says Kenneth Paap, a psychologist at San Francisco State University, who has become a critic of the bilingual advantage hypothesis. He has accused scientists of burying negative findings, and has also pointed out that the studies with positive findings have small samples. His conclusion, in a 2015 Cortex article, was blunt and brutal: ‘Bilingual advantages in executive function either do not exist or are restricted to very specific and undetermined circumstances.’
 Kempe suggested a new way to look at this: perhaps we have the causality backwards? She hypothesises that maybe it’s not that bilingualism builds executive function. Instead, perhaps people with strong executive function end up as high-functioning bilinguals (and perhaps even bidialectals) because their brains can handle the switching. ‘If learning and handling different languages comes easy to you, perhaps because of high executive abilities, you have more of a chance of becoming a bilingual in a bilingual environment,’ she explained in an email. ‘Research on bilingualism typically tends to ignore those individuals who grew up in a bilingual environment yet failed to become bilinguals or remained heritage speakers.’
 That’s not the only population such research overlooks. Neil Kirk now distinguishes between active and passive bidialectals – that is, between people who use two dialects and those who can understand both and produce them when prompted but typically speak only in the standard. He speculates that there’s a difference between a passive bidialectal and someone who truly uses and understands just the standard dialect, even though they might sound alike. Thus, ‘not all monolinguals are equally “mono” in their monolingualism,’ he says.
 Though a lot of research focuses on adults, Grohmann prefers studying children, because they haven’t accumulated life experiences that affect their linguistic performances. Say that someone has been made fun of or told not to speak a particular way, he says, that would affect that child’s language use, and therefore their cognitive experiences. ‘We want to tap into the purest form of our language abilities, one that’s not tainted by society,’ he said. To do this research, linguists and neuroscientists alike will have to get on board with looking at the cognitive consequences of real-world language situations in all their variety, including long-overlooked bidialectals. ‘To be honest,’ said Grohmann, ‘this should have been on our agenda for the last 40 years.’
 So should you try to learn Kiezdeutsch or Scots, Ebonics or straattaal, Cypriot Greek or Rinkeby-Swedish? The answer is: yes. For one thing, it goes against the grain. As one of my polyglot friends says: ‘Why would I want to learn languages that everyone else is learning?’ Also, it would help to make the story about languages—and language-learning—about more than status. Bilingualism is always being forced to justify itself, and bilinguals (and multilinguals) are often measured against monolinguals, either for better or worse. But the people who occupy these linguistic realities shouldn’t have to prove themselves – they should be what they are. That goes for bidialectals, too.
  
 This piece was first published in Aeon in June, 2016.
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		The small island where 500 people speak nine different languages (The Atlantic, 2018)

								

	
				On South Goulburn Island, a small, forested isle off Australia’s northern coast, a settlement called Warruwi Community consists of some 500 people who speak among themselves around nine different languages. This is one of the last places in Australia—and probably the world—where so many indigenous languages exist together. There’s the Mawng language, but also one called Bininj Kunwok and another called Yolngu-Matha, and Burarra, Ndjébbana and Na-kara, Kunbarlang, Iwaidja, Torres Strait Creole, and English.
 None of these languages, except English, is spoken by more than a few thousand people. Several, such as Ndjébbana and Mawng, are spoken by groups numbering in the hundreds. For all these individuals to understand one another, one might expect South Goulburn to be an island of polyglots, or a place where residents have hashed out a pidgin to share, like a sort of linguistic stone soup. Rather, they just talk to one another in their own language or languages, which they can do because everyone else understands some or all of the languages but doesn’t speak them.
 This arrangement, which linguists call “receptive multilingualism,” shows up all around the world. In some places, it’s accidental. Many English-speaking Anglos who live in U.S. border states, for instance, can read and comprehend quite a bit of Spanish from being exposed to it. And countless immigrant children learn to speak the language of their host country while retaining the ability to understand their parents’ languages. In other places, receptive multilingualism is a work-around for temporary situations. But at Warruwi Community, it plays a special role.
 Ruth Singer, a linguist at the Wellsprings of Linguistic Diversity Project of the Australian National University, realized this by chance, and wrote about receptive multilingualism at Warruwi Community recently in the journal Language and Communication. In 2006, for one of her trips for fieldwork on South Goulburn, Singer and her husband had a Toyota truck shipped from Darwin by boat. Though the island’s not very big, there aren’t many cars, so having one is a social lubricant. Singer and her husband became friends with a local married couple, Nancy Ngalmindjalmag and Richard Dhangalangal, who had a boat and trailer but no car, and the two couples ended up going fishing and hunting, and digging up turtle eggs on the beach. That’s when Singer noticed that Nancy always spoke to Richard in Mawng, but Richard always replied in Yolngu-Matha, even though Nancy also spoke fluent Yolngu-Matha.
 “Once I started to work on multilingualism and tuned my ear into how people were using different languages,” Singer wrote in an email, “I began to hear receptive-multilingualism conversations all over Warruwi, like between two men working on fixing a fence, or between two people at the shop.”
 There are a variety of explanations for this, Singer says. In the case of her married friends, Richard didn’t speak Mawng, because he wasn’t originally from Warruwi Community. If he did so, it might be perceived as a challenge to rules that exclude outsiders from claiming certain rights. Also, Yolngu-Matha has more speakers, and those speakers tend to be less multilingual than speakers of smaller languages.
 More broadly, people at Warruwi Community avoid simply switching to a shared language because there are social and personal costs of doing so. Some families insist that their children speak only their language, usually their father’s. Languages are associated with particular pieces of land or territory on the island, and clans claim ownership of that land, so languages are also considered to be owned by clans. One can only speak the languages one has a right to speak—and breaking this restriction can be seen as a sign of hostility.
 Still, neither restriction applies to understanding a language—or as Nancy put it in an interview with Singer, to “hearing” it. Singer suspects that receptive multilingualism in Australia has been around for a long time. The phenomenon was noted by some of the earliest European settlers on late 18th-century expeditions into the Australian interior. “Although our natives and the strangers conversed on a par, and understood each other perfectly, yet they spoke different dialects of the same language,” one settler wrote in a journal.
 While Australia isn’t the only place in the world where receptive multilingualism happens, one thing that makes it different in Warruwi is that those receptive skills have a status as real proficiencies. Where the academic foreign-language field tends to see such skills as language half-learned, as an incomplete—or even worse, failed—acquisition, at Warruwi a person can claim receptive skills in a language as part of their repertoire. The Anglos in Texas aren’t likely to put “understands Spanish” on a job résumé, while the immigrant children might be embarrassed that they can’t speak their parents’ languages. Another difference is that people at Warruwi Community don’t see receptive skills as a path to spoken abilities. Singer’s friend Richard Dhangalangal, for example, has lived most of his life with speakers of Mawng, which he understands very well, but no one expects him to start speaking it.
 Receptive multilingualism has been institutionalized in some places. In Switzerland, a country with four official languages (from two different language families), receptive multilingualism has been built into the educational system, such that children learn a local language, a second national language, and English from an early age. In principle, this should allow everyone to understand everyone else. But a 2009 study showed considerable monolingualism among Swiss citizens; Italian speakers tended to be the most multilingual and French speakers the least. Moreover, each group of speakers possessed strong negative attitudes about the others. Just as in Warruwi Community, social factors and ideas about language shape the life of many languages in places like Switzerland.
 But even someone in Switzerland might consider the status of understanding-without-speaking in Australia to be no big deal, given that many people in Europe tend to have related languages in their repertoire (think Romance, Germanic, and Slavic languages). This allows them to draw on cognate vocabulary and grammatical structures for passive understanding. The languages from Warruwi Community, by contrast, come from six different language families and aren’t mutually intelligible, so those clusters of receptive skills amount to something quite sophisticated. Not enough is known about receptive multilingualism to know how many languages someone could understand but not speak.
 Whether in Switzerland or at Warruwi Community, one advantage of receptive multilingualism is that people can express who they are and where they’re from without forcing other people to be that thing, too. According to Singer, this creates social stability at Warruwi Community, because all the groups feel comfortable and confident with their identities. “The social and linguistic diversity at Warruwi is seen as essential to social harmony rather than as a barrier, underscoring the need for people to assert diverse identities instead of everyone identifying as the same,” she writes. “When there’s no larger hierarchical social structure such as chiefdom, kingdom, or nation, maintaining the peace is no easy matter.”
 One option for keeping the linguistic peace in other parts of the world is for everyone to opt into speaking a language they all share, perhaps even a lingua franca. This is called “accommodation,” which at its core is about reducing differences among people. But in some places in the world, accommodation is dis-preferred, even unthinkable. In the case of Warruwi Community, Singer notes that people who stake a claim to the community (and by extension its language) would be unwilling to speak another language.
 And that’s one lesson to be learned from receptive multilingualism at Warruwi Community: Small indigenous groups are surprisingly complex, socially and linguistically, and receptive multilingualism is both engine and consequence of that complexity. It may also be a key to ensuring the future of small languages as the population of speakers dwindles if more was understood about how to turn receptive abilities in a language into being able to speak it. 
 “If we understood receptive abilities better, we could design language teaching for these people,” Singer says, “which would make it easier for people who only understand their heritage language to start to speak it later on in life.”
  
 This piece was first published in The Atlantic, November 26, 2018.
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		So you want to learn an endangered language (Psychology Today, 2012)

								

	
				If you’ve ever wondered what it might be like to go out and learn one of those endangered languages you’re always hearing about, you might want to read Maya for Travelers and Students: A guide to language and culture in Yucatán, written by Gary Bevington, a linguist, and published in 1995 by the University of Texas Press, which is also one of the best language learning books I’ve ever read. I discovered it in a gift shop at Chichén Itzá five years ago, when my wife and I were on a long road trip in the Yucatán and I became interested in Yucatec Maya (or simply “Maya,” if you’re in the Yucatán); I rediscovered it recently while unpacking some boxes.
 Maya is spoken by a million or so people on the peninsula, in Belize, and in northern Guatemala, and as we traveled, we notice it everywhere: in the markets, the hotels, even written on the plaques at Mayan ruins, along with Spanish and English. But that written form told me nothing about the people who use it today or what it would be like for me, a white American, to try to learn it. 
 Bevington’s book is refreshing, honest, sophisticated, and friendly, and it will tell you much of what you’re getting into trying to learn a language used by people in what he calls a “small-scale culture.” The book is really about language in context, and about the intercultural mechanics of trying to get to both. The first chapter, “Learning Indigenous Languages,” is devoted to these challenges, starting with the reminder that you are, despite your passions and good intentions, disruptive. 
 “Remember that from the native perspective you are an odd thing that dropped from the sky into the middle of their well-ordered and busy world. You are disruptive and confusing because people of your ilk are expected to be remote and generally disdainful of their world,” he writes. He’s also very stern about motives. “Remember that traditional Maya engage in binge drinking,” he writes, “…If you see such things as ‘evils’ in need of your attention, then I would urge you to restrict your activities to looking at the pyramids.” (He’s very aware that his book has the potential to be misused by Christian missionaries and artifact hunters, whom he disdains.) 
 The book has the requisite sections on grammar, phonology, and words, but Bevington has written them in such a friendly way to both learners and Maya speakers, it’s as if he’s trying, with this book, to broker the exchanges that will inevitably happen between learners and speakers. Don’t expect to find a single invariant “correct” pronunciation, he writes; “it’s important to note there is a substantial amount of variation in pronunciation even within a small Mayan speech community.” Want to find people to talk to? Build relationships. Give people rides in your car. Keep coming back. “Our tendency is to want to go at things in a concentrated, expeditious manner, and this is, in this case, exactly the wrong way of doing things.” Bevington himself learned Maya by living in and around Maya communities, many summers in a camper pick-up. This made him so thoroughly localist that he downplays his own expertise, which is not humility as much as the most ethical epistemological position, under the circumstances: “Just because some ‘expert’ (including me) says things work in a particular way does not make it true,” he writes.
 Then there’s the section on language and managing conversation, asking someone to slow down, and so forth. Because many Maya speakers may speak some Spanish, and if the learner does too, there’s a temptation to move back and forth, but Bevington warns that “talking about language is an unfamiliar activity for ordinary Maya.” They also don’t normally relate Maya to Spanish because “their world is compartmentalized in ways that make it unnecessary.”  
 Bevington gives the useful tip that knowing that when you ask about Maya verbs, asking for them in the Spanish infinitive is “risky and confusing” because Maya doesn’t have an equivalent form. People are also unfamiliar with having strangers speak Maya, so are unused to accommodating pronunciations. Here’s where having the best pronunciation you can matters. “Your having a horrendous accent when you pronounce Maya is just going to be one more reason for their not playing the game of helping the tsu’ulo’ob [strangers] learn the language.”
 What he also stresses is that if you use Maya, you will inevitably use Spanish, too, which has strongly influenced Maya. (You can’t learn one without the other, either. “If you don’t know any Spanish for traveling, then you don’t have any business starting Maya yet,” Bevington writes). This will probably be the case with many minority languages around the world. 
 “You cannot speak intelligible Maya and talk about any real range of topics, even about the Maya world,” he writes, “without using Spanish words.” 
 You may be approached by people who want to save you from “mestizo Maya” and teach you “maya puro,” but this language is a fiction, and using it “will make you unintelligible to speakers of Maya.” Bevington provides a useful rule of thumb for flushing out the puro maya pedant: “If the person has Maya equivalents for such things as ‘good morning,’ ‘friend,’ and ‘tape recorder,’ or can give you numbers above four, then you’ve got a pedant.” 
 In the course of talking about Babel No More, I’ve been asked a number of times why we don’t set hyperpolyglots and other language enthusiasts onto endangered languages. Wouldn’t that go a long way toward solving the problem? In his book, Bevington explains why there’s more involved.
  
 This piece was first published on Psychology Today, April 6, 2012.
  
  
  
  
  
 
	

			
			


		
	
		
			
	
		14

		Fragments of English (Texas Observer, 2006)

								

	
				Texas has never been monolingual, and it never will be.
  
 There is a concoction of self-satisfied myth and ignorance about English that is served up at Sunday services, on the floor of the Texas Legislature, in newspaper editorials, and in political party platforms with the alacrity of nachos at a high school football game. This myth holds that English in Texas was God-given, inevitable, and inherently superior. In the immortal words of Ma Ferguson, “If the King’s English was good enough for Jesus Christ, it’s good enough for me.” Thanks to Mel Gibson, everybody knows that Jesus didn’t speak English but Aramaic. (He probably knew Hebrew and Greek as well.) Maybe if Gibson had made a movie about the multilingual Alamo, where German, French, and Spanish-speaking men died alongside those who spoke English, it would be easier to point out the obvious and make it stick: Texas is populated by recent immigrants and the descendants of immigrants, slaves, and conquered natives. Contrary to what the Republicans are writing in their political platforms these days, this state has never been monolingual—and it never will be.
 So if you were going to tell the real story of English in Texas, which is really the story of English and other languages, too, you could very well begin with a Spanish grammar book that was stolen from Stephen F. Austin by a Comanche war party. Accompanied by two other settlers, in April of 1822, the founder of the earliest Texas colony set out on horseback for Mexico City; despite warnings, they went without military escort. Austin rode with his grammar tied to his saddle, so he could study as he rode. Two days south of San Antonio, they stopped so that Austin could make coffee. Almost immediately, Indians saw smoke from the fire, found the travelers, and took their saddles, bridles, food, weapons, and baggage.
 After a century of warring against, trading with, and living among Mexicans in the missions, some Comanches spoke Spanish, which is what Austin spoke when he confronted the thieves. Later he swore it had saved his life. “Assuming great composure,” his cousin Mary Austin Holley would later write, “he went up to the chief, and addressing him in Spanish and the few words of Indian he knew, he declared himself to be an American, and demanded to know if their nation was at war with the Americans.” The chief let them go, returning most of their things—but not the Spanish grammar.
 Presumably Austin found a replacement. After only a few weeks in Mexico City, he was writing long letters in simple but grammatical Spanish, according to Gregg Cantrell, a historian at Texas Christian University and the author of Stephen F. Austin, Empresario of Texas. Other Americans living in Mexico City came to rely on Austin’s translations, even though he appeared to have no particular gift for language except motivation, hard work, and the fact that it had saved his neck. (He also came from a multilingual family; his father, Moses Austin, spoke French).
 Austin had gone to the Mexican capital to pay a visit to officials there and reassert the terms of the Texas colony; Spanish would be an important personal and political asset. He wrote letters to his brother, Brown Austin, urging him to learn the language: “study the familiar phrases and lessons, and write them, also repeat your verbs as you learn them to Francisco or some other who can correct your pronunciation.” For the rest of his career, Austin spoke a “facile Spanish with all the phrases of gentility,” according to historian T.R. Fehrenbach. Austin would boast of his ability to “beat around the bush” (as he put it) in Spanish and as a member of the legislature of the state of Coahuila y Tejas in the 1830s, he proposed a school, an “Institute for Modern Languages,” where Anglo children would learn Spanish, English, and French (no evidence exists that such a school was actually founded).
 Although his language abilities are well documented, Austin’s motives remain a matter of historical debate. Some scholars see him using linguistic flexibility to serve inflexible political goals. As University of Texas-Pan American linguist Glenn Martinez has written, “Austin understood that knowledge of Spanish permitted the empresarios [colonist contractors] the most negotiating flexibility with the Mexican government to favor the colonists.” Other scholars, such as Cantrell, insist that Austin’s motivations, linguistic and otherwise, were more complex than a desire to conquer. 
 Whatever his motives, one fact remains clear: He was one of the few officials of the Texas colony who ever bothered to learn the language of their adopted country. Although they had signed contracts dictating that the official language of the colony was Spanish and that they would open schools to teach the language, most of the Anglo settlers huddled in English-only enclaves, stubbornly refusing to assimilate to the dominant culture of the country in which they were a minority. (In Texas, Anglos outnumbered Mexicans 5 to 1, but in the state of Coahuila y Tejas, Anglos were outnumbered.) By 1836 Mary Austin Holley wrote that “you hear nothing but English,” from the Texans. “[I]t is about as great an accomplishment to speak Spanish there, as it is French in our own States.”
 The Texas Revolution itself had been thoroughly bilingual. All the letters that revolutionaries wrote to Mexican officials were in Spanish. Spanish didn’t exactly wither away with Independence, either. Even after the Texas Republic was founded, it was assumed that Spanish would be widely used, particularly since the Anglo revolutionaries had been joined by liberal Spaniards. An early charter of San Antonio ordered that city employees be bilingual. President Sam Houston (who had run away from home as a boy and became bilingual in Cherokee, though he never learned Spanish very well) gave several towns the power to establish schools, and left undefined whether schools had to teach in English.
 Spanish newspapers continued to flourish. The Catholic Church was very pro-Spanish, and Protestant preachers who came to Texas to proselytize realized the need to speak Spanish and distribute Spanish-language Bibles. Yet the legal status of Spanish speakers went downhill almost immediately—in 1841, the Texas Legislature suspended the printing of laws in Spanish. However, by 1856 laws were again printed in Spanish, and the Texas constitution of 1875 was printed in English, German, Spanish, and Czech. Even the Constitution of the Confederacy was printed in German and Spanish. Texan law and politics was multilingual because it was politically expedient to be so, not because Texans were tolerant multiculturalists. George W. Bush may have been the last Texas Republican to grasp this fact.
 As Texas A&M historian Carlos Blanton shows in his recent book, The Strange History of Bilingual Education in Texas (Yale, 2005), English didn’t completely crowd out other languages—there were places where law and ideology did not penetrate, places like the family and the classroom. Then, as now, being American and speaking English were not necessarily synonymous. Blanton stresses that 19th century Texas was no multicultural paradise, at least by modern standards. But thanks to a radically Jeffersonian approach to education that left local communities free to establish public schools as they saw fit, bilingualism and bilingual education flourished—not only in Spanish, but in German, Czech, French, and Polish—at least until the 1880s. The diversity that resulted from this ultimate form of local school control, writes Blanton, was “dizzying.” Spanish was a classroom language (sometimes to the exclusion of English) in public and parochial schools all along the border from Brownsville to El Paso, as well as in San Antonio and Corpus Christi. In addition, small private schools called escuelitas sprang up, partly because parents were disgusted with the quality of public schools, partly out of resistance to Anglo domination. In 1892 there were 40 escuelitas in Webb County alone.
 Meanwhile German-English schools, public and private, were established in Austin, New Braunfels, San Antonio, in rural Comal County, along the southeastern coastal plains, and in Victoria and Gillespie counties, among others. Czech schools were also numerous and in the southeastern town of Panna Maria, the oldest Polish settlement in the United States, a Polish school existed until the 1920s. But animosity among the ethnic communities ran high. “I don’t regard the 19th century as a utopian bilingual time,” Blanton said in a recent interview. “That bilingual tradition was growing on awfully rocky soil, and it was subject to all kinds of hostile people and hostile ideas. It was only a matter of time until it was eradicated.”
 At this point the history of language in Texas takes an interesting turn. The conventional view of American history attributes the outlawing of bilingual education to the rise of assimilationist ideologies in the early 20th century and the xenophobia inspired by World War I. But it was modern educators devoted to progress who finally did in bilingual education. The bilingual schools had long been a public headache for education officials, who complained about the Czech and German schools as much as the Spanish ones. As Blanton characterizes the views of the time, “too many local liberties retarded ‘progress’ and could only be circumvented through righteous regulation by trained experts.” Starting in the 1880s, those experts imposed educational reforms such as standard curricula, teacher certification, and top-down school administration—all of which spelled the death of bilingual classrooms and community schools.
 But what kind of teaching went on in those schools, and was their demise a good thing? “There’s not a lot of evidence about the community schools,” Blanton says. “The thing that most characterizes the instruction in these community schools, if I had to use one word, I’d call it experimental. If I had to use another word, I’d have to call it amateur.” But he doesn’t use that word in a negative light. Community schools were about “people doing the best they can.” 
 For instance, at a German school in Comal County, one teacher taught in English from Monday until mid-day Wednesday. The other teacher taught in German for the rest of the week, not because such a schedule was based in any educational theory, but because that’s what the teachers knew how to do. At another school in Bellville, the German teacher taught English as if it were a classical language like Latin, asking students to translate sentences from German to English and back. 
 This teaching was haphazard and unprofessional. Yet as Blanton argues, most public education in the 19th century was haphazard and unprofessional; communities clung to their bilingual schools, which managed to produce people who were successful members of a society that was mostly agrarian. And, it’s important to note, thoroughly American.
 The new, modern, English-only curriculum appealed to those who feared urban immigrant ghettoes and thought that linguistic assimilation would help break them up. But immigrant languages such as German persisted the longest not in cities but in rural ethnic enclaves like New Braunfels. Today, Texas’s German past has been neutralized into a quaint ethnicity celebrated by wurst festivals. It’s easy to forget that Germans accounted for half of all immigration to the state in the 19th century, and that as late as 1940 over 86 percent of second-generation Germans in Texas could say they had grown up speaking German. (Incidentally, as late as 1960 New Braunfels had the most hours of German language radio broadcast in the entire United States.)
 “Of course, immigrants look more desirable after a couple of decades or a couple of generations than they did upon first arriving in the U.S.,” says Walter Kamphoefner, a historian at Texas A&M, who has studied the economic success of German speakers in the United States. “The good immigrants are always the old immigrants, and the bad immigrants are always the new ones, even if the same groups and even the same individuals over time move from one category to another.”
 There was a time when the patriotic loyalty of ethnic Germans was in question, and when their highly-visible tendency to live in enclaves was feared. But people who held on to their heritage language did not necessarily remain poor or have limited social mobility. Analyzing data from the 1940 U.S. Census, which asked respondents for their “mother tongue,” or the principal language spoken at home during their childhood, Kamphoefner showed that German speakers were more likely to own their own homes than to rent them; they also tended not to move far from where they were born. Thus, they were economically and socially stable. Most were rural and self-employed (that is, they were farmers or skilled craftspeople), though young German-Americans were also moving into white-collar work in large numbers. English speakers had slightly higher incomes (by only 8 to 15 percent), but the census didn’t collect data about farmers’ income, which may have been substantial. Of course, Germans had other advantages that other immigrants didn’t: They were white, and they were literate (even if only in German; literacy skills transfer from one language to another).
 Which brings us back to the present—by way of the 19th century. The social realities are far different than Republican xenophobes would have their constituents believe. We can glimpse the real history of English in this state in the image of that grammar book tied to Stephen Austin’s saddle and whisked away by the Comanche. It’s a history that acknowledges that language occupies no territory and possesses no motives; it spreads like a weed and cares only about its perpetuity. So while the public discourse this year is full of talk about immigrants learning English, legislating a “national language,” or singing the national anthem in Spanish, it’s important to remember that millions of interactions take place every day between people who speak English and people who don’t—the stuff of ordinary life that never makes it into myths and official histories. That’s what we would have witnessed if we had been there the moment that Austin was arguing with the Comanche chief.
 And that’s what we can witness today down at the Home Depot, where Spanish instructions on bags of cement are more prominent than instructions written in English, and where young Anglo men know the Spanish words related to tools and construction—words that most native English speakers never even learn in their own language. It’s not a matter of law or policy. The life of language persists in scenes of daily life that are as transient as wildflowers: they bloom, flourish, and die in multitudes, invisible and unrecorded. In many ways they know us better than we know ourselves.
  
 This piece was first published in the Texas Observer, June 30, 2006.
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		ISIL is using the language barriers within its ranks to evolve jihad beyond Arabic (Quartz, 2016)

								

	
				ISIL, a.k.a. the Islamic State, has received a lot of attention for its multilingual propaganda and deft use of social media to terrify and recruit. Until now, however, no one has pulled together a detailed portrait of how ISIL is using its polyglot nature to evolve violent jihad beyond Arabic. This is the first in a three-part series.
  
 As everyone knows by now, ISIL has attracted new and seasoned jihadis from all over the world. But many of its 30,000 recruits (a typical estimate) don’t speak Arabic. So without a common language, how do they fight?
 This question has become particularly interesting in light of a fairly recent change to ISIL’s fighting structure. The change was revealed, in passing, in “Confessions of an ISIS Spy,” a series of Daily Beast articles last November by Michael Weiss, based on his interviews with a supposed ex-ISIL intelligence officer named Abu Khaled.
 Abu Khaled told Weiss that many of the ISIL battle groups, called katibas, were originally organized by language or ethnicity. But in mid to late 2015, ISIL began reorganizing fighters into mixed katibas, either combining muhajireen (foreign fighters) with ansar (local fighters) or mixing muhajireen from different places.
 Because I write about language, languages, and the people who use them, this piqued my interest. To confirm it I contacted Amarnath Amarasingam, a Canadian sociologist who studies foreign ISIL fighters. He told me he had heard from his contacts that linguistically heterogeneous katibas were indeed being assembled on a trial basis.
 It seems that the operational simplicity of having everyone in a katiba speak the same language also had a downside: It created an insularity among some fighters, who were perceived as running their own agenda. Abu Khaled, who also speaks French, told Weiss he had put together a proposal for a francophone katiba, but that it wasn’t approved. Previous problems were cited with an all-Libyan katiba that had proven more loyal to its own emir (or leader) than to ISIL, and also with Russian-speaking katibas that had a tendency to go rogue. To avoid rifts and create a coherent army, ISIL now seemed to feel, it was better to get people to exchange cultures and languages.
 But how, in that case, does ISIL turn a gaggle of immigrants with no common language into an effective fighting force?
  
 An homage to Catalonia
 Although details from within ISIL are scarce, it is by no means the first group to have faced this challenge. Among modern militaries there’s the Israeli army, which must integrate soldiers from all over the world with low to no proficiency in Hebrew. There’s also the French Foreign Legion and NATO, where English is a nominal lingua franca. Armies of the past have also managed polyglot brigades, most notably the Austro-Hungarian army and the International Brigades during the Spanish Civil War.
 It’s the latter that give us perhaps the best historical parallel to ISIL’s language problem—and also the best account of how ISIL fighters might be solving it in the battlefield, because one of the idealistic foreigners who went to Spain to fight was the English writer George Orwell. In his widely-read memoir, Homage to Catalonia, he shows how shared ideological commitments can compensate for the lack of a shared language.
 Orwell was one of two Englishmen in his unit in the anarchist militia after first arriving in Spain. At that point, he didn’t speak Spanish but had lived in France while writing his book Down and Out in Paris and London. The problem was that “nobody even among the officers spoke a word of French,” he wrote. “Things were not made easier for me by the fact that when my companions spoke to one another they generally spoke in Catalan. The only way I could get along was to carry everywhere a small dictionary which I whipped out of my pocket in moments of crisis.”
 A Belgian officer named Georges Kopp, who became Orwell’s commander, illustrated how language abilities could be as important as leadership qualities. Before one battle, the Belgian gave instructions to his men, a mix of Spaniards and Englishmen, first in one language, then the other. Even his mutterings in the trenches he spoke in Spanish, then English. Later, in Barcelona, he calmed passions during a street fight in multiple languages, saying that “we had got to avoid bloodshed.”
 Orwell often forgot his Spanish at crucial moments, such as the time his group overran a Fascist machine gun position to find all the enemy soldiers vanished. “I thought they would be lurking somewhere underground, and shouted in English (I could not think of any Spanish at the moment): ‘Come on out of it! Surrender!’”
 Later in the same attack, he called out to four soldiers, one Spaniard and three Germans, who had run the wrong way, toward the Fascist position. “I ran after them, trying to think of the Spanish for ‘retire’; finally I shouted, ‘Atrás! Atrás!’, which perhaps conveyed the right meaning,” Orwell wrote. Fortunately the Spaniard understood what Orwell was shouting (“Back! Back!”) and brought them all back, though how he did so isn’t clear, because the Germans didn’t speak “a word of English, French, or Spanish,” Orwell recalled. Getting them to help build a sandbag barricade involved “difficulty and much gesticulation.”
 In fact, many meanings were conveyed through gestures. Early on, a young Spaniard urged Orwell to shoot at Fascists, “motioning with his rifle…grinning as eagerly as a dog that expects a pebble to be thrown.”
 Homage to Catalonia is a crucial account of life in a polyglot army, with hints as to how ISIL’s mixed-language katibas might function. It shows both how soldiers pick up the language around them (Orwell’s Spanish improved to the point that he could deliver a complicated plea on behalf of Georges Kopp to a patient Spaniard) and how those who speak more than one language gain authority. We know that ISIL has depended on informal translators inside each katiba in much the same way. Abu Khaled told Weiss that because he speaks French and English as well as Russian, he was often translating for different fighters.
 Orwell’s book also reinforces that in battle, not speaking the same language isn’t necessarily catastrophic. In fact, the stress and chaos of the fighting blurs the importance of speaking any language natively. It even blurs the necessity of using a definable, discrete language. Instead, what emerges is a hybrid “battle pidgin,” akin to what some linguists call “translanguaging” or “code-meshing.” This is a fluid form of language performance in which people don’t use a single identifiable language but communicate with everything they know: fragments, words, and gestures.
 Battle pidgin is a frequent occurrence, says Tom Haines, a recently retired US Defense Intelligence Agency executive, who specialized in language and culture training for military and intelligence forces and worked in Bosnia as a Russian-language liaison officer. Where many languages are present, even if there’s a lingua franca like English, he said, people can get by with surprisingly little linguistic sophistication. If you’re a commander, you make sure everyone understands the plan, even if it takes the simplest of words and pictures in the sand.
 “At the end of the day, there’s a lot of elegance and simplicity to fighting,” Haines says. “It’s understood that the further you go down the chain of command, the simpler the intent is communicated. You don’t need to understand the strategic objectives to blow up a school bus. At that level, it’s easy: go there, kill everybody, end of discussion.”
  
 Cosmopolitan ISIL
 The internationalization of jihad didn’t start with ISIL, of course. Al-Qaeda too had a large number of non-Arabic-speaking fighters. And that posed a problem for Western intelligence analysts, as I reported in 2004 for Technology Review.
 In the wake of the al-Qaeda attacks on Sept. 11, 2001, US intelligence agencies had set up the National Virtual Translation Center to speed up crucial translation and intelligence gathering. One obstacle to real-time surveillance was that some Al-Qaeda operatives weren’t native speakers of Arabic. They spoke with thick accents, odd word choices, and bad grammar. They also did a lot of code-meshing, moving back and forth between Arabic and their native languages, often Dari or Pashto. This made life difficult for the average American signal intelligence analyst, who’d been trained in Modern Standard Arabic—the formal, stiff language of political speeches and television newsreels—not in jihadi pidgin.
 But ISIL appears to have taken this linguistic fluidity and weaponized it. It’s more open to translanguaging than al-Qaeda ever had to be, partly because so many recruits to ISIL, both fighters and others, came without Arabic.
 These polyglot forces are the product of ISIL’s success at publicizing itself multilingually. “Jihadi groups have been producing propaganda in multiple languages since at least the 1980s,” points out Thomas Hegghammer, senior research fellow at the Norwegian Defense Research Establishment. In the 1980s, Afghan mujahideen produced magazines in Arabic, Turkish, English, French, Dutch, German, Danish, and Russian. Algerian jihadi groups produced newsletters in English, French, and Arabic, and al-Qaeda produced propaganda in German, Russian, Urdu, and Indonesian.
 But where al-Qaeda was parochial and provincial, ISIL depicts itself as a global movement, and as such it’s stepped even further away from a pure reliance on Arabic. 
 In the next installment, we’ll look at how it has embraced multilingualism not only on the battlefield, but in the society under the rule of its “caliphate.”
  
 This piece was first published on Quartz.com, August 3, 2016. 
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		ISIL isn’t merely tolerant of people who speak languages besides Arabic; it needs them (Quartz, 2016)

								

	
				The Islamic State, a.k.a. ISIL, has received a lot of attention for its multilingual propaganda and deft use of social media to terrify and recruit. Until now, however, no one has pulled together a detailed portrait of how ISIL is using its polyglot nature to evolve violent jihad beyond Arabic. This is the second in a three-part series.
  
 As violent organizations go, ISIL is one of the most extreme in terms of what experts call its “concept of othering”—namely, how clearly it distinguishes those who are “outside” the group from those who are “in.”
 But unlike many extremist groups, it doesn’t rely on superficial characteristics like ethnicity or language to make those distinctions. Its only criterion is obedience to its fanatical version of Islam. “You can be an Anglo and join [ISIL] as long as you adhere to their rules,” says Gina Ligon, a leadership studies scholar at the University of Nebraska, who studies violent extremist organizations. “That’s a unique feature of a terrorist group with strong othering—they draw clear distinctions about who’s an ingroup and outgroup member, but it’s not based on something you can see.”
 This means that in the realm of language, at least, ISIL is very different from other terrorist groups, and certainly from its closest relative, al-Qaeda. It isn’t merely tolerant of people who speak languages besides Arabic; it needs them, not only to produce its multilingual propaganda but also to help in managing the would-be caliphate’s increasingly diverse population and to mount attacks outside of it.
  
 Polyglots welcome
 For this almost post-national society that ISIL is trying to build, Varvara Karaulova would have been the perfect recruit. A pale, shy, chubby-cheeked brunette, Varvara—or Varya, in the Russian diminutive—studied philosophy at Moscow State University and loved languages and other cultures. This passion was encouraged by her father, Pavel, a businessman who speaks English, French, and Chinese as well as his native Russian. He had brought the family to live in France and the US in the late 1990s when he worked for a small company outside of Boston. So when their daughter began taking Arabic classes in the fall of 2014 and holing herself up in her room to study, her parents didn’t find it odd.
 In late May of 2015, went to the university but didn’t come home. After several days, a panicked Pavel talked to her friends and learned that she had been wearing a hijab and long-sleeved shirts to school for months, putting them on after leaving the house. And one day, instead of heading to classes, she’d gone to the airport. A month later, Russian intelligence noted her presence in a Turkish border town, and said she was in a group of Russian women headed to Syria. She never made it there; last June, she was arrested in Kilis, a Turkish border town, was handed over to Russia, and is now in jail in Moscow.
 But she would have fitted in well in ISIL territory. Besides the Arabic she had been studying, she also knew Russian, German, and Latin, and was fluent in English and French. Arabic, Russian, and English are the most widely used languages in ISIL territory, and French is common too. With this linguistic repertoire she could have served as a translator for immigrants, a teacher in schools, and a good wife for foreign fighters from many places.
 According to Katherine Emily Brown of the University of Birmingham, there’s no evidence that ISIL recruits polyglots like Varya specifically. Even if it doesn’t, circumstances have forced it to take a different stance with non-native Arabic speakers than al-Qaeda did. Mathieu Guidère, a French anthropologist who has studied Francophone jihadis for several decades, says ISIL “has definitely integrated the language component in its strategy,” whereas al-Qaeda had no such thinking about how to incorporate people speaking different languages.
 Indeed, according to Guidère, ISIL leaders have taken lessons from an unlikely source: they say they have been “inspired by the ‘Hebrew state’ and the way it deals with new Jews coming to settle in Israel,” he says.
  
 The Israeli model
 When a new immigrant comes to Israel, the state typically provides months of Hebrew classes, as well as benefits that include cash, rent subsidies, and health coverage. For a muhajir (immigrant) arriving in ISIL territory, the Ministry of Education has an intensive training program that includes instruction in Koranic Arabic and military terminology; some sessions are available in other languages. (Scholar Aymenn Al-Tamimi posted to his website a document announcing a class given in Kurdish, for instance.)
 Some formal classes in standard Arabic are offered, but how regularly isn’t clear. Neither is it clear if it happens in mosques or elsewhere. One person I contacted on Twitter, @AlFinlandi, who claims to be a former ISIL and al-Qaeda member, said that some study independently.
 However, the parallel with Israel breaks down because a lot of muhajireen don’t learn Arabic, and ISIL doesn’t try to make them. “It’s by no means the rule that foreign fighters make an effort to learn the local language. Some do, but many don’t seem to bother,” says Thomas Hegghammer, senior research fellow at the Norwegian Defense Research Establishment.
 For the most part, not having Arabic isn’t a problem because the muhajireen “barely interact with local communities, because they are established in different and separated areas or houses. They live between each other and communicate rarely with the local population,” says Guidere. Mike Flynn, the former head of the US Defense Intelligence Agency, was quoted in Der Spiegel describing how the ISIL stronghold of Raqqa in Syria had been divided into international zones because of the language issues. “They have put interpreters in place in those international zones in order to communicate and get their messages around,” Flynn said.
 With so many multilinguals around, it must be relatively easy to find an interpreter. Varya Karaulova might have gotten a job as one, or as a teacher in a Russian-language school teaching Arabic, or as a member of the Khansa Brigades, a sort of women’s morality police in Raqqa that arrests women who don’t follow ISIL rules. According to posts on the blog “Raqqa is being slaughtered silently,” a certain number of Khansa members for a time were non-Arabic-speaking foreigners.
 Indeed, one of the biggest incentives for foreign fighters to learn Arabic isn’t practical but religious. “French foreign fighters are frustrated that they can’t speak Koranic Arabic,” Guidère says. “They want to access the sacred text, but they’re unable to do so.”
  
 Using the language of the enemy
 When ISIL does not have polyglots to call on, it turns to English. The language whose homelands are in the demonized West has a surprisingly large role in the caliphate’s territory. Though radical preacher Anwar al-Awlaki once wrote that “Arabic is the international language of jihad,” it seems reasonable that English serves as an unofficial lingua franca when people don’t speak a common language (as it does elsewhere in the world). Indeed, al-Awlaki himself wrote mostly in English, providing a major resource for non-Arabic speakers. (He did, Hegghammer points out, speak excellent Arabic.)
 In ISIL territory, English is used for some bureaucratic purposes, and in cities like Raqqa, schools for English-speaking children have opened and ISIL textbooks for the English language have been published. Nurses working under ISIL must be able to speak English, and recruitment calls for doctors require the language. Road signs in ISIL territory reportedly appear in Arabic, Russian, and English.
 In addition, ISIL “puts a higher reward structure on English speakers when they’re recruiting foreign fighters,” says Ligon of the University of Nebraska. “People are paid more if they have upper level degrees, speaking English as one of their languages, and having a wife who has an upper level degree.”
 Journalist Graeme Wood, who has studied several Arabic dialects and interviewed supporters of violent jihad all over the world, says that though ISIL talks about being cosmopolitan, “in practice there’s a hierarchy of nationality, and English does mark people as being higher in that hierarchy. In that sense, there’s a bit of a status marker.” However, he says, “the status isn’t inherent to the language—it’s about having a passport from a rich country. Language is a good stand-in for a lot of other things.”
 Wood says he hasn’t seen any evidence that English is used as a lingua franca, but if it were, it wouldn’t be that surprising. “They’d be surprised you were interested in their use of English because they’d say, ‘Look, there’s nothing in Islam that says you shouldn’t speak other languages, so we’re cool with that.” In fact, a Koranic verse, surah 49:13, extols diversity and even welcomes the Tower of Babel lifestyle. (“O mankind, indeed; We have created you from male and female and made you peoples and tribes that you may know one another.”)
 Wood even notes that ISIL members find the language barriers an occasion for solidarity. “I have a sense with a lot of people who go to [ISIL], these language differences, inconvenient though they may be, increase their sense of solidarity and their sense that they’re in it together. The hard work of learning Arabic is just one more thing that binds them together.”
 That linguistic “hard work,” as we’ll see in part 3, is present in another unexpected place: ISIL’s leadership promotes people to senior positions even when they don’t speak good Arabic.
  
 This piece was first published on Quartz.com, August 4, 2016.
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		ISIL demands many things of its top commanders, but good Arabic isn’t always one of them (Quartz, 2016)

								

	
				The Islamic State, a.k.a. ISIL, has received a lot of attention for its multilingual propaganda and deft use of social media to terrify and recruit. Until now, however, no one has pulled together a detailed portrait of how ISIL is using its polyglot nature to evolve violent jihad beyond Arabic. This is the last in a three-part series.
  
 You might expect proficiency in Arabic to be a prerequisite for fighters to rise in the ISIL ranks. And not just any Arabic. The various regional forms of vernacular Arabic, hard enough to master in themselves, are simple compared to the classical, “high” Arabic of the Koran, and some radical Muslims insist on speaking this high form even for everyday purposes. Journalist Graeme Wood, who has studied and reported in several Arabic dialects, recalls spending time with Salafi Muslims who insisted that he speak in Koranic forms.
 “At one point I was talking to Salafis who were trying to convert me,” he says, “and I was talking to them in Egyptian street Arabic, and they basically rapped my knuckles, because they insisted that I use classical words in my daily speech.” He adds: “I can definitely say that Salafis have a very strong presumption that speaking high Arabic is part of being a good Muslim.”
 But for ISIL, that presumption seems to have been turned on its head. And that linguistic agnosticism seems to have enabled it, like any good multinational corporation, to draw from and cultivate a much broader pool of talent than its rivals.
  
 The Russian presence in ISIL
 It’s true that Arabic is the organization’s official language. In 2014, ISIL leader Abu Abdullah al-Masri wrote “Islamic State caliphate on the prophetic methodology,” which was translated into English by scholar Aymenn al-Tamimi and published by The Guardian in 2015.
 That manifesto prescribes, among other things, the role of Arabic in the Islamic State: “…[T]he interest in the Arabic language and its use in daily life for the individual is an important matter in the Islamic State as is distancing from vulgar expressions that were put forward in society in a well-considered plan to guarantee the forgetting of the Islamic identity for society,” al-Masri wrote. The muhajireen (immigrants) should cultivate the “Arabic character” and “lay aside the foreign identity that bears in its hidden nature hostility to Islam, its culture and roots.”
 But not all of ISIL’s prominent fighters have spoken Arabic, have spoken it well, or can even use classical Arabic. Take the Chechen fighter Tarkhan Batirashvili.
 Born in Georgia to a Christian father and a Muslim mother, he spoke Chechen and heavily-accented Russian. After joining the Georgian military in 2006 and fighting against the Russian Army in 2008, he was radicalized while in prison on weapons charges and took the nom de guerre Omar al-Shishani, or “Omar the Chechen.” When he first arrived in Syria in 2012, al-Shishani established Jaish al-Muhajireen, “The Army of Immigrants,” a group of foreign fighters that contained as many as 700 Europeans.
 The entry for al-Shishani’s brigade at www.trackingterrorism.org explained how it worked linguistically: “Orders are often given in Arabic, which are then translated into…Chechen, Tajik, Turkish, French, Saudi dialects, and Urdu.” It’s not clear if al-Shishani’s Arabic was good enough for giving orders. “[He] was fluent in Russian, obviously, but he was not good at Arabic or even at verses of the Koran or saying prayers,” says Gina Ligon, a leadership scholar at the University of Nebraska who studies the internal workings of violent extremist organizations.
 In 2013, al-Shishani joined ISIL. In 2014, a video circulated of him bumbling Koranic verses in order to welcome foreign fighters who had pledged fealty to the group. Ligon says this video was used by the US State Department in its counter-propaganda, as an attempt to undermine al-Shishani’s authority by showing his poor Arabic skills.
 But like thousands of other Russian-speaking fighters in Syria, al-Shishani had qualities that made up for his language deficits. “I suspect that when it comes to language or any other skill, how a person is treated depends a lot on what that person brings to the table,” says Larry Kuznar, an anthropologist at Indiana University-Purdue University Fort Wayne, who studies the rhetoric of violent extremist organizations. “[ISIL] promotes those who demonstrate competence and demonstrate skills, so people with value in some manner are promoted and retained, and people who don’t have anything to offer are let go.”
 By the time of his death in July, 2016 in Iraq, al-Shishani had become extremely prominent in ISIL. For several years he served as a senior military commander and as a member of the Shura council, one of ISIL’s two governing bodies. He was often called the ISIL “minister of war” in online articles. It’s possible that the order last year to start creating linguistically heterogeneous fighting groups, or katibas (see part 1 of this series) came from him, because he’d dealt with the linguistic practicalities before.
 Al-Shishani was not the only ISIL leader with less-than-native Arabic. Interviewed in Der Spiegel, US General Mike Flynn, most recently the director of the Defense Intelligence Agency, said he believes that ISIL’s leader, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, has “a couple of subordinates who are responsible for military operations, logistical, financial, etc.; they represent a combination of Egyptians, Saudis, Chechens, or Dagestanis, Americans and Europeans.”
 Last year a Daily Beast article suggested that al-Shishani’s older brother, Tamaz Batirashvili, was the real ISIL Chechen mastermind. Still, says Ligon, “You could say both of these gentlemen show how [ISIL] is overcoming [its] barriers to collaboration linguistically and making their expertise and credibility more about their fighting prowess than their similarities.”
  
 How non-native speakers behave
 There’s one final insight we can glean from studying how ISIL uses language, though it’s a more speculative one. Some recent research in psychology and behavioral economics suggests that as ISIL’s foreign fighters get better at Arabic, that could make them not only more cohesive as a group, but also more effective as individuals.
 In a 2012 study, a team at the University of Chicago headed by psychologist Boaz Keyzar asked college students to answer hypothetical questions about curing diseases with risky medicines, or to gamble with both real and imaginary money. Across six experiments with native and non-native speakers of Korean, French, English, Spanish, and Japanese, they found that people operating in a foreign language make decisions based on systematic rules more frequently than when they’re speaking in their native tongue.
 Put another way, in their native language, people take more and riskier bets.
 Why? The researchers surmised that the cognitive load of speaking another language leaves fewer mental resources for decision-making. That makes people default to more deliberate, rule-based actions. By contrast, in their native language, people are better able to think on their feet, bringing to bear psychological biases or seemingly “irrational” cultural preferences more readily.
 Similarly, people using a foreign language make more utilitarian decisions than ideological ones, as another project headed by Keyzar showed. In the hypothetical scenario, these people were more willing to push a heavy man in front of a train to stop it if it would save five other lives.
 This language effect was strong enough to overcome cultural norms. East Asians are known to avoid utilitarian choices in such experiments, but in a foreign language, even they were willing to choose to sacrifice one person to save the rest.
 Not only that, but the research showed, people’s utilitarianism varies with their proficiency in a language. If you speak it badly, you will be more willing to take the decision to kill one person to save five. As you gain fluency, it becomes harder.
 Of course, one has to be cautious in generalizing from experiments on college students to jihadist militants. But one could surmise that fighters who don’t speak good Arabic might, in an Arabic-speaking environment, operate more pragmatically and rationally than native speakers, following orders and sticking to pre-approved plans.
 By contrast, fighters operating in their native tongue in language-specific katibas will take more risks. That might make them more effective fighters; it might also make them less obedient to the ISIL leadership. (Russian-speaking katibas were indeed notorious for their independence, the Daily Beast reported.)
 So one could also surmise that as fighters’ Arabic gets better, they’ll also become more like their default selves, making decisions based on their gut and personal initiative. This could make them better fighters.
 In at least one important way, then, ISIL supporters resemble many other people in the world: They speak more than one language, and speak them to varying degrees of proficiency, which change over time. Thinking of them as types of language users—multilinguals, code-meshers, and imperfect language-learners—rather than merely in terms of which languages they speak, makes them more knowable, and potentially more vulnerable. (Speculatively, imagine bombarding them with erroneous messages about how languages are learned, to disrupt their learning of Arabic.)
  
 Embracing Babel
 In this series I’ve argued that often overlooked details about the language policies of ISIL, the language experiences of foreign fighters, and the linguistic biographies of the ISIL leadership can tell us a lot about how ISIL operates, and even have implications for how we should confront it—and whatever jihadist movement comes next.
 For one thing, ISIL deliberately makes room for foreign languages, making it unusual in the history of violent jihad. It prizes the talents and skills of individuals who can barely speak its official language—something that can’t be said for many modern industrialized nations. It also accepts language barriers as a sign of belonging, using religious affiliation to buffer the effects any practical problems.
 By evolving violent jihad beyond Arabic, ISIL is also redefining what we mean by “the language of the enemy.” During the wars of the 20th century, the language of the enemy (for the US) was easily identified: It was German, Japanese, Russian, Korean, Vietnamese. Because relatively few people in the West spoke those languages, a significant part of the military response was to create, from scratch, cadres of speakers of those languages to serve as diplomats, liaisons, and spies.
 In the 21st-century wars against non-state actors, not only does the enemy speak multiple languages, but often uses languages we’d call ours. Not only does this make the military response more challenging, it makes the potential threats harder to identify. ISIL, I’ve argued, has not only accepted linguistic diversity, but weaponized it, turning what could have been the chaos of Babel into a strategic advantage.
 The new linguistic reality was exemplified in a detail from the November attacks in Paris, noted in a French police report and reported by the New York Times. During the seige on the Bataclan Theatre, one of the attackers turned to another and said “I haven’t gotten any news yet,” in what was described as “fluent French.” Then they switched back to speaking Arabic.
  
 This piece was first published on Quartz.com, August 5, 2016.
 
	

			
			


		
	
		
			
	
		18

		Cannibalinguistics (European Review of Books, 2024)

								

	
				A review of Ayesha Manazir Siddiqi’s novel, The Centre (Picador, 2023)
  
 “Catch a young swallow. Roast her in honey. Eat her up. Then you will understand all languages.” In his 1996 co-authored book, The art and science of language learning, Swedish polyglot Erik Gunnemark joked that people could use this recipe, which he’d found in an old book of black magic, to avoid the hard work of learning a new language.
 I don’t think Gunnemark ever roasted a sparrow himself. In a typewritten letter he wrote me, before he died in 2007, that he spoke six languages fluently, seven fairly well, and fifteen at a “mini” level. Presumably he did so via some art, some science, and considerable swotting. Contemporary language learning, on gamified platforms like Duolingo and by language-learning coaches, offers a lot in the way of motivation boosting and “brain hacking.” But it never invokes supernatural forces like Gunnemark’s spell—there are no shrines or temples, no patron saints, amulets, magical salves, prayers, or rituals devoted to language learning. I’d expect this sort of thing because folklore contains tales of heroes learning to speak to animals thanks to magic. The Norse hero Sigurd learned the language of the birds after tasting dragon flesh, for example, while ancient Greek myths prescribe the cooking and eating of snakes, or having a bee touch the ears. Perhaps Gunnemark’s spell wasn’t for human languages at all. 
 There’s something impenetrably mysterious about expressing yourself to others in their language, not just to complete a transaction but to really connect. In modern times, the stakes are so high: employment, a visa, a deepened personal relationship. Thanks to my own vestigial Catholicism, in which speaking in tongues and miraculous cures were regular features, I’d expect some appeals for divine intervention to solve a woe like monolingualism. But in the contemporary imagination of learning a new language, the divine apparently has no role. Cardinal Giuseppe Mezzofanti—the most famous language-learning celebrity of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries—did once credit God with giving him the power to learn his 45 (or more) languages, but even Mezzofanti cited his own memory as the key to his success in retaining them.
 Where I live in the south of the Netherlands, people who need to make fast, fantastic progress with a new language say they have to “go to the nuns,” meaning the Language Institute Regina Coeli in Vught, which was founded by the Sisters of the Holy Order of St. Augustine in 1963. (“Go to the nuns” can also refer to a similar immersion program in Spa, Belgium, which, unexpectedly, involves no nuns.) But one “goes to the nuns” not because they will intercede with God on your behalf. Rather, the discipline required to learn a language so quickly calls for being locked up, which fits well with a convent’s austerity. At the Middlebury Language Schools in the United States, learners take a vow to only use the target language during the program, which has been trademarked as “the Language Pledge” and parallels a monkish vow of silence. These sorts of programs, which are expensive and elite, acknowledge that language learning involves not just disciplining the mind, but also mortifying the body—if not the self. 
 Language as self, language learning as magic, the mortifications of the flesh: these themes run through The Centre, a debut novel by British-Pakistani writer and translator Ayesha Manazir Siddiqi. Its narrator, Anisa, is a Pakistani translator of Urdu living in London, grappling with tensions of her immigrant identity and cosmopolitan desires. Yes, she had achieved her dream of moving to England but dislikes the cold and the myriad forms of casual racism she encounters. She complains that living outside of Pakistan has tainted her Urdu (her mother tongue) with Hindi words, and she resents the fact that she uses Urdu merely to translate Bollywood film subtitles—as opposed to the great literature she admires. To top it off, her other language, French, is mediocre. “Not like French-person French,” she complains to a friend. 
 One day, at a translation conference, she overhears a young white man speaking Mandarin, Russian, and French. At first she resents him, especially after watching Chinese students marvel at his fluent Mandarin. “It’s always been like that, I thought, so much gratitude and admiration when a white person speaks a non-white language and only contempt and indignation for non-white people who don’t speak English.” But this resentment melts into amazement and then attraction. What’s the secret of Adam’s linguistic success? Neither aptitude nor a cosmopolitan upbringing, it turns out, but ten-day stints locked in at an invite-only language school in the countryside south of London, after which the visitor is released—now as fluent as a native speaker in their chosen language. 
 With his eleven languages, Adam works as a very high-end freelancer, Anisa learns, without any apparent personal or cultural friction alternating between working for “a Japanese aeronautical engineering company, a Farsi news agency, and an Italian research institute.” What does the Centre do with you during those ten days? Anisa demands to know. “I can’t explain how it works,” he says. “It’s kind of like…you just sponge [the language] in.” She wrangles an invite from him, and off she goes to the nuns. 
  
 §§§
  
 It used to be thought that learning a language as an adult involved packing words and grammar into a finite space in the brain, where multiple languages would jostle each other for room. The language faculty belonged to a specific region of the brain, in much the same way that languages were seen as rooted in homelands and thus as expressions of their geopolitical essence. 
 Contemporary neuroscience has amended these ideas. We should think of languages as stored, processed and produced across broad swathes of the brain’s geography, running in networks of neurons across the surface of both hemispheres of the brain and connecting to deeper structures here and there. (There’s obviously a metaphor for global flows of information to be mined from this image, but let’s not go there.) When a new language is learned, these networks are altered, strengthened and made to metabolize energy more efficiently. To alter these networks in a way that produces fluent linguistic behaviors, an adult must put in considerable time and effort. Success at the business of language learning varies between people—not just because levels of motivation, need or opportunity differ, but also because people’s language networks in their mother tongues are variably connected (though evidence for this idea is disputed.) These networks form a critical substrate for later learned languages.  
 If language scientists were to devise a mysterious, cutting-edge accelerant for a language learning cult (as the Centre turns out to be), it would focus on the brain. It would likely involve directing electric pulses through the skull in order to stimulate the growth of neurons. This technique, otherwise known as “transcranial direct-current stimulation,” has shown some promise as a therapy for a host of neurological conditions. Another technique could involve a yet-to-be-developed RNA-based brain plasticity enhancer, again focusing on the ability of the language networks to be reshaped at the neuronal level
 This brain-in-a-vat approach is understandably stifling. In Siddiqi’s story, the technique involves clients at the Centre sitting in a room alone for hours, listening to a recording of a person telling their life story. So far, so Berlitz. The Centre’s founders (amusingly, four aging male academics) describe this process through the sacramental terminology of “reception,” which is where things get transgressive. “Transformative elements” are incorporated into learners’ diets, consumed during sumptuous gourmet meals; the result is an “energetic exchange.” What are these elements? The flesh of the recorded person. The client doesn’t know this; the recorded person does, having given their consent before death. Move over, Duolingo. 
 I haven’t spoiled the novel here, because the cannibalism is more than a plot point; it’s the wonderful fantasy at the novel’s heart, in which language is a medicine that heals the body and the soul. Any such medicine that you possess doesn’t have to be buried with you but can sustain other lives, too—your languages, and your self, are recycled for future generations. Sure, the new digested language is a commodity, but it’s also a spirit, an incarnation, a mystery, which can arrive in you as a whole, not bit by bit as pulverized verb paradigms and choreographed tongue positions, not piecemeal as the fifteen cases of Finnish, the six tones of Vietnamese, the one thousand most frequent words of Dutch—but as the essence of the bounded, impermeable individual self that possesses it. To achieve the transfer, you must ingest the material stuff of a person, their language and their flesh. 
 All of this is revealed to Anisa after she has flown to Delhi with Shiba, the daughter of one of the founders. Anisa meets them, learning it was the anthropologist of the group, an American, who “first uncovered the heart of the process,” as Shiba tells her. “To substitute the body for the spirit or indeed, the intellect, is a genuine trope,” she goes on. “At a remembrance meal for a friend, we enjoy, with daring, sensual imagination, his flesh in every bite, his blood in every gulp.” Because the method was developed in India, the first language to be passed along was Hindi, taken from indentured laborers. “We tried to pick elderly ones, since we wanted to get the process moving quickly,” explains Shiba’s father, Arjun, without irony. “You’d be surprised how difficult it is to find older laborers.” 
 Anisa’s first reaction is to panic and feel sick to her stomach. She’s ingested two people herself, a German speaker named Peter and a Russian speaker named Anna—a former Centre employee, whom Anisa met. The day after the revelation, her appetite has returned, she makes a few jokes about cannibalism, and imagines herself as a source of sustenance. “I hoped I wouldn’t be all bone and grit and chewy leather, but not too creamy or saccharine either.” Now that she’s initiated, the founders share their plans openly in her presence, which she finds satisfying.” It started to feel as if I’d entered the place where the real things happened, as if I had pushed through a tear in the fabric of the world and could now see the invisible mechanisms setting everything in motion.”  
 Perhaps this was her hunger after all: not for linguistic ease for its own sake but power. 
 But the novel does end up spinning the “energetic exchange” as horror. While hanging out with Shiba on her second visit to the Centre, long before she knows what actually goes on there, Anisha goes rogue and wanders around—only to be intercepted by Centre security, who drug her and erase her memory. She eventually recovers the memory of a gruesome discovery in the Centre’s kitchen: a human leg on a butcher’s hook. It seems a slightly awkward gesture at the transgression of the Centre’s technique: by that point, the story has worked admirably hard—via its crypto-Catholic sacramental talk about flesh, blood and unfairly maligned ancient mystical practices—to make ingesting other people in pursuit of fluency in a new language sort of…make sense. And it does, in a way—after all, don’t we learn our first languages while drinking our mother’s milk? And isn’t that ease wasted on children, who can’t grasp the value of a language as a commodity? Only when it becomes inaccessible does it become valuable. It gleams even more brightly when touched by taboo. 
 So it’s a bit disappointing that the novel falls back on squeamishness. By no means do I advocate cannibalism, even with consent. But I wanted the story to fully embrace this revel of linguistic accumulation and enthusiastically show how we might use it to accomplish our work in the world, free from the drudgery of learning or the accidents of birth. Other attributes that are associated with power and success—beauty, wealth, intelligence, strength—have their own narrative traditions about how they can be acquired, magically or otherwise. Stories about gaining linguistic competence—not through aliens or technology but via some arcane practice involving supernatural forces—are rarer. That’s what Siddiqi has given us. 
  
 §§§
  
 Clients go to the Centre for ten days—about two weeks. This span of time is, curiously, a recurring theme in accounts of polyglot lives, as it’s short enough to be amazing and long enough to seem plausible. A biography of Mezzofanti published in 1858 mentions that a woman once asked him if he could hear the confession of her Sardinian-speaking maid; give me two weeks, Mezzofanti said. According to a biographical sketch of German hyperpolyglot Emil Krebs (1867-1930), he used a French newspaper given to him by a teacher to learn to speak French in that amount of time; later, as a diplomat posted in Beijing, he overheard two men speaking a language that turned out to be Armenian, whose grammar Krebs learned in—you guessed it—two weeks. 
 Hyperpolyglots like Gunnemark, Mezzofanti, and Krebs are interesting, not so much because of their methods (which can be fairly banal—in the public library in Bologna, Italy, I discovered what I think were Mezzofanti’s flashcards), but because they manifest an intense form of what I call a will to plasticity, or the desire of all living things to grow and change. In contemporary life, it’s manifested by biohacking podcasters as well as anyone who touts a “growth mindset.” Tracing the will to plasticity, when it takes a linguistic form, would be a good way to tell the history of multilingualism. The linguistic abilities of a population would become more than static, demographic facts, fixed by circumstances of birth or geography and knowable only because speakers had been tallied by the state. They’d be dynamic and alive, full of human idiosyncrasy and striving—the same sort of striving that sends Adam and Anisa to the Centre in the first place. 
 People have long used overlapping linguistic varieties that weren’t bounded or standardized, and thus weren’t countable in the modern sense. I can distinctly recall when I added other languages, or parts of them, to my personal repertoire, but for most of human history people probably didn’t see themselves engaging with a discrete linguistic system, so much as shifting their linguistic habitus. They wouldn’t have measured their linguistic desires by tallying all of the languages that they add to their repertoire (or, as in Siddiqi’s novel, counting the selves they have consumed) but perhaps by the places they could do business or the texts they could read. 
 You’d get an entirely different story of, say, the American colonial era if you told it by recounting who was learning whose languages, European and indigenous, for what reasons, and how they did it. This isn’t the story of whose words for which things filtered into the common lexicon, but of how linguistic competence was distributed in a particular place, and how people imagined new social roles for themselves.
 The history of these sort of phenomena is difficult to write, as linguistic desires are more evanescent than speech itself. But in Learning Languages in Early Modern England (2019), historian John Gallagher provided a model for such a history. The overall fact was, as he points out, that the English in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries had to learn other languages because no one was yet learning theirs. “Without a sense of how little-known and little-respected the English language was outside England for most of the early modern period, the importance of language-learning does not come easily into focus,” Gallagher writes. 
 His lively book tells the story of how several centuries’ worth of English people pursued linguistic competences across class, gender, and geography. Such a history would be richer if ordinary lives were better represented in the archives in general, and if what people do with language could be more assiduously observed, but Gallagher pushes the archives to their limits. Apart from formal study, people traveled to learn languages or sought tutors before a trip; if they were female or especially wealthy, the tutors might see them at home. Foreign nannies and servants were hired; an advertisement in 1696 looked for a servant who “speaks Dutch and understands French.” In cities, private language schools boomed, and some individual teachers even became famous. Claude Mauger and Claudius Hollyband were two such teachers, taking advantage of an emerging print-based celebrity culture to make sure that their French books and manuals advertised which fashionable section of London their schools were located in and which desirable area of France they’d learned their French. Separated by sixty years or so, they weren’t direct competitors, though a Restoration-era costume drama about dueling French teaching empires could be entertaining. 
 The action wasn’t only in French—learners also relied on conversation manuals in languages such as German, Italian, Portuguese, and (less commonly) Malay or Narragansett. From the number of editions information about hierarchies of languages can be gleaned; by a huge margin, the greatest number of manuals for English speakers were for French. English students made it a point to travel to or hire teachers from the places where the “best” French was spoken: in the seventeenth century, it was the cities of the Loire valley (which were cheaper than Paris). Leipzig was the destination for German; Valladolid and Seville for Spanish. Gallagher’s book is a glimpse of what a worldwide history of language learning could look like, telling the story of how people have directed their cognitive energies in some ways over others, and how they experienced the limits of those energies.
 The hyperpolyglots figure usefully in a dynamic history of multilingualism, too. The polyglottism of people like Mezzofanti and Krebs was culturally desirable in the first place due to factors that were unique to the West, given that the study and translation of the Bible required literacy in multiple languages. European intellectuals were also obsessed with finding out what language God had given to Adam; this obsession birthed philology, which then begat historical linguistics. By contrast, elites elsewhere, such as in China, appeared to have no distinctive polyglot desires. People with educations, time and resources were probably using their cognitive resources to learn to write thousands of Chinese characters. Traders, mariners, soldiers, and others in China picked up bits of the languages they encountered, obviously, but only to the degree that such bits were useful. People like Mezzofanti and Krebs accumulated languages for their own idiosyncratic reasons in a cognitive potlatch that consumed most of their lives. 
 Hyperpolyglots did require institutional contexts in order to thrive: Mezzofanti gained early experiences while tending to wounded soldiers of the polyglot Austrian army, then moved to the Vatican, specifically the Propaganda Fide, where young men came from all over the world to learn the evangelical arts. There Mezzofanti found public occasions to show off, flitting among a dozen languages, “hardly ever hesitating, or ever confounding a word or interchanging a construction,” as his biographer C.W. Russell put it. Similarly, Krebs joined Kaiser Wilhelm’s diplomatic corps in Beijing in 1893, where he became a frequent visitor with the Empress Dowager Cixi, who admired his Mandarin prowess.
  
 §§§
  
 Only recently has global capitalism given hyperpolyglots new job opportunities, given that they tend to possess a long tail of relatively low levels of language proficiency in many languages. I reported on this once, talking to one modern polyglot with a Wall Street job inspecting corporate governance documents from multilingual regions, as well as another overseeing online communities that operated in multiple language markets. In both, the ability to scan and gist was key. In The Centre, Adam takes advantage of modern-seeming freelancing arrangements to flit among companies—though doing what exactly isn’t clear. In this light, Anisa’s ambitions to become a literary translator are profoundly old school. Eventually she translates an obscure German novel (made up for The Centre), The Quiet of the Songbird, into English and Russian. 
 The Centre’s rather daring approach to how language learning could work, contrasts with its somewhat conventional ideas about language itself. Its characters fetishize native speakers, for instance. Languages are spoken, never signed. A client of the Centre gains the ability to write the language at the same time that they learn to speak it, though spoken and written forms aren’t necessarily linked. (In the real world, you’d have no hope of becoming literate in Mandarin or Japanese, just from knowing how to speak those languages.) And after consuming the native speaker, the client acquires a pitch-perfect standard version of the language, unmarked by regionalisms or social register. I’d expect to be stuck with that individual’s intricate vocabularies of their occupation and personal obsessions—a remarkably rich lexicon about yarn gauge, for example, or model train terroir, or dahlia genetics. I’d expect to have that individual’s verbal tics and over-learned locutions, all of it marked by the inevitable depredations of age.
 The novel also doesn’t flex its own linguistic fantasy as fully as it could. What happens in a world where learning a new language is so frictionless, bound only by the number of people willing to be “received?” What would code-switching and language play look like among people who share the same massive repertoires? Would there still be endangered languages, and if so, which ones? Might there even be linguistic rebellions, where instead of learning standard languages people would pick up idiosyncratic conlangs or symbol sets from ape language experiments? (Do chimps reared with human language have a self that can be exchanged?) How would languages change and spin off in new directions, given that the learnability of a language isn’t a factor in its evolution anymore? Could one receive hundreds of languages by ingesting a hyperpolyglot?
 In one regard, Siddiqi’s novel does parallel another novel development in the language sciences—one that looks at how language involves the body, not just the brain. Though the brain controls everything, language in face-to-face interaction is performed with the entire body—not just with the mouth and tongue (as with spoken languages) and fingers (as with signed ones), but also eye gaze, gestures, facial expressions and even body posture. We nod, blink, move our lips, make a hand gesture that looks like the thing we’re talking about. All of these phenomena can influence how quickly we interpret signals, whether in spoken or signed languages. They help resolve ambiguity and tell us whose turn it is to signal. This corporeal habitus is determined by biological factors, such as the speed of the nervous system, but it’s also culturally shaped. Thus learning a language involves learning to use your body as a fluent user of that language does. 
 The language learners in early modern England that Gallagher describes understood this too. They strived to learn proper gestures and other physical performances that would be—or look like—a social performance that would allow them to fit in. If only, one learner quoted by Gallagher moaned, I had the mouth and tongue of an Italian, and the hand of one as well. We understand his metonymic complaint, that his pronunciation and handwriting were still too inflected with his foreignness, but it reads much differently in the context of The Centre, where one could find actual tongues and hands (and other ”palatable regions,” as one of the founders calls them) of Italians as part of the curriculum. “Our bones and muscles, they carry unimaginable wisdom, immense capability,” Shiba says. Meanwhile, the sparrows fly freely, happy not to be embroiled in our desires.
  
 This review was first published in the European Review of Books, April 9, 2024. 
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		Language testing is a border (unpublished, 2024)

								

	
				A short walk from the train station in Rotterdam is one of the Dutch government’s language testing centers. The office is so blandly appointed that it makes a bus depot look lavish, but it doesn’t need a fancy interior to flex its power. That’s because language testing for residency and citizenship purposes makes a border, which is exactly what I encountered when I went to take some Dutch exams back in July.  
 As I sat in the waiting room, I wondered how many of my fellow Americans would tolerate taking such a test. I know that many of them are fantasizing about moving abroad, maybe to a small, tidy European country like the Netherlands, depending on the outcome of the presidential election. A lot of people like to imagine that they can hunker down in Europe until Trump 2.0 blows over. What if it doesn’t blow over? They may not realize that escaping temporarily and staying escaped are projects of different orders. Staying escaped will turn your identity upside down. You’ll have to put your neurons in the game, neurons that deal with strange grammar and new words. And you’ll inevitably be subjected to various forms of scrutiny for which being American is no remedy. One of them is a language test. 
 Around me, I heard Arabic, Mandarin, and Indonesian. As Kamran Khan, an applied linguist at the University of Birmingham, has written, language tests for migration purposes are often a proxy for race. Indeed, other EU citizens have a right to mobility and aren’t subject to language testing if they want to live and work in the Netherlands. True, not all EU citizens are white, but if my scan around the full waiting room was any indication, I was one of the few white people there.  
  We stood in line, then filed into the testing hall and took seats at small cubicles. Five cubicles down, a fellow language test taker leaned back and smiled. 
 “Succes,” he said to me. 
 “Jij ook,” I replied. You too. 
 My exam buddy and I weren’t there because we like Dutch. Rather we were there because the Dutch government requires an advanced beginner ability (or A2) level of Dutch for permanent residency and citizenship, which will be raised in January to a lower intermediate level (or B1) level in January by the far-right government, which was elected to restrict immigration. And because we want to live in the Netherlands, we’ve put the language in our heads. 
 Our brains are plastic throughout our lives, but less so as we age. Thus, in a sense, the language test can serve as a proxy for discrimination by age and education level, too. I couldn’t help but notice that most of the people taking the exam with me were adults, not children, meaning they had pushed any remaining brain plasticity against the wheel of learning a language that bears scant resemblance to their native tongues. Dutch verbs go in odd places. Many of the words bear an uncanny resemblance to each other, starting with ver- and ge- and be-. On top of that, the consonants will confound you, and the vowels are as slippery as soap. An adult learner can’t easily automatize the required mouth and tongue movements.
 Economic necessity is a potent motivator, but it impresses me that adults take this on. The last language tests I took were over twenty-five years ago, in Spanish and Mandarin, as requirements for my doctorate. Now I find myself, a linguist and a writer who writes about language, someone whose advocacy for foreign language learning in the past was a tad hypocritical because I wasn’t doing it myself, at the age of 56 learning a new language so that I can live abroad the way I want to. And Dutch. It had never been on my bucket list.
 The first exam was for writing, one of two active language skills (along with speaking). Theoretically it’s more difficult for the adult to learn to do. Fortunately, pulling together coherent sentences from any available words is what I do. However, the listening test that I took later in the day proved challenging, mainly because of the audio quality of the vignettes we had to answer questions about. Yes, in the real world, rooms echo. But in the real world, at least you can take the opportunity to ask, Sorry, could you say that again? 
 A bigger hurdle is that getting practice with native Dutch speakers in real world exchanges hasn’t been easy. As soon as people detect your non-nativeness, they switch to English. You can insist on staying in Dutch, and sometimes people oblige, especially if you say you want to practice.  
 This inclination to switch languages fascinates me. It’s often taken as a hallmark of the Dutch population’s high level of English (true) or of their tolerance (less true). But they have relatively little experience accommodating to non-native speakers of Dutch like me, who are still relatively rare. As a native speaker of English in an international environment, I’m accustomed to adjusting all the aspects of my language to the people I’m talking to, from how fast I talk and the words and phrases I chose to the sentence structures I pack it all into. Spanish, French, and Arabic speakers probably have the same experiences. But not the Dutch, who missed the opportunity to make their language a global one during its colonial control of Indonesia by not requiring schools to teach Dutch.  
 This language regime is supposed to encourage immigrants to assimilate. But research has shown that internationals who learn Dutch are more likely to use it with each other than to make Dutch friends. It wasn’t lost on me that my cubicle neighbor used our new language to wish me well. The border was in sight. He was saying, I hope you get to the other side. 
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		Language in Public Life

	

	
		These stories illustrate some of the tensions within communities when ideas about language, including standards, come in conflict with each other and there’s no single authoritative arbiter. Watching what happens as these tensions unfold requires an almost ethnographic lens, as you have to see the conflicts in that community’s terms.
 Some of these stories also center around the public imperatives around language abilities as assets and liabilities: as a tool of persuasion in the case of “Frame Wars,” as a national security tool in the case of “A National Language Czar,” or defending against linguistic discrimination, as in “Language Matters,” and so forth.
 This particular line of reporting was made relevant after the September 11 attacks and the beginning of the global war on terror, where language diversity and cultural forms posed dangers and provided resources. One piece not included here is “Translation in the Age of Terror,” a long feature about adaptations by the US intelligence and national security sector to leverage technology to improve human translation and intelligence gathering abilities. However, I include the pitch in the “Doing Journalism” section. The piece, which appeared in Technology Review in March, 2004, was the one of the first, if not the first, piece of journalism to describe the National Virtual Translation Center.
 “Speaking in tongues” was commissioned by The New Republic but for some reason not published. I can’t now recall why. It’s one of the few times that I ventured into religious experiences and institutions (along with “Holy Grammar, Inc.”), even though they often overlap with language beat—as does sports. Sports journalists often find themselves erstwhile language journalists.
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		A national language czar (The New Republic, 2005)

								

	
				Tongue tied 
  
 In the fall of 2004, the College Board asked 14,000 high schools in the US how many of them planned to offer Advanced Placement courses in Chinese in the fall of 2006, in preparation for the first Chinese language AP exam in 2007. The Board expected the response to be in the low hundreds, but jaws hit the floor when 2,374 schools said they planned to teach Chinese. (By contrast, 238 schools planned to teach Italian, 470 Japanese, and 54 Russian.) “It was mind boggling to us,” says Thomas Matts, the College Board’s Director of the World Languages Initiative. “We had no idea it was that high or there would be that immediate participation. The only thing we can figure out is that the interest is incredibly high for the future of Chinese language teaching.” 
 For those who believe that American children should learn more foreign languages at an earlier age, this is good news. But there’s one problem: we don’t have enough qualified Chinese teachers to teach them. Fearing an error in their survey, the College Board checked their data again and promptly received another surprise: Many of the schools that plan to offer AP Chinese in 2006 currently have no existing Chinese program, which means they’ll be looking for teachers for intro classes as well as the AP. (Most of the students expected to take the AP exam in the first few years are native Chinese speakers.) This puts the estimated need as high as 5,000 teachers who, in less than a year, have to be experienced with advanced material and are not officially certified (No Child Left Behind requirements for foreign language teachers apply in 2006).
 To tackle these types of shortages of foreign language expertise, in May Senator Daniel Akaka introduced the National Foreign Language Coordination Act, which calls for the creation of a national language council made up of representatives of 14 federal agencies.  The council would be headed by a “national language director.” This czar, the bill says, should be a name-brand person who can develop and implement a “national foreign language strategy” that would increase the number of diplomats, intelligence analysts, military personnel, teachers, health professionals, medical and social services professionals, court interpreters, translators, and law enforcement officers who can use languages in their jobs.
 This recognition of the value of foreign language skills is clearly overdue, and many language professionals, who have worked in relative obscurity for decades, are understandably excited about Akaka’s legislation and the language czar. “[Such attention] is an absolute necessity for our survival as a nation,” says Alexander Rainof, a professor of translation and interpretation at California State University Long Beach and the director of the National Association of Judicial Interpreters and Translators. But while it may seem like a good idea, the language czar is only part of the solution. To really fix the problem, there needs to be a vast conceptual shift in how Americans think about learning and utilizing languages—and the language czar, as construed by Akaka’s bill, is unlikely to have the power to make this happen.
 The US has too few language workers. The most visible shortfall is the limited numbers of foreign language analysts at intelligence agencies like the FBI, whose backlog of untranslated surveillance doubled in 2004. But the problem affects education, the court system and hospitals as well. In 2002 more than half of 4,000 uninsured patients in 16 cities surveyed said the hospital couldn’t provide an interpreter in a timely fashion. In 2004, a random tester called 70 hospitals in 11 regions and found no Spanish speaker available 56% of the time. The Los Angeles court system needs 25 to 30 more interpreters on a daily basis than are available. In the past six months, the lone court interpreter in the Flagstaff, Arizona municipal court had nearly 33% more requests than he could fill.
 Blaming the problem on the fact that people don’t speak English is akin to blaming hungry people for a shortage of bakers. The real question is, how did America, the melting pot country, a place where more than 150 immigrant languages are spoken, get into a situation where it doesn’t have enough language workers? Aside from a legacy of misunderstanding bilingualism and encouraging immigrants to speak only English, it stems from the general fact that too few native English speakers in America study foreign languages, and that those who do view it as a cultural pursuit, rather than as an economic skill. Someone who can read Proust in French isn’t necessarily going to be able to work in French. Not everyone who speaks English can write legal briefs; not every Farsi speaker can interpret in the courtroom. These types of language work require a more practical approach to language learning, one that acknowledges the importance of language as a marker of identity and culture as well as its power as a commodity, particularly in the service-oriented information age.
 Yet the formal educational system that everyone (including the authors of the national language strategy) looks to is organized around producing more speakers, even though only some of them will decide to work with language. An educational system organized around producing language workers would be more effective, in the short and long term. But the best candidates for this, foreign language departments and universities in general, mainly teach their students to read foreign literature, not to standardize medical terminology, design translation software, manage translators, or develop instructional materials. Most positions as an interpreter or translator require technical expertise in specific subject areas, like engineering, medicine, or law, as well as the practice of translation and interpretation itself, but too few graduate programs exist to produce this expertise or the next generation of academics.
 It follows that the language czar should be a capitalist, not an educator, a spy, or a bureaucrat. The fact that the US has never had a national language policy nor a person who oversees one is reflective of a blind faith in the power of English. It also points to an ignorance about the economic forces that motivate people to learn languages, an attitude that’s so laissez-faire, it’s almost a vacuum. Among the things one could say is that Americans aren’t monolingual for ideological reasons; when given real economic incentives, they become avid language learners. The proof of this is that a country of immigrants is a country of English speakers, which has made English the de facto language of public and economic life. Yet the rise of global business and the unpredictable nature of our geopolitical commitments mean that the laissez-faire attitude about language is a recipe for disaster.
 In the 1980s Senator Paul Simon, the champion of foreign language education and author of the multilingualist jeremiad, The Tongue-Tied American, advocated putting a language official in the State Department. Old language hands hankered for a senior-level official who could defend language teaching budgets in peacetime. But after 9/11, language learning became a highly visible national security issue, education reform became intelligence reform, and budgets for language programs expanded. Now the language establishment in Washington recognizes the need to appoint someone who could get educators on board with a national security agenda, as well as coordinate the various capacity-building efforts that were spurred by the global war on terror.
 “The logic of this,” says J. David Edwards, the executive director of the Joint National Committee on Languages, a coalition of language-related organizations, “is that there needs to be somebody who knows what the hell is going on all across the country, who reduces duplication but coordinates the activities of all the organizations.” Since this spring, the highest ranking person in the US dealing with language policy has been Gail McGinn, the Undersecretary of Defense for Personnel and Readiness, but there’s no one else well-placed enough to champion an agenda that balances the needs of the military and intelligence agencies with the interests of education, academia, and industry.
 The idea for Akaka’s language czar (though the bill doesn’t use that term) comes directly from a white paper that emerged from a meeting in June of 2004 (the first of its kind) at the University of Maryland, where—for the first time—representatives from government, business and education sat down to talk about what a national language policy might look like. Among other things, the white paper, “A Call to Action for National Foreign Language Capabilities,” recommends that a “nationally recognized individual with credentials and abilities in all of the sectors” be appointed to develop a national language strategy, establish relationships among “federal, state, and local government agencies, academia, industry, labor, and heritage communities,” and lead a public campaign to raise awareness about the careers that require foreign language skills and cultural understanding.
 But is a language czar really the answer? Take the Chinese language teacher shortage, for example. One proposed solution is to import teachers from China, a prospect relished by the Chinese government, which has ramped up its Chinese as a Foreign Language department in the last five years. But this isn’t optimal from a homeland security perspective and some language experts, like Thomas Matts, believe that teachers straight from Asia couldn’t handle rowdy, disrespectful American students. Another solution is to hire teachers from the 1000 or so heritage Chinese schools in the US, which teach culture and language to ethnic Chinese kids (and increasing numbers of non-Chinese) in 47 states. However, most of the approximately 20,000 teachers are volunteers who never sought teaching credentials because no reliable market for teaching jobs existed. David Chang, the president of the National Council of Associations of Chinese Language Schools, says that they’re trying to encourage teachers to change their thinking and seek professional development, but he couldn’t say how many were interested in making the switch to high school.
 The czar could do little to find Chinese teachers in the short term, because the national language strategy itself is vague on such details. And it’s a strategic position, not a tactical one. “If the czar has the president’s ear,” says Kevin Hendzel, a spokesperson for the American Translators Association, “it’s more visible than saying, all right, let’s put this unfunded mandate into place and let the states figure out how to fund it.”
 Ideally, the czar could plead for millions of dollars to set up 100 dual-immersion K-12 language programs in Chinese, Arabic, and other major regional languages, then work with Congress and various agencies to build the schools and report back on progress. But this should have been done decades ago to see results now. In any case, Akaka’s bill gives the czar no oversight over anyone else’s budget, so the czar’s effectiveness depends entirely on cooperation among the 14 members of the national language council. Without more substantive responsibilities, the czar runs the risk of ending up like the drug czar: a figure who symbolizes action without having the power to take any. “Having a symbolic person if you can’t get anything else would be fine,” says Richard Brecht, the director of the Center for the Advanced Study of Language at the University of Maryland. “But having someone who has reporting responsibilities, who’s supposed to report to the National Security Council and Congress on the progress made in education, industry and the military, that gives it more teeth.”
 What the US needs most is a new approach to language that sees the language diversity of its population as an asset and an economic opportunity, not as a problem to be solved. The demand for language services already exists. What we need to do now is to professionalize language fluency. That doesn’t mean that language services have to move into the private sector. But it does mean that public sector employers have to hire trained, qualified interpreters. Relying on children or the janitorial help may be convenient and cheap, but the costs of mistrials and liability lawsuits is higher in the long run. “We have to change our philosophy that says that if you speak two languages, you can interpret,” says Alexander Rainof. “That’s like saying if you have two hands, therefore you’re a concert pianist.”
 We also have to set up a better system to train and test language workers to the level that they’re needed. Hints of this are floating around already: Representative Jane Harman, a member of the House intelligence committee, suggested in a June New York Times article that the CIA adopt the NSA’s “multilevel security clearance system,” which allows certain low-risk types of language work to be performed by analysts who are waiting for full security clearances. A greater part of the solution rests on universities, who should get their foreign language departments to hire more language work faculty and fewer experts in Don Quijote and Proust. Programs can still consider reading literary high culture as the pinnacle of language fluency, but they should also teach students how to do language work in various settings. Deans and presidents who create opportunities for language work, particularly in the languages of local immigrants, will have contributed to real civic engagement and economic development.
 Much of the national language policy depends on reaching out to Arabic speakers in Dearborn and other “heritage language communities.” But this top-down approach gives the currently strategic languages (such as Arabic, Farsi, or Urdu) more attention than languages that are locally useful now (and that may be strategic in the future). Bill Hewitt, a researcher at the National Center for State Courts, has proposed regionally-based interpreter resource centers that pool the demand for interpreters and give people access to interpreting jobs around the country. Few speakers of minority languages have an incentive to invest time and money in training and certification because the jobs in most parts of the country are too few. But a network of centers that share resources and provide services in local, state and federal venues, across court systems, and in multiple agencies would create economies of scale that would get the job done. A similar model was developed in a joint FBI-CIA project called the National Virtual Translation Center that opened its doors in 2003. The NVTC uses technology to link language specialists to each other and to online translation resources.
 There won’t be a single leader of the conceptual shift toward language work. The language czar may make language professionals’ jobs easier, but overcoming decades of American provincialism about language is still going to be hard work. And if the College Board’s experience with Chinese is any indication, that provincialism may be starting to erode on its own—after all, no language czar is urging all those high schools to teach Chinese.
  
 This piece was first published in The New Republic, October 19, 2005.
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		Language matters (Legal Affairs, 2002)

								

	
				Can you be discriminated against because of the way you speak?
  
 In April 2001, a Californian named James Johnson began to suspect that the owners of an apartment he wanted to rent in the San Francisco Bay Area were ignoring his phone calls because he was African-American. Johnson hadn’t met the landlords in person or told them about his race. But he had spoken to them by telephone, and he assumed that they could identify his race from the way he spoke. So he sued, alleging racial discrimination.
 In Johnson v. Jensen, which will be heard in upcoming months in the U.S. District Court for Northern California, the defendants will likely argue that they had no idea Johnson was black. Having only heard Johnson’s voice, they couldn’t have discriminated against him on the basis of his race. Race, after all, is something one sees, not hears.
 Or is it? John Baugh, an African-American linguist at Stanford University, is on Johnson’s side. In Johnson v. Jensen, he will provide expert testimony to support the claim that people can often identify a speaker’s race from speech alone. In recent years, Baugh has emerged as one of the leading experts on the intersection of race and language, largely as a result of his research into this sort of “linguistic profiling,” a term he coined.
 Johnson’s case offers a potential breakthrough in discrimination law. No judge has yet recognized linguistic profiling as a distinct form of racial discrimination, and many lawyers feel that an official ruling would have a significant effect on future litigation. Shanna L. Smith, the president of the nonprofit National Fair Housing Alliance, predicts that if the concept of linguistic profiling is vindicated in court, the number of housing complaints will rise significantly.
 For skeptics, this is not promising news. John McWhorter, an African-American linguist at the University of California at Berkeley and the author of Losing the Race: Self-Sabotage in Black America, argues that linguistic profiling is a phenomenon largely dreamed up by civil rights crusaders desperate for fresh battlefields. “We’re at a point in this country where great progress is being made in race relations,” he says. “There’s still racism, but naked discrimination is a thing of the past. So if you’re going to look for racism, it’s going to get more and more subtle.” He worries that Baugh is exaggerating the problem: “No one before 1964 was running around complaining about linguistic profiling, because it was a marginal issue. It still is.”
 In 2002, however, James Johnson and others think there’s something to complain about. The practical question is: Can they prove it in court?
 At a linguistics conference last April at the University of Texas at Austin, Baugh spoke about the topic of linguistic profiling. In the course of his talk, without warning, he switched seamlessly from the Standard English dialect he had been speaking to Black English and then to Chicano English. The scholarly audience, accustomed to his “professional voice,” burst out laughing. Baugh learned to speak all three dialects fluently while growing up in the inner cities of Philadelphia and Los Angeles, where he was raised by well-educated parents. In his first book, Black Street Speech (1983), he recalls hearing his mother talk on the telephone: “As I grew older,” he writes, “it became fairly easy to tell if Mom was talking to someone black or someone white, based on her speech alone.”
 Baugh became seriously interested in this phenomenon in 1987, when he was 38 and looking for a place to live in an affluent suburban section of Palo Alto, California. Using his professional voice, he phoned landlords and consistently received appointments. But when the landlords met him in person, he says, things quickly changed. “That’s when I was told the apartment was no longer available,” he recalls, “or there had been some mistake.” He decided to conduct an experiment, making a large number of phone calls to landlords in the Bay Area, varying the calls among his three dialects. As he predicted, when he spoke in Standard English he set up far more appointments in predominantly white areas than when he spoke in his other dialects.
 Over the next ten years, this type of telephone audit became a standard way for social scientists to gauge patterns of housing discrimination. In 2001, using similar techniques, Douglas Massey and Garvey Lundy, two sociologists at the University of Pennsylvania, published a study about access to rental housing in Philadelphia and found significant disparities. Around that time, Baugh began thinking about how such cases might be handled in a courtroom. Without hard scientific evidence, he figured, plaintiffs in housing discrimination cases would be at a loss to defend their intuition that their race had been identified over the phone. “From a legal standpoint,” he says, “that’s real problematic. Any defense attorney can say, Why are these Black English speakers? And a plaintiff doesn’t have anything to say about that, except that they sound more black.”
 In response, Baugh has made a systematic study of people’s ability to recognize dialects, often using recordings of his own voice in experiments. In 1997, he and two fellow linguists played recordings of a variety of his speech samples to a group of 421 university students: Eighty-four percent identified his Black English as such, 86 percent recognized his Standard English, and 91 percent identified his Chicano English. “To my chagrin,” Baugh quipped to the audience at the Austin conference, “my Black English is judged to be one of the least authentic styles.” From a scientific standpoint, though, the significant fact was that all the rates of identification were high. Even when listeners were played recordings of Baugh saying nothing but “hello” in his three dialects, an astonishing 72 percent of them accurately identified the dialect in question. Results like these suggested that linguistic profiling was possible—and could be proved in court.
 But does linguistic profiling really need a scientific defense? The novelty of Baugh’s involvement has created a stir of excitement around Johnson’s case, but in truth courts have long acknowledged that race can be identified by speech—at least in a variety of criminal cases. In the 1912 case Rhea v. State, the Supreme Court of Arkansas upheld a murder conviction that hinged on testimony from a witness who said he had heard a “cultured” white voice shout in a crowd. Lawyers for the convicted murderer W.S. Rhea argued that the testimony should have been inadmissible, but the Arkansas justices ruled otherwise. “It is not a mere matter of opinion,” the court wrote, “[that] one [can]…recognize and know the difference between the voices of persons of different nationalities, and between that of a white man and a negro.”
 More recently, in the 1999 case Clifford v. Kentucky, the Kentucky Supreme Court upheld the drug conviction of a black man named Charles Clifford on similar grounds. In that case, an undercover narcotics detective had purchased drugs from Clifford and secretly transmitted their conversation via microphone to a police surveillance team. The resulting recording was inaudible, but a police officer who had monitored the surveillance equipment testified that he had heard a black man’s voice make the sale. Since Clifford was the only black man in the room with the undercover detective, he was convicted.
 In upholding the conviction, the Kentucky Supreme Court argued that a witness who testifies about the racial characteristics of a speaker’s voice is no less credible than a witness who testifies on other matters of human experience: the height of a suspect; the speed at which a car was traveling; the smell of gasoline. “We perceive no reason,” the court ruled, “why a witness could not likewise identify a voice being that of a particular race or nationality, so long as the witness is personally familiar with the general characteristics, accents, or speech patterns of the race or nationality in question.”
 If racial identification by voice has been acknowledged in murder and drug cases, why hasn’t it played a more conspicuous role in housing discrimination cases? Baugh worries that the reason may be simple racial bias: In criminal and drug cases, where blacks are disproportionately defendants, courts have allowed the notion of racial identification by voice; in housing discrimination cases, where blacks are disproportionately plaintiffs, racial identification by voice has not been ruled on. The imbalance works to the disadvantage of blacks in both situations.
 Some fair-housing experts, however, have a less cynical explanation for the imbalance. Linguistic profiling has not been addressed in fair-housing cases, they argue, because by and large the notion of linguistic profiling hasn’t been needed. Connie Chamberlin, the president of Housing Opportunities Made Equal (HOME), one of the most successful fair-housing organizations in the country, notes that her organization has been winning cases for years without the help of scholars like Baugh. When HOME receives a complaint, she explains, it typically begins by placing telephone calls to the landlord in question.
 More effectively, though, HOME also sends teams of “testers” to visit the landlord in person and inquire about housing availability. The testers are pairs of people who differ in race, but who present nearly identical career paths, income, and marital status. In court, they testify on the contrasting ways in which they were treated (or mistreated). As a result, there isn’t necessarily a need for fair-housing cases to be decided solely on voice evidence. James Johnson’s lawsuit, for instance, also contains testimony from testers who visited the landlord he contacted, and is therefore winnable without engaging the issue of linguistic profiling.
 Chamberlin concedes, however, that voice evidence has an impact in typical cases—albeit in subtle ways. Fair-housing lawyers often play tape recordings to juries of the phone calls made by prospective tenants. But since the tapes provide only one form of evidence among others introduced, the lawyers don’t need to instruct the jury to draw conclusions about racial identification—though jurors surely do so as a matter of course. “It’s our experience,” Chamberlin explains, “that when juries are confronted with taped evidence, they have no difficulty deciding what the housing provider would have known on the phone. There isn’t a need to be as technical as linguistic profiling makes it appear.” Stephen Dane, a Toledo-based lawyer who has litigated housing discrimination cases for 15 years, concurs: “In my mind, you don’t need an expert to tell a jury that you can tell race by voice. I think everybody knows that.”
 Even if housing discriminations suits have been won for years without the assistance of scientific studies like Baugh’s, some fair-housing advocates think that a firm legal precedent acknowledging linguistic profiling can’t do any harm, and will only make litigation easier. As the linguist Dennis Preston argues, “We need a judicial decision that says we don’t have to test this more than once.” Still, practitioners like Chamberlin and Dane remain cautious about Baugh’s high-profile involvement. “More power to him if he wants to strengthen the general understanding of the validity of linguistic profiling,” Chamberlin says. “But if the precedent becomes that you can’t prove a fair-housing case without an expert, that’s doing us no favors.”
 Evidence of linguistic profiling may eventually be forced to take center stage, however, as interactions between buyers and sellers occur increasingly on the telephone. Many insurance and home mortgage companies, for instance, conduct negotiations and transactions entirely by phone. Shanna L. Smith of the National Fair Housing Alliance has urged such companies to hire linguists to train their employees so they’ll be aware of inferences they draw from a speaker’s voice. “I say to the big companies,” she explains, “that this training helps if you have a class-action lawsuit, since you can diminish or eliminate the damages. If it’s just an individual employee discriminating, you can’t punish the company, just the employee.”
 For his part, Baugh anticipates that a favorable ruling on linguistic profiling would help serve the cause of a range of non-Standard English speakers, not just blacks. “One thing I didn’t expect when I started this,” he says, “is that linguistic profiling affects the deaf, and it extends to sexual orientation as well. It’s much bigger than racial profiling.” As for McWhorter’s argument that linguistic profiling is being blown out of proportion, Baugh is dismissive. McWhorter’s point that linguistic profiling wasn’t discussed in 1964 is irrelevant, Baugh argues, since the notion of racial profiling didn’t exist then either. Ironically, he adds, the increasing economic and social parity of blacks and whites that McWhorter celebrates has been a factor in the emergence of linguistic profiling cases. “The Mr. Johnsons of the world,” Baugh says, “now have the money, now have the credit, and they’re saying enough is enough.
  
 This piece was first published in Legal Affairs, July-August 2002. It was reprinted in the Journal of Law and Social Challenges, Summer 2003; also in What’s Language Got to Do With It?, a college textbook published by W.W. Norton in 2004. It is reprinted here courtesy of the Lillian Goldman Law Library, Yale Law School. 
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		Immigration by shibboleth (Legal Affairs, 2003)

								

	
				Should a refugee be judged by what he says or how he says it?
  
 The young man claimed he was fleeing the Taliban. They were killing all the Hazara, a Shi’a Muslim minority, in his village in Afghanistan, he said. He and his brothers had spent their days hiding in the mountains, but the Taliban came from an unexpected direction and caught him. The Taliban tried to force him to pray with them and struck him when he refused. He managed to escape, and his father, a poor wheat farmer, had paid a smuggler more than $3,000 to transport him to Sydney via Pakistan. Or so the refugee in his mid-20s told an official at Australia’s Department of Immigration and Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs during his interview for asylum.
 The applicant—whose case is described in a March 2001 report by the Refugee Review Tribunal—had no official documents, though, and anonymous sources suggested that he might be a businessman from a town in western Pakistan called Quetta. Suspecting a fraud, the DIMIA official mailed a 15-minute segment of the applicant’s taped interview to a company in Sweden—likely one named Eqvator—that specializes in language analysis. (Eqvator refused to confirm that it had evaluated the tape.)
 An analyst at the company, who was not identified for security reasons, sent back a report calling into question the young man’s testimony. The analyst pointed out that the applicant used the Iranian word for “car,” mashin, which is common in Pakistan, not Afghanistan; he also pronounced several words with the Urdu accent common in Pakistan. “It is not credible,” wrote the analyst, “that an Afghan who had only stayed in Pakistan for a very short time should have acquired an Urdu accent when pronouncing some words.” The applicant also employed “sophisticated words” unlikely to be in the vocabulary of a farmer’s son. To cap it off, the analyst determined that the applicant used a Hazaragi dialect that is spoken in Pakistan, not Afghanistan. After receiving the report, the immigration official rejected the man’s application.
  
 §§§
  
 The number of asylum seekers boomed in the 1990s, as the Soviet Union fell and war broke out in the Balkans and throughout West Africa. In the 1980s, according to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, the number of asylum applications averaged 225,000 worldwide each year. In the 1990s, that number more than doubled.
 To cope with this challenge, the Australian government began commissioning language tests in 1999. Immigration officials around the world rely on in-person interviews to test asylum claims, quizzing applicants about the geography, customs, and political conditions of their supposed home countries. As a spokesperson at the DIMIA explained, language tests—which cost more than $500 each—are intended to complement this “focused questioning.” He added that language analysis helps to substantiate claims made by asylum seekers. By 2002, Australia had ordered about 3,000 language tests at a cost of $1.3 million. According to the DIMIA, the analyses have confirmed the claims of 76 percent of the applicants.
 But are the tests reliable? A group of Australian linguists published a report last spring that questioned the findings of Swedish companies like Eqvator and its rival Sprakab. The report found that the reports of these companies contradicted the applicants’ claims in 48 of 58 cases. But when those 48 applicants appealed, 35 of them were granted asylum. In some cases, the judges considering those appeals expressed concerns about the accuracy of the tests. As one judge noted, “[T]here’s no indication of the qualification or experience of the person who provided the linguistic analysis.”
 Concerns about the accuracy of the tests haven’t hurt their popularity. Most of Europe has followed the example of Sweden, which first developed the tests in 1993. Germany, Switzerland, and Holland have governmental offices that conduct their own tests. And New Zealand and Britain recently announced that they would begin testing asylum seekers. The United States is one of the few countries with heavy immigration traffic that has resisted the tests—though Eqvator made a recent sales pitch to the U.S. Bureau of Citizenship and Immigration Services.
  
 §§§
  
 Language tests are as old as the Bible. In the Old Testament, the inhabitants of Gilead tried to identify their enemies among the hordes fleeing a key battle. Anyone who wanted to escape his land by crossing the Jordan River had to say shibboleth (meaning flood water). The test was designed to expose foes from the land of Ephraim, who could not pronounce the “sh” in the word. According to the Book of Judges, 42,000 men of Ephraim perished for want of the correct sibilant.
 The technique has been employed in modern times to similar effect. During the Nigerian civil war in the late 1960s, government soldiers stationed at roadblocks made travelers say tóró (meaning three pence) in order to cull Ibo rebels from the general population. Those who said “tóló” were arrested and sometimes assaulted. In 1983, during fierce rioting by the Sinhalese-majority population against Tamils in Sri Lanka, the police stopped civilians and asked them to say the Sinhalese word for bucket, baldiya. Tamils were killed for saying “paldiya.”
 Today, a more elaborate shibboleth is used to regulate national borders—and to determine the origins of asylum seekers whose only forms of identification may be their bodies. Refugees often avoid carrying documents for legitimate reasons. If they belonged to a persecuted group back home, they might not have been able to get identification cards. They might have fled their homes too quickly to collect the requisite papers. Or they might have discarded their real documents for their own protection or on the advice of smugglers.
 The Swedish Migration Board pioneered a simple method for authenticating the claims of asylum seekers a decade ago. In their application for asylum, refugees were asked to write short explanations of why they were in Sweden and what conditions they had escaped in their home countries. According to Gunnel Mårtenson, an inspector at the time, fraud was rampant until the interpreters who helped the refugees fill out applications began urging inspectors to “listen to the voices” of the applicants to evaluate whether they were telling the truth.
 “We thought this is not only a problem for Sweden, so we called London and Paris and Bonn and asked how they solved the problem,” recalled Mårtenson. Officials in those cities hadn’t. The board began conducting in-person interviews and trained its translators and interpreters to listen for words or accents that provided clues to an applicant’s identity. Soon, the Swedish government was selling its linguistic services to its European neighbors, a dicey practice that led to the creation of the private venture Eqvator in 1998. (Analysts at Eqvator still serve as interpreters for the government.)
 Eqvator remains the leader in the field. A 1998 audit by the Swedish government found that the company’s reports were accurate in 80 percent of asylum applications. Conny Lantz, the head of Eqvator, cautioned that its reports are not infallible and stressed that immigration officials should weigh Eqvator’s reports in light of other evidence.
 But some immigration lawyers complain that there is no uniform standard for evaluating the tests as evidence. David Manne, the coordinator of a nonprofit in Melbourne that provides legal services to immigrants, objects to the tests. “The government has relied on these analyses too much as evidence,” he said. “But they shouldn’t be given any weight because the technique is fundamentally flawed.”
 Applicants are not entitled to any information about the analyst and are not given a copy of the tape that is evaluated. They therefore have difficulty rebutting the test results—unless they hire their own language experts. If applicants have the money and wherewithal to wage a war of words, the effort usually pays off. Many applicants who bring their own experts to court are able to win asylum on appeal.
 Linguists have also questioned the reliability of the tests. The Australian report quibbled with Eqvator and Sprakab for not using the scientific phonetic alphabet that is preferred by professionals and it characterized the analysts in Sweden as amateurs with a simplistic understanding of how language works. “The type[s] of information the government is using—a person’s pronunciation, the use of one word for another—are given too much weight in the analysis,” said Helen Fraser, a report author who teaches linguistics at the University of New England in Armidale, Australia.
 Words now stream across borders unpredictably, thanks to mass migrations, the Internet, and 24-hour media. Using the word “dollar” does not make an Afghani an American; saying “dollar” with an Urdu accent does not make him a Pakistani. Linguists charge that analysts at Eqvator and Sprakab—many of whom are exiles who have not visited their native countries in years—may not be up to date on the latest borrowed terms and usages.
 Still, Mårtenson, who left Eqvator to become a manager at Sprakab, maintains that the tests expose liars and help to deter fraud. She said that she has overheard asylum seekers on tape saying that the smugglers who helped them get to particular countries know which ones conduct the linguistic tests. She added, “The smugglers tell people not to lie about where they’re from because we’ll find them out.”
 There are other ways of ferreting out the truth, of course. The judge who heard the appeal of the self-described Hazara asylum seeker ruled that “I do not consider the linguistic analysis to be conclusive of the applicant’s place of origin.” The applicant failed other tests: He did not know the Persian calendar, which is used in Afghanistan, and could not describe an Afghan identity card. His well-manicured hands also gave him away. The judge asked why his hands were so smooth if he had worked as a farmer for so long. The man insisted that they didn’t feel smooth to the touch at all—which was hard to believe no matter which language he was using.
  
 This piece was first published in Legal Affairs, November-December 2003. It is reprinted here courtesy of the Lillian Goldman Law Library, Yale Law School.
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		Frame wars (Texas Observer, 2004)

								

	
				The conventional view of politics says that people are swayed by words, images, or facts. But that’s false, according to Frank Luntz and George Lakoff, two of the most successful practitioners of political reality construction. They believe that increasingly political forces will clash less over reality than over how it’s shaped.
 At first glance, both men appear well equipped to deal with a complex world. They have PhDs (Luntz in political science and Lakoff in linguistics) and run consulting operations (the Luntz Research Companies and the Rockridge Institute, a think tank), and they’re gurus to opposing political parties (the GOP and the Dems) to whom they push, as they’ve done for years, what is essentially the same idea about language in politics. The idea? That the basic building blocks of political communication are “frames” (as Lakoff calls them) or “context” (to use Luntz’s word).
 The most important resource that politicians have, they both argue, is the ways in which people understand the world. Their values. Their worldviews. (Lakoff adds to this: their brains.) If you tap into those values, inform them, tweak them, focus and reflect those values back at an electorate—that’s the way to win power.
 In this struggle to control political reality through language, you don’t dispute specific words or rebut the facts; you don’t even attack your opponents’ frames. What you do is assert your side’s frame, making it so big, so omnipresent, so unavoidable that it’s as natural as talking about the roundness of the Earth. Disputing such a fact seems counterintuitive. Even heretical.
 A prime example in this election season is the phrase “war on terror,” which evokes a tangible, winnable conflict. Done right, the framings should be invisible, not the product of human hands. They should give the impression that the world actually is that simple and hasn’t merely been simplified. For conservatives, this is easy because they have invested decades into creating their frames. Liberals, meanwhile, have so much catching up to do that they have to be taught how to frame explicitly. Enter George Lakoff, who over the last year has boiled conservative language down to its bare bones in books, numerous interviews, and presentations. (In 2003, the Rockridge Institute finally received funding to start building a response to conservative frames.) Until now, the left hasn’t had anything like Lakoff or Rockridge, partly because of liberal pride. To some people, Lakoff’s ideas smack of propaganda and spin, which they find morally objectionable. Still others suffer from a sort of intellectual arrogance.
 “The people on our side have been brought up to think from an Enlightenment perspective, to think that the facts will set you free, that you can just negate the other guy’s frame,” Lakoff says. “But that’s not how it works.”
 Regardless of the outcome of the November 2 election, Luntz and Lakoff will continue to be at the forefront of a growing conflict over American values, political language, and the intersection of the two. Call it the frame war. It’s not a battle of style over substance because truth is not at stake. Truth has nothing to do with it.
 Most Americans believe that SUVs are safer vehicles to drive. Not only SUV drivers think this—any parent whether they feel more at ease with their teenager in an SUV or a Mini Cooper, and they’ll choose the SUV even though SUVs aren’t actually engineered to be safer than other vehicles. They’re only bigger. That makes them less safe: They roll over, they’re less maneuverable, and they take longer to stop. Yet “bigger is safer” is a frame that you can’t shake loose with the facts.
 Lakoff says that we engage frames in the simplest acts of thinking or talking. “Framing is the most ordinary everyday thing,” he says. “Every word we use comes with a frame, and the conventional frames are there in your brain.” Take a more political example: the word “war.” In the same way that the size of an SUV resonates “safe,” “war” evokes not only battles, but also sacrifice, martial glory, and an ultimate victory. It’s not simply a figurative or a poetic connection—it attaches to the way people see reality and determines how they act. Every use of the word “war” ratifies this frame.
 This is why the phrase “war on terror” has been so devastatingly effective. It’s so engrained that it gathers conservatives and so effective at explaining the world that people who aren’t conservatives find it appealing. The phrase can be strangely soothing. Clarity oozes from it. It subtly encodes a frame in which an intangible, terror, can be targeted and conquered, partly by recycling a Cold War frame in which we waged war on another intangible, Communism. And we won! The phrase offers the promise that we can win this one, too, because it invokes a history of military victories and strength. America, after all, wins its wars.
 Of course, America doesn’t win all of its wars. The conservative frame depends on the martial fantasy of inevitable victory, and that is why John Kerry’s criticism of the Vietnam War angers Republicans. It also depends on the rush that absolute moral victory provides, which explains why the administration was able to both attack Kerry and shore up the common sense behind the “war on terror” frame when it criticized the senator for stating that the nation’s goal should be to make terrorism a nuisance.
 Kerry and his team could have done a better job of asserting their own frames, but fortunately for them, Bush let the conservative one slip. Frank Luntz says that invoking the “war on terror” set up the conditions for an electoral win by Bush. “If the public sees what the president’s doing as a war on terror, he wins. If they see it as a war on Iraq, Kerry wins. What is the context of what the president is doing? Define it one way, you have one outcome; define it another way, you have a different outcome.”
 In the first and second debates, Luntz says that President Bush failed “somewhat” to keep the focus on his advantageous frame. “Look how rarely he talked about the war on terror. He was responding to Saddam Hussein. Was Saddam Hussein a threat? Rather than, was Saddam Hussein a contributor to terror? He did not change the context of the question. He did not reset the way the public would look at the issue.” Once Bush let the simplifying “war on terror” frame slip, all the complexities of domestic policy, especially economics, hung out in the air, unexplained.
 It’s a strange admission for Luntz to make, as he’s one of the pillars of the conservative infrastructure, whose frames he helps prop up. He regularly gives presentations to GOP groups, to whom he circulates memos that tell people the right way to talk about the environment, terrorism, or other topics. He’s also partnered with former Oklahoma congressman J. C. Watts to form a communications firm, Watts-Luntz Communication. Luntz is most famous for “writing” the Contract with America in 1994. He’s also been successful at coming across as an objective social scientist—mostly. To borrow a term from a recent New York Times Magazine article, Luntz casts himself as a member of the “reality-based community,” someone who studies the world as it is. In fact, he is part of a media apparatus (MSNBC) that’s creating reality for the rest of us, and part of a GOP apparatus that gives the media its talking points. His status as an “objective” social scientist has also been questioned. In 1997, he was censured by the American Association of Public Opinion Researchers for refusing to disclose the methods he used to conclude that 60 percent of Americans apparently agreed with the Contract with America.
 In the frame wars, the people who do the frame work are themselves framed, shaped, buffed, and branded. Lakoff is the “professor,” an instant credibility that can work to his advantage, though it’s also damaging—people immediately assume that what comes out of his mouth is too hard to understand, divorced from reality, impractical. (An interview in a recent Believer magazine labeled him a “mandarin.”) In person, Lakoff is actually down to earth and will answer nearly any question clearly and succinctly. His political analysis is keen, his sentences brief. (“Deep but simple,” observed Glenn Smith, a Democratic political consultant who was instrumental in bringing Lakoff to Texas in 2001).
 Luntz, meanwhile, has successfully allied himself with the forces of common sense, one reward of playing for the side that has control of the frames. But that image has begun to fray as Luntz is challenged on his objectivity. For the debates, MSNBC sidelined Luntz after a liberal media group complained about his GOP affiliations. While Luntz has a fatter portfolio, Lakoff has gained access to national Democratic leaders, and his ideas have become increasingly visible. His 1996 book, Moral Politics, was required reading by the Howard Dean and Dennis Kucinich campaigns. His new book, Don’t Think of an Elephant, a stripped down version of the earlier tome that includes a punchy to-do list for progressives, is selling well on Amazon.com. As a senior fellow at the Rockridge Institute, Lakoff can’t advise campaigns, but as a private citizen he’s an advisor to Kerry. None of this proves that his ideas are viable, but it does suggest that Lakoff might be on the cusp of becoming the new common sense.
 In Moral Politics, Lakoff applied a theory of language and mind to political beliefs, and the result is a useful pocket guide to conservative and liberal worldviews. Conservatives, he argues, believe in a family led by a strict father who protects moral dependents, punishes moral inferiors, and aims to raise independent children to fend for themselves in a dangerous world. Liberals believe in the family led by a nurturing parent who encourages children’s inherent goodness so they will treat others with fairness and equality. All policies and positions shake out from these models and help predict what each side will do, according to Lakoff.
 From this perspective, Bush’s accusations in the first debate that Kerry sends “mixed messages” about Iraq are akin to calling him a poor father. In the strict-father mentality, a father lays down the law unwaveringly and never reflects on his authority. (It’s a line that social conservatives in the sexual-abstinence movement also use to bash the pro-condom sex educators: Saying “Don’t have sex, but if you’re going to, use a condom” is a mixed message.) Whether or not Bush wins the election, Republicans will also continue to push the language of the “ownership society.” It’s a phrase that resonates with people’s desire to have equity, even if they’ll never own much property. It trades on the promise that government makes to citizens through social programs like Social Security, and it replaces that promise with what’s more culturally desirable: the ability to work hard and be rewarded.
 How can progressives respond? They have to figure out what they believe and then put words to it. “When you think you just lack words, what you really lack are ideas,” Lakoff writes in Don’t Think of an Elephant. “Ideas come in the form of frames. When the frames are there, the words come readily.”
 The frames for progressives to use to counter the “ownership society” will probably reflect how they value fairness, accountability, and opportunity. What words and images they use won’t mention those values explicitly; they’ll evoke them, and make them seem like the only values worth having.
 One of the more thorough critiques of Lakoff that combines conservative thought with language expertise comes from Justin Busch, a computational linguist who lives in San Diego and blogs about politics at www.semanticcompositions.typepad.com. Busch says that “Lakoff’s problem, and this is one area where Frank Luntz just by virtue of his job has a real advantage…is that he doesn’t see enough ordinary people and discuss these things.”
 To Busch, Lakoff simplifies the world the wrong way, citing the linguist’s assertion that environmental progressives see the Earth as the goddess. “This is straight out of cloud cuckoo land,” Busch says. “You and I know that unless he’s dressing up in druid robes and going out to Stonehenge, that he doesn’t really think that. The Earth is goddess is just something that he tossed off as poetic and imaginative, but it’s also freaking disastrous.” As Busch sees it, Lakoff doesn’t offer hard evidence for his claims about what conservatives or liberals think, and he relies too much on his own stereotypes and experiences in his simplification of conservatives. Lakoff counters by saying that his books are empirically based and that more evidence for the models is on the way.
 A key to victory in the frame war is the way the ideas about frames are themselves accepted and disseminated. What makes liberals open to Lakoff’s ideas is that they believe in openness. But the same profile, drawn in terms of the family metaphor, exposes a few other liabilities about liberals. For one thing, liberals are invested in an intellectual egalitarianism that can be crippling. (Conservatives may be more content with a division of labor in which some people do the thinking and others do the shouting.) “A lot of liberals don’t want to admit that they don’t have all the ideas,” Lakoff says. “It’s a major problem. A lot of liberals think, ‘Well, I don’t have the words, but I have all the ideas.’ The fact is, they don’t.”
 A glance at the liberal blog www.dailykos.com gives you some idea of the readiness of the troops that Lakoff is sending into battle. In late September, the site’s main blogger, a Berkeley, California, lawyer named Markos Moulitsas posted a short review of Don’t Think of an Elephant, calling it “the best book this cycle.” In the thread of responses that followed, the liberal stereotypes were on parade. The moralist: “I hate pr/marketing/spinning.” The feminist: “Ummm…wonder what he’s got against women?” The post-feminist: “I don’t want to be known as the Mommy party. We’re the party of Solomon.” The literal: “I’m not the child of the government.”
 As long as liberals and progressives insist that having the facts on their side is all that matters, they are doomed to impotence. The next move for the left in the frame war is to accept that it’s okay to cherry-pick reality as long as it conforms to a frame that’s morally acceptable. According to Lakoff, we already do it every day.
  
 This piece was first published in The Texas Observer, November 3, 2004.
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		Pete Buttigieg’s language magic is textbook polyglot mythmaking (The Atlantic, 2019)

								

	
				Pete Buttigieg, the mayor of South Bend, Indiana, and a Democratic presidential candidate, has become famous for speaking lots of languages. Depending on the day and the media outlet, the number rises and falls. He’s been granted six languages, seven languages, and eight languages. After the fire at Paris’s Notre-Dame cathedral, he dipped into French to answer questions from French media. He fielded questions from Norwegian journalists in Norwegian, which he’s said to have taught himself in order to read novels in the language.
 While speaking so many languages may be rare among the American public, Buttigieg’s ascent is a textbook polyglot path to fame. An aura tends to grow around multilinguists—and often beyond their control. Their fame can be immediately disqualifying if the stories seem too fantastic to be true. It can also set polyglots up for failure and embarrassment if they rely on their myths for attention and livelihood. Either way, the embellishment of their abilities says more about the era in which they live and the culture that surrounds them than the possibility of speaking a lot of languages in any objective sense.
 Hyperpolyglots—the world’s best language learners—can perform some prodigious linguistic feats. Early in the 20th century, a German diplomat named Emil Krebs, stationed in Beijing, was a favored interlocutor of the Empress Dowager Cixi and could translate 32 languages into and out of German. In 1990, the Scotsman Derick Herning was crowned the most multilingual person in Europe for having 10-minute conversations in 22 languages in a row with native speakers. Hyperpolyglots like these two men must put in tremendous amounts of time and effort. But even in cases of genuine talent, some recurrent factors contribute to things getting exaggerated.
 One important key to the myth that tends to be built up around polyglots is the vaporous quality of numbers of languages. How many languages can Buttigieg actually speak? His campaign confirmed eight when I reached out: English, Norwegian, Spanish, French, Italian, Maltese, Arabic, and Dari. A specific count of languages, though, can also be an unreliable credential for any polyglot, because a language isn’t a defined unit of measure.
 At a certain point, it’s pegged more to people’s fascination than to actual language abilities. In my 2012 book, Babel No More: The Search for the World’s Most Extraordinary Language Learners, one hyperpolyglot I profiled wouldn’t tell me how many languages he could speak, because he knew he’d lose control of the figure, and then his reputation. “I would walk in the party and say I spoke nine languages,” he said, “and by the end of the night I would hear that I spoke 24.”
 In the media glare, this fraught metric becomes even more unstable. Buttigieg’s linguistic repertoire could continue to swell or diversify, not because he claims more languages but because others do it for him. As soon as Buttigieg popped up on political media, anecdotes poured in about his swooping in out of nowhere with his exotic languages. Last month, the writer Anand Giridharadas tweeted that Buttigieg’s Norwegian appeared “like a magic trick.” A South Bend emergency-room doctor sent a message on Twitter to the BuzzFeed writer Ashley C. Ford about the time the mayor materialized in a local hospital and translated in Arabic for a patient. According to the message, Buttigieg had been listening to the police scanner and had heard that an Arabic translator was needed.
 The Onion has already joked that Buttigieg “stunned a campaign crowd Wednesday by speaking to manufacturing robots in fluent binary.” (This seems to be an allusion to the most famous movie hyperpolyglot, C-3PO, who is “fluent in over 6 million forms of communication”—or so he claims.)
 No matter the historical period, polyglot mythmaking has thrived on anecdotes of isolated encounters and mini-spectacles. In 1820, a Hungarian named Baron Franz Xaver von Zach visited an Italian cardinal, Giuseppe Mezzofanti, who by that point was a world-famous hyperpolyglot. Von Zach reported that Mezzofanti first addressed him in Hungarian, next in several dialects of German, and then spoke English to an Englishman and Russian and Polish to a visiting Russian prince. Mezzofanti’s reputation as “a monster of languages, the Briareus of parts of speech, a walking polyglott,” as Lord Byron enthused, was a litany of such instances.
 Modern academic linguists have traded similar stories about Ken Hale, an MIT professor who was said to speak 50 languages. They retell how a clerk at an Irish embassy once begged Hale to switch to English, because his Irish was better than hers, and how Hale showed up in an Australian Aboriginal village at 10 a.m. to begin fieldwork and was conversing fluently by lunchtime. (Hale died in 2001.)
 The polyglot myth can further expand based on how commentators, journalists, and bystanders loosely apply terms such as fluency, proficient, speaks, or knows. Heavy.com, for instance, reported that Buttigieg “is proficient in seven languages other than English: Norwegian, French, Spanish, Italian, Maltese, Arabic, and Dari.” 
 But what does proficient mean? Is it the same as mastery? (When I asked Buttigieg’s campaign about his languages, I received his list with no verb like speaks or knows; I asked about his criteria for grouping them but have not heard anything back.) 
 Corporations, universities, and governments have developed fine-grained scales of people’s abilities to read, write, speak, listen, and translate in languages because they need objective measures of those abilities. In the vernacular, those distinctions get flattened.
 MIT’s Hale tried to counter this by distinguishing between “speaking” a language and “talking in” one, in order to combat the myth he felt forming around him. He could speak only three languages, English, Warlpiri, and Spanish, he would say, but could talk in the rest. His admirers weren’t always convinced. In an interview, he once tried to explain that he doesn’t deserve his reputation as a gifted language learner. It didn’t work. “That is not true,” the interviewer told him.
 None of this is meant to cast doubt on or give credence to Buttigieg’s actual language abilities. But the contours of polyglot mythmaking underscore a deep, tenacious belief in language as a form of magic. Somehow, words do things. They reveal, and they hide. Witnessing a conversation in a language you don’t understand confirms words’ esoteric power. In that light, someone who speaks lots of languages can’t avoid being regarded as a prodigious magician.
 Monolinguals aren’t the only ones with this belief. Even in communities where being multilingual is completely ordinary, individuals who know many unusual languages or know them at a very young age are often regarded with awe. So Americans could be forgiven for their fascination with Mayor Pete’s languages, whether his viral moments are embellished sleights of hand or true magic.
  
 This piece was first published in The Atlantic, April 29, 2019.
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		Speaking in tongues (unpublished, 2006)

								

	
				“Mercy!” the woman sitting in a seat in front of me murmurs. “Mercy!” It’s the early Sunday morning service at Cornerstone Baptist Church, a predominantly African American church in Arlington, Texas, but the congregation is awake: clapping and swaying to hymns in the 50,000 square foot theater, some people raising their hands in the air. “Praise him!” and “Thank you!” people say during the sermon by Cornerstone’s pastor, William Dwight McKissic, a rotund African American man with a shaved head. Over the last year McKissic has been embroiled in a debate over a small theological matter on which may rest the future of African Americans in the Southern Baptist Convention (SBC).
 Today McKissic preaches on the source of that debate: the New Testament book of Corinthians, which discusses speaking in tongues, an ecstatic form of vocal prayer. At Cornerstone, you won’t hear speaking in tongues—most Southern Baptists frown on it—but you can find people who admit to babbling, crying out, laughing, or sighing in private. This is called a “private prayer language.” McKissic says the Bible allows it. Others disagree. 
 In their strict literal reading of the Bible, Southern Baptists believe that no one besides early Christians could speak in tongues, so they forbid the practice in public, considering it prideful and even satanic. But until recently they’ve had a “don’t ask, don’t tell” attitude about speaking in tongues in private—or, according to the quaint Baptist locution, “in one’s private prayer closet.” 
 The largest evangelical group in the US, the SBC boasts about 16 million members and 43,000 churches. Unlike other Protestant denominations like Methodists or Presbyterians, Baptists are a decentralized, independent bunch with a flair for debate and schism, more like a fluid confederacy than a tightly-knit mini-nation. Baptist churches affiliate with the SBC or any number of state conventions mainly to fulfill a biblical charge to send missionaries around the world. At home, though, local Baptist pastors are used to making their own positions on drinking alcohol, ordaining women, shopping at Wal-Mart, and other marginal matters. 
 So it was a surprise—and to some, an affront—when, about two years ago, the International Mission Board, a missionary agency funded by SBC churches, decided to force candidates to confess having a private prayer language. If they admitted having one, they were barred. The doctrinal squeeze extended to baptisms; candidates who hadn’t been baptized as adults in a Baptist church would also be barred. Elsewhere Baptists have renewed a fight against alcohol and sought to remove women from leadership, leading to the firing of Sheri Klouda, a professor of ancient languages at Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary in Dallas.
 What provoked the tongues crackdown? “For those of us who are conservatives,” says Malcolm Yarnell, the assistant dean for theological studies at Southwestern, “we expect missionaries to establish churches that are Baptist.” But “we kept hearing reports back from the field that there was a strong charismatic neo-pentecostal edge to what many of our missionaries were doing.” Women pastors and baptized babies—both of which are Baptist no-no’s—were also cropping up. Meanwhile, at home, traditional churchgoers were being siphoned off by churches that emphasize prayer, singing, activism, and testimonials over Bible study. 
 This recent doctrinal struggle marks another chapter in a bigger story of theological infighting among Baptists called the “Conservative Resurgence.” Starting in the late 1970s, people who hewed to the exact, literal word of the Bible took over leadership positions and the Baptist media. During the 1990s the SBC became galvanized against abortion and the presidency of Bill Clinton. But more recently it has withdrawn from national politics. “I think there’s a movement away from larger political issues and toward local church and mission issues,” says Yarnell. “We’re asking ourselves, Why are we here? Who are we?” 
 Yet some self-styled conservatives think the resurgence has gone too far this time. “I don’t speak in a private prayer language, I don’t have one, and I don’t want to have one,” said Wade Burleson, a Southern Baptist pastor from Enid, Oklahoma, a trustee of the International Mission Board who was nearly ejected from his job because he raised objections to the new policies. “I think it’s a minor issue of the faith, but I’m not going to exclude from missionary service my brothers and sisters in Christ who pray in tongues in their prayer closet.” 
 Dwight McKissic stepped into the firestorm in August of 2006. A conservative Baptist who had build a national profile opposing same-sex marriage, McKissic had been appointed the newest trustee (and one of three blacks out of 40 trustees) of Southwestern. He was asked to preach the weekday chapel sermon, a well-publicized event, and decided to bring up the International Mission Board’s policy on private prayer language. Instead of condemning it, however, he argued that the Bible describes a private prayer language positively. 
 An even bigger shocker came when he admitted having a private prayer language ever since his days as a seminary student at Southwestern. One day while praying, he found “some strange words coming out of my mouth.” The more he prayed, the more it continued. He says he still often signs, groans or moans when he prays or makes some “expression of bliss, of joy,” but in an interview he wouldn’t describe it further and declined to be observed praying in tongues.
 McKissic’s sermon was immediately scrubbed from Southwestern’s website. The seminary’s board of trustees later voted to distance the school from private prayer language and any other charismatic practices. This spring, McKissic survived an attempt to oust him from the board. 
 A bigger question is whether or not the struggle over private prayer language might alienate African Americans. McKissic claims that private prayer language is practiced by a great number of African Americans, but Eric Redmond, an African American pastor in Maryland and another trustee at Southwestern, disputes this. The 2005 Baylor Religion Survey found that only 5.6% of respondents had ever spoken in tongues, but those were three times as many blacks as whites. Some worry that the arguments meant to fend off charismatic or pentecostal practices could become conflated with older arguments about the proper way to worship in church, which might label the traditional call and response of African American churches as pentecostal and un-Baptist. 
 “If it gets to the point where there’s a perception that Southern Baptist leaders are trying to dictate that Southern Baptist churches have a kind of traditional white Southern Baptist experience, that could be a problem,” said Barry Hankins, a Baylor University historian who has written about the evangelical movement in the 1980s. 
 It’s surprising that there are any black Southern Baptists at all, given that SBC was formed in 1845 by Baptists from slave-owning states who split from northern Baptists. It took the modern SBC until 1995 to apologize for its support for slavery. Currently, only about 2085 churches affiliated with the SBC are identified as primarily black; 800 of them are in Texas. So there are probably no more than a million black Southern Baptists, all told. Convention leaders say they’re committed to multiethnic churches and to growing the SBC. Though the number of SBC churches has risen, from 40,887 in 1997 to 43,699 in 2005, the number of baptisms has plummeted. They won’t do so at the expense of doctrinal purity. “Our growth will always be based on the truth of the word of God,” says Yarnell. 
 Yet African Americans are sensitive to slights from the white majority. “When Dwight McKissic, who is a champion of the Southern Baptist perspective as far as biblical inerrancy, when he’s mistreated over an issue we think is none of anybody’s business when they’re in their secret closet with God, all it does is to exacerbate our relationship that was bad from the start,” says Michael Bell, an African American pastor in Fort Worth who was the immediate past president of a Texas state convention of Baptists.
 McKissic himself says he may consider taking his church out of the convention if the IMB doesn’t change its policy. “I would have a hard time being part of an organization that takes such a bold arrogant stand against what’s so clearly in the Bible,” McKissic says. Blacks are known for emotional utterance, he says, and when you go devaluing ecstatic utterance, it is “shocking and alarming.” 
 “It’s giving us insight into the minds of those who ask us to send them dollars but don’t like how we worship,” McKissic says. “That is utterly unacceptable.”
  
 This piece was assigned by the New Republic but not published. 
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		The king of closed captions (The Atlantic Monthly, 2001)

								

	
				Every time I call Joe Clark, he is watching television, sitting in front of a thirteen-inch Sears set in his apartment in Toronto. One night recently I caught him during The Simpsons. On another occasion I interrupted an episode of The Practice. Clark watches several hours of TV a day, and he watches every day. But he is hardly your average couch potato, tuning in to unwind. He is hyperalert, his attention unwavering. His mind isn’t just on the action, however: Clark has turned on the closed captions and is focused on the words at the bottom of the screen—even though he is neither deaf nor hard of hearing.
 Over the past twenty-five years Joe Clark has become a self-taught expert on closed captions and a gadfly to the captioning industry. As he watches, he collects examples of bad captioning, including misspellings, inconsistencies, awkward placement on the screen, and miscuing, and distributes them to a listserv he runs, to regulatory agencies, and to captioning companies themselves—efforts for which he receives no remuneration. He has written nearly thirty articles on captioning and media-access issues and is currently writing a book on Web accessibility.
 To deaf viewers, an error in a caption is like a burst of static in an otherwise clean signal. As Clark points out, this static is becoming increasingly apparent to hearing people as well. According to Laura Doty, the marketing supervisor at VITAC (for “vital access”), one of the largest American captioning companies, of the perhaps 120 million people who view captions annually, only 28 million are deaf or hard of hearing. Many of the rest are exposed to captions in airports, health clubs, or bars; others use captions by choice, regarding them as a media form in their own right. And in the years ahead, as Baby Boomers age, the number of people who rely on captions will undoubtedly rise.
 The number of captions will rise as well: in 1999 the Federal Communications Commission announced that with a few exceptions, all television programs must have closed captions by 2006. Whether the quality of captioning will improve with ubiquity remains to be seen. The FCC mandate provides no quality standards; it doesn’t even require that a show be captioned in its entirety. Moreover, it not only has increased business for large, experienced captioning companies but also has spawned hundreds of so-called mom-and-pop caption shops, which are frequently accused of inferior captioning.
 In the meantime, the supply of skilled captioners is shrinking. Many court-reporting schools—traditionally one of the most reliable pools of captioning talent—closed for lack of enrollment when the boom economy of the 1990s diverted potential court reporters into other jobs. Dianne Stark is a selection and captioning coordinator at the National Association of the Deaf’s Captioned Media Program, in Spartanburg, South Carolina, which oversees the captioning of videotapes for a project funded by the U.S. Department of Education. Only twenty-one of thirty-nine captioning companies passed the program’s qualifying test on the first try (five of the others subsequently passed). With no similar screening criteria required by the FCC, Joe Clark’s watchdog activities are likely to become increasingly important as the mandate is carried out.
 Joe Clark discovered captions late one night in 1977, while twirling the rotary dial on the family TV in his house in Moncton, New Brunswick. He was twelve years old. He recalls the moment indelibly, down to the fact that he was wearing white pajamas with blue chevrons. “Suddenly,” Clark says, “there was Frank Reynolds, reading the news with visible words.” The program Clark had stumbled on, The Captioned ABC News, wasn’t the first instance of media captioning (the U.S. Department of Education had been subtitling films for the deaf since the 1950s), nor was it the first instance of television captioning (episodes of The French Chef had been captioned some years earlier). It was, however, the first major captioning effort by a U.S. television network. And it forever altered Clark’s life.
 Soon he was staying up nightly until 1:00 A.M. to watch the show, a captioned rebroadcast of the ABC Evening News. As Clark acknowledges, it was an unusual hobby for a twelve-year-old. “I was attracted to captioning because it provides simultaneous audiovisual input,” he says. “For some reason, that kind of multi-track input makes my heart sing.” Clark began writing to the Boston station WGBH (whose Caption Center provided the captions for the news) about details that caught his eye—for example, the fact that the lowercase w was taller than other letters.
 Until 1981 any show that had captions was universally broadcast with them. But that year TV-industry executives, responding to anecdotal evidence that hearing people disliked having text on their screens, took “open” captions off the air. Viewers who wanted captions now needed a decoding device (in 1993 decoders became mandatory on most new TVs). Clark’s mother was opposed to buying one (getting her to watch images and read text at the same time was “like asking her to use pinking shears in one hand and a whisk in the other,” Clark says), so he spent hours watching captioned shows in the electronics department at Sears. He finally acquired his own decoder when he was twenty-two. He studied linguistics in college and has pursued various interests—he has written about topics ranging from Web design to pop music, and he worked for several years as the only able-bodied person on a team that prompted disability awareness among schoolchildren. All the while he has continued to watch captions more avidly than most people watch TV.
 During his decades-long vigil Clark has witnessed a slow but steady evolution. In the early days even high-quality captions used simple grammar and assumed a slow reading speed (120 words or so per minute), because the deaf were thought to be poor readers. Consequently, a lot of material was left out. In the late 1980s the deaf community lobbied for captions closer to verbatim. Now, says Jeff Hutchins, the executive vice-president of planning at VITAC, “the job of the captioner is to convey all the information that the hearing person gets.” Today captions sometimes reach 250 words a minute.
 Captioning—rendering speech as text—may appear to be a simple process, but in fact it is highly complicated and prone to error. “Pop-on” captions, added between filming and broadcast, can be edited for accuracy. But “roll-up” captions, used on live shows such as news programs and sports events, are produced in real time, by a captioner using phonetic shorthand on a stenography keyboard. The work is fast-paced and relentless. Valerie Waite is a real-time captioner at Waite & Associates, in Whitby, Ontario (and one of the rare captioners who have earned Clark’s praise). During a half-hour live news show she is responsible for capturing every word, without backup or relief. “Every day I hope to do a perfect show,” she says. “But it hasn’t happened yet, and it probably never will.”
 Although Clark accepts the inevitability of real-time gaffes, he deems any avoidable error in the pop-on format unacceptable, and he is easily vexed. He criticizes the sans serif fonts typically used for captions as “typographically debased” (among other things, the spacing of their letters cannot be adjusted, and they cannot render many accented letters and other unusual characters), and he complains that to a foreign viewer, the standard U.S. and Canadian practice of using all capital letters “makes everyone seem like they’re shouting.”
 His tone when sharing his views on such matters has earned him a reputation for being sarcastic and prickly. His demeanor has alienated him even from people he has known for decades and from those who agree with many of his criticisms. “I can’t pretend to understand the mind of Joe Clark,” says Larry Goldberg, the director of the Media Access Group at WGBH. “He gets it right a lot of the time, but he absolutely rubs people the wrong way.” So much so, in fact, that some captioning companies now refuse even to listen to what he has to say.
 Others, however, clearly appreciate his advocacy. “Joe won’t give up,” Alfred Sonnenstrahl, a telecommunications-accessibility consultant who is deaf, told me recently. “Yes, I’ve heard of his bugging people. But I tend to read between the lines and find some concerns valid.”
 Never did Clark’s concerns seem more valid than on December 11 of last year—the eve of the U.S. Supreme Court’s final decision about the Florida election results. Most of us recall those days for their importance in the history of American politics. For Clark they have more to do with the history of American media. Because the television networks were allowed only audio tracks of the Court’s proceedings, they accompanied their broadcasts with real-time open captions. “I have followed this stuff for 20 years, and I have never seen open captioning on five stations simultaneously,” Clark wrote to his listserv. “Except for today. A watershed in the acceptance of captioning.”
  
 This piece was first published in the The Atlantic Monthly, September 2001.
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		W: A Usage Guide (Texas Observer, 2001)

								

	
				Each time we hear President George W. Bush open his mouth, we should hear the sound of rushing air, argues media critic Mark Crispin Miller in his new book, The Bush Dyslexicon. A 76-page essay tacked onto 180 pages of verité quotes and transcripts, organized by categories (“Kosovo,” “Bob Jones University”), it’s a compendium of Bush’s best-loved (and most feared) linguistic manglings and, more importantly, an attempt to make sense of what they mean. Fervent W. bashers will buy Miller’s line. But Miller actually knows very little about language, and the damage he does with it makes one wonder if the partisan advantage has actually been served.
 In some ways, The Bush Dyslexicon is a sequel to Molly Ivins and Lou Dubose’s Shrub. Where they interpret W.’s political record, Miller reads W.’s linguistic record for deeper clues about his intelligence, his personality, his moral universe, his real politics, and the squandering of his privilege. For him, verbatim quotes and transcripts represent what actually was said, and they prove what should be an obvious political conclusion: W. isn’t deserving, and because we (Miller gets cagey on who “we” are) fail to recognize this from his language, democracy is endangered. That rushing air is the sound of W.’s moral vacuity, as well as the abyss into which Miller would say we’ve stepped. It’s also the sound of a mainstream media in the bathroom brushing its teeth, fixing up its little blue (or in this case, red) dress.
 Compared to lists of Bushisms that circulate via email, The Bush Dyslexicon places Bush’s literacy and speech in refreshing historical context. Measured against other presidents, who have been cultivated writers and orators, W. doesn’t look good. At the same time, as Miller points out, elitist charges of illiteracy have been a common feature of presidential campaigns. In 1828, John Quincy Adams launched a mud-slinging campaign against Andrew Jackson, charging that he lacked the requisite proper breeding and “cannot spell more than one word in four.” According to Adams, Jackson was “a barbarian who could not write a sentence of grammar and hardly could spell his own name.” (Jackson himself encouraged the view, in part because it allowed him to draw Adams as a sissy.)
 Among contemporary figures, W. has more peers. Miller compares W. to Dan Quayle, himself a deft malapropist (“We [Republicans] understand the importance of having the bondage between the parent and the child”), and to Bush pére. But it’s Nixon that Miller stands W. up next to, with the charge that, just as television never lied about Nixon, we’ll look back at W.’s tenure and realize the danger and deception we’d seen but never comprehended. He calls “pure Nixon” the tactic by which W.’s linguistic abilities constantly become transformed into political virtues. Only in an anti-intellectual America could this be true, where W., like Andrew Jackson, encouraged criticism about his speaking abilities in order to draw Gore as the East Coast egghead sissy. “Intelligence itself, in this equation, is a sign of wickedness,” writes Miller. “Thus Bush’s plain unbookishness was taken to evince his godliness, while Gore was just too goddamn smart for our own good.”
 Miller warns his readers against the crafting of W. as a “cheery cretin” (though he clearly enjoys exercising his thesaurus, calling W. in the space of two pages a “dim bulb,” “plain half-wit,” “cheerful moron,” and “idiot prince”). You either have to know W., have followed his dealings for a while, or studied his linguistic record to know that he is actually “extraordinarily shrewd.” Calling him anything else provides the administration with cover for its deeds, not to mention a winning political formula. During the presidential campaign, Miller writes, “Everybody knew that Bush could not pronounce ‘subliminal’, while few had heard–or ever would hear–of his neglected military service, his many shady business dealings, or his close ties to the likes of Representative Tom DeLay.”
 Yet the Bushite strategy for dealing with W.’s speech has not always been successful. For one thing, W. too often looks like he’s misreading the talking points some starch-shirted intern has just handed him. W. can seem to be ticking off a list–and failing. “We’re concerned about the short-term economic news, but long-term I’m optimistic. And so, I hope investors, you know–secondly, I hope investors hold investments for periods of time–that I’ve always found the best investments are those that you salt away based on economics.”
 For another thing, W.’s over-handled language has coincided with a fondness in the print media for quoting politicians with all their spoken gaffes, garblings and perseverations intact, one result of the fact that when a campaign focuses its messages, rehearses its candidate and feeds him lines, the blurts and blunders that every human makes as a normal part of speaking take on amplified importance. Ordinary garblings, such as W.’s nervous defense of his appearance at Bob Jones University, come to signify the decadence of the political system itself. “I did denounce it,” W. said. “I de—I denounced it. I denounced interracial dating. I denounced anti-Catholic bigacy—bigotry… No, I—I—I spoke out against interracial dating. I mean, support—the policy of interracial dating.”
 And when access to a candidate is sharply limited, or when the candidate resists a journalist’s probing, the verbatim becomes, by necessity, material for portraiture. I’m thinking here of Nick Lemann’s profile of Bush in the January 31, 2000 New Yorker, which reproduces large chunks of the interview and pays a lot of attention to the quality of Bush’s voice, as if Lemann were buying a violin. (“His voice isn’t a fabulous instrument, either: the range of tone and volume is too flat; it lacks richness and roundness.”) If Bush becomes a bug under a magnifying lens, it’s only because Lemann has subjected W.’s language to such scrutiny, and that’s because Lemann was given relatively little time with the candidate.
 Miller is right in one respect: lists of Bushisms have a limited usefulness. So in order to make W.’s speech evidence of a national political dysfunction (and to make his book seem more like analysis, not propaganda), Miller cooks up a handy metaphor. As he puts it, W.’s linguistic record is a symptom of a “strange new national disorder.” “It’s as if the U.S. body politic were itself afflicted with a corporate version of dyslexia,” he writes. “Seeing that it’s all gone wrong yet always hearing, from on high, that everything is perfectly all right, we each feel—whether we can read or not—as helpless and perplexed as any undiagnosed dyslexic faced with street signs, menus, newspapers and exams.” But the ideas about language that underpin this metaphor turn out to be discriminatory, when they’re not wrong. As my father used to say, sooner or later all metaphors fail. Miller’s metaphor fails right out of the gate.
 When it comes to language, everyone’s an expert. Unfortunately, most of what people say about language is flatly incorrect. They defend their own dialect as the “best.” They pipe French and Japanese lessons to their unborn children. And they mistakenly equate how someone speaks with how they think. This fallacy leads them to conclude that speakers of any non-standard dialect—teenagers, foreigners and babies—are cognitively impaired. Fortunately, Miller avoids this last fallacy, though it doesn’t keep him from slamming into some others. Take his diagnosis of W.’s “illiteracy,” for example. No matter how much academics squabble about how much inability to read and write constitutes illiteracy, it certainly doesn’t include misspeaking, even of W.’s caliber. Thus Miller’s statement that “George W. Bush is so illiterate as to turn completely incoherent when he speaks without a script” is plain wrong—if anything, an illiterate person would turn incoherent with a script.
 So too with the charge of dyslexia, first suggested by Gail Sheehy in a Vanity Fair profile. Actually, from a linguistic point of view, it’s more likely that W. is aphasic, not dyslexic. (More on why dyslexia is politically preferable below.) The possibility of aphasia was first raised about Bush pére in a 1992 New Republic article by Jesse Furman, “Is Bush Brain-Damaged?” Aphasia is a brain disorder that causes a broad range of linguistic dysfunctions, but neurological experts warned Furman that not everyone with symptoms of aphasia—“frequent grammatical errors, talking around subjects, groping unsuccessfully for the right word, and substituting one word for another of close meaning or similar sound”—actually has it. It’s seemingly counterintuitive, but the longer someone has had aphasic symptoms, the less likely it is that they suffer from it, since it’s most often the result of a stroke, Alzheimer’s or schizophrenia. “I’ve been talking the same way for years,” Bush said before the 1988 election, “so it can’t be that serious.”
 When I asked a speech pathologist friend what she thought of W.’s speech, she demurred on the grounds of professional ethics; apparently you can’t go around diagnosing people without their consent. (However, she admitted that activity on a speech path listserv had recently exploded with people doing just that.) You don’t have to be a trained linguist to see patterns in W.’s disfluencies, which suggest a deeper disorder, not common stupidity. 
 Of the websites devoted to W.’s language, my favorite is at www.geocities.com/presidentialsyntax, which unlike Jacob Weisberg’s more famous list of Bushisms on Slate, categorizes errors and attempts some linguistic analysis. One recurring problem is basic agreement between subjects and verbs (“Laura and I don’t realize how bright our children is…”), and between pronouns and the nouns they refer to (“This administration is doing everything we can…”). 
 Along with the plural -s and the past tense -ed (suggesting a basic inability to process words), W. stumbles at the boundaries of clauses, particularly between independent and dependent clauses. For example, in the sentence “I liked that dog that ran away with the coyotes,” W. would fall into garbled grammar between the independent clause that ends with “dog” and before the dependent clause that begins with “that.” He’s likely to produce a sentence that goes, “I liked that dog, you know—I hope not to see a dog run away, ever again—he was well-trained, so I’m surprised…”
 Given this evidence, even as informal as it is, why does Miller propose that W. is dyslexic, not aphasic? For one thing, because it’s a linguistic disorder whose stigma is appropriately pitched for the times: It’s incurable, but dyslexics remain fit for society—with “proper” will and educational remediation. Plus, you can’t really accuse political culture of aphasia.
 In other words, Miller uses dyslexia because it serves his political purposes best. Many writers have equated linguistic confusion with political confusion, and linked the body of an individual speaker with the political body. British journalist and novelist George Orwell, for example, argued that certain types of language endanger the conditions in which a political system ideally operates. In two works, the novel 1984 and the essay “Politics and the English Language,” he showed that manipulating words and grammar damages the free thinking required in a democracy. Even seemingly benign language commentators like William Safire keep the English vocabulary groomed free of nits because a clean, combed lexicon, he might argue, is one safe for democracy.
 But dyslexia itself interests Miller only to the degree that he can make it resemble the political system. Aphasia, with its multiple symptoms, doesn’t translate. Like any number of other diseases and disorders (tuberculosis, cancer, AIDS, multiple personality disorder), dyslexia is a condition whose reality is often overshadowed by the metaphorical work it does in public life, where it’s too easy to forget that real people suffer from the literal condition. If Bush really is disordered, then Miller is creaming the people who really are illiterate, dyslexic, aphasic, disfluent, stutterers, phobic about speaking in public, or non-native speakers of English, all of whom make up the last slurrable group in America. (And you thought it was poor whites.) W.’s not the first Hispanic president; he’s the first president to belong to a linguistic minority.
 But this isn’t the book’s most serious failure. What damages Miller’s argument is that he pretends that his metaphor about linguistic disorder and the body politic substitutes for political analysis. This metaphor’s a neat one, easy and catchy and glib, but it’s too simplistic, and all the sardonic prose in the world can’t disguise the fact that Miller lacks a model for how political language actually works. (Ironically, it’s a problem endemic to media studies and communication theory.) Even if he got the linguistic facts right, he makes his metaphor do too much work–which means that he can’t explain how nearly half of the electorate did, in fact, interpret W.’s political messages perfectly well. The result of the 2000 election doesn’t have anything to do with linguistic dysfunction, literal or figurative. It has everything to do with politics. And you can’t get to politics through a close reading of the linguistic record, even if it’s verbatim.
  
 This review was first published in the Texas Observer, August 3, 2001.
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		Doing Linguistics

	

	
		These pieces center linguists in academic contexts and in the real world. How do they do what they do? What happens when their methods and preoccupations encounter other agendas?
 It was challenging to sell stories that peered inside the discipline; doing so often involved a serendipitous intersection with some editor’s call for pitches, such as the Vice theme (for its Motherboard vertical) that attracted “Sillyspeak.” I kept such topics bubbling at the back of my mind until such an intersection could occur, or until a substantial news hook appeared. I was fortunate to come across Search magazine, which was devoted to religion and became the perfect home for “Holy Grammar,” or to be living in the capital city of Texas when linguist George Lakoff came to advise Democrats on message strategy. However, I was never able to place the piece about the status of technicians in science, “The Linguists’ Tents Will Be Forgotten.” The biography of “colorless green ideas” bopped from editor to editor until it was welcomed at a literary review.
 None of these articles, in this section or the others, were inevitable in any way. I want to underscore the fact that many factors had to align for something to end up out in the world. For every story that appears in this collection, there was another that didn’t make it out of the sandbox.
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		Sillyspeak: The art of making a fake language (Vice, 2015)

								

	
				VOT-PEL-JIC-RUD. VOT-RUD-JIC-TAM. These aren’t word puzzles or acronym-making gone mad. Though the words are meaningless, they are sentences in a language—one of perhaps hundreds of miniature artificial languages that language scientists have created for their research.
 These mini-languages are to real languages what Matchboxes are to real cars. You won’t find them spoken on the street or written online.
 They are, however, useful simulations used in laboratories that show how humans learn languages in all their varied forms.
 Such research seeks to understand how we learn the linguistic significance of patterns in speech: where do words begin and end? What are the important words in a sentence? Which parts of language are learned first? How do babies and adults learn languages differently?
 Real languages aren’t very neat experimental tools. Researchers typically want to manipulate one variable while keeping everything else constant. “You can’t do that with real languages,” says Carla Hudson Kam, a developmental psycholinguist at the University of British Columbia who has used 20 to 30 mini-languages to study how babies, children, and adults learn aspects of language structure. “Real languages are messy.”
 By contrast, mini-languages are simple and easy to learn. A participant in a study can master them in an hour, or at most, a few weeks.
 For instance, Hudson Kam and colleague Elissa Newport wanted to study how children learn language from non-native speaking adults. How do the kids learn regular patterns when the ones they hear are inconsistent? Hudson Kam and Newport created a mini-language with articles (like “the” and “a” in English) that were random: sometimes they appeared before nouns, sometimes they didn’t. 
 After teaching the language to adults and kids and then testing them, they found that kids regularized the randomness more widely than adults do. Kids also created patterns of regularity in ways that didn’t exist in what they heard.
 Scientists use mini-languages to study babies because they’re entirely novel. Even in utero, babies are learning what will become their native language (or languages.) “If we want to see what they can learn and observe the factors that affect learning, we need to start them ‘from scratch’ on a language that they don’t yet know,” says developmental psycholinguist Louann Gerken at the University of Arizona.
 Gerken sometimes manipulates real languages for her experiments. In one study, she and her team tested 17 month olds on Russian grammatical structures that had been modified to be easier or harder to learn. Indeed, the babies learned the easier grammar more easily. “But we also found that babies who got the unlearnable grammar often failed to even finish the experiment,” Gerken says. “They cried and squirmed and wanted to stop.” Babies listen to learnable languages longer and stopped listening to unlearnable ones. They know, in other words, whether they’re learning.
 Hudson Kam prefers to use entirely artificial languages rather than teach study participants a deformed version of a real language. To make a fake language, you have to first isolate out the linguistic structure that you want to study. You make sure that structure occurs in natural languages. Then you build some vocabulary, wrapping it around the structures. You test it to make sure it’s not too much like languages that your participants will already know. Then you make bunch of sentences for teaching and testing.
 No matter how difficult Russian class is, all human languages can be learned—to get an unlearnable language, it has to be created.
 The first language that Hudson Kam created took months, she says. Interestingly, each researcher invents their own artificial grammars; no central repository or library of mini-languages exists for researchers to draw from.
 One fear about simulations is that they can escape their controlled settings and affect the real world. Maybe that could happen with languages invented for movies and television shows; in fact, that’s already happened with Klingon, which you can now learn on Duolingo.com. There’s little chance of mini-languages escaping, though. Their vocabularies are miniscule; they’re not learned socially; often there’s not even meaning attached to any of the words. VOT-PEL-JIC-RUD doesn’t mean anything; it’s just a string of sounds. For the regularization research, Hudson Kam and Newport’s mini-language had only 51 words: 36 nouns, 12 verbs, one negative, and two articles.
 Because the words in that language actually meant something, it felt like a real language to Hudson Kam despite its size. She named it “Sillyspeak.” (Another experiment with a similar language that involved a German grad student was called “Sillysprochen.”) In these experiments, the goal is to get study participants to actually speak the languages. Interestingly, the children in Sillyspeak experiments always ask to learn the bad words. That tells Hudson Kam that the kids think they’re learning a real language, not playing a language game.
 These toy languages, which have been used since at least the 1920s, have wide applications. In the early 1990s, linguists Neil Smith and Ianthi Tsimpli gave an unlearnable language, named Epun, to Christopher, an institutionalized British man with a striking ability to learn languages quickly. It was unlearnable because certain features of Epun were arranged based on to the number of words in a sentence, not the structure of the sentence. Christopher’s struggles with Epun confirmed certain linguistic theories’ predictions about how human languages should be built. (It’s worth noting that no matter how difficult Russian class is, all human languages can be learned—to get an unlearnable language, it has to be created.)
 Despite their usefulness, artificial languages have some drawbacks, the most obvious of which is that they don’t resemble languages in the wild. “That means you can’t always be sure that your results will generalize to people learning real language,” says Amy Perfors, a cognitive scientist at the University of Adelaide.
 One way around this is to build linguistic properties into mini-languages that are inspired by real languages, then look for the same effects within real language. “That way you have the best of both worlds,” Perfors says, “There’s some experimental control using the artificial languages, and some real-world impact from the real languages.” 
 Still, a surprising amount of our understanding of real languages comes from mini-languages: processes of infant language acquisition, as well as differences between adult and child learning. “The study of syntactic categories has almost exclusively been studied with artificial grammars,” said Louann Gerken.
 Another use for artificial languages is in the study of language evolution. Tessa Verhoef, a postdoctoral researcher at the University of California at San Diego, teaches a slide whistle language to groups of adults, who then teach it to other adults. As the sounds are transmitted, they become simpler and more conventional.
 The whistle language, along with some other artificial languages, allows Verhoef to manipulate the size of the group and other conditions to see what affects the simplifying process, simulating how groups of early humans might have interacted.
 Verhoef built the slide whistle language after her advisor remembered a BBC children’s show, The Clangers, which featured an alien language made with slide whistles. That’s a brilliant idea, Verhoef thought. “People don’t have to be musical geniuses to do this experiment,” Verhoef says, “and they find it really fun.”
 These may be toy languages, but when it comes to science, they have power.
  
 This piece was first published on Vice.com, May 5, 2015.
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		The linguist’s tents will be forgotten (Unpublished, 2019, 2025)

								

	
				When I met Marisa Casillas, a language development scientist, for the first time, she was preparing for a fieldwork trip to a village in Chiapas, Mexico. There she studies how children learn Tseltal, a Mayan language with elaborate rules for word formation, among other traits completely ordinary to Tseltal speakers but spellbinding for linguists.
 How was she preparing? On that day at the Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics in Nijmegen, Netherlands, she was prepping a tent. A tent? Linguists need microphones, notebooks, laptops. But a tent? Absolutely, and Casillas had two of them. 
 The orange one she leaves on Rossel Island, a 100-square-mile island off the southeast coast of Papua New Guinea, where she had begun a long-term study of how children learn Yélî Dnye, spoken by barely 5000 people, a language filled with grammatical twists and turns and possessing consonants unlike any other language’s. The green one goes with her to Chiapas. 
 At the time, Casillas was a postdoctoral researcher at the MPI; she’s now an assistant professor at the University of Chicago. For her, these tents served as portable mini-labs, but for me, they illuminated how linguistic research has a rich material side, not just in terms of books and recording devices, but a whole host of other tools—props, devices, experimental stimuli, furniture, and even clothing—that enable the work. It showed me that deep in the culture of science is a chronic forgetting of its debts to these tools and to the people who make them. And when I ended up getting lucky enough to spend a year at the MPI as a writer in residence, the tents gave me an important insight into that particular institution and the role it’s played in the field.
 Each of these tents had to be tall enough for adults to stand in, and big enough to hold a laptop, the folding table it sits on, speakers that play audio, two cameras for tracking eye and head movements, two tablets on each wall, a camera with a microphone. Inside the tent would also be a stool for kids to sit in when they’re watching the laptop screen, some ropes to tie things up for things that need tying up or down, a foam pad for Casillas to kneel on, and cables. Finally, there’s a rug, “to make the tent a bit more homey,” as she put it. She used to lug all of this gear, including laptops, audio recorders, and cameras, in two large suitcases and a backpack, all of which weighs more than she does, on buses, trains, airplanes, and small boats on the way to her research sites. 
 One day, she was telling me how, at both field sites, she knows she’s an alien outsider, no matter how many times she returns. “The Tseltal, they don’t normally talk didactically to kids, so it’s pretty weird for an adult to run an experiment where they’re asking, please tell me the answers to these questions,” she said. She adapted by designing subtle experiments, ones that involved showing videos on a computer to the kids while tracking their head and eye movements. She also wanted to track their attention, using heart rates. “You might hear the sounds pa pa pa pa, and at first it’s interesting and your heart rate goes up, and then as you keep hearing it, your heart rate goes down,” she explained, “so if I play you ta ta ta ta, your heart rate goes up again, then it goes down.” 
 While she put all this together, she realized that she needed to see, from her place at the back of the tent, if the heart rate monitor, on an elastic band around a child’s chest, was actually picking up the heart beat. She couldn’t tweak her equipment to do this, and no device was available to buy. 
 “Fortunately, there are two guys at MPI whose job it is to basically build stuff completely from scratch,” she said. 
 She told me that she had approached the MPI’s Technical Group, known as “the tee-gee.” What Casillas received, after a couple of weeks, was a box, sleek and long, like an old-timey modem, with a protruding cylinder that houses a small antennae that receives a Bluetooth signal from the heart rate monitor. That box fed the heart rate data into her experiment software and blinked an LED light with every heart beat. Once in the field, she realized that the box’s blinks also told her if the kids were freaked out and if so, by how much. “If I see a kid’s heart is racing, then I give them a chance to get accustomed to the stimulus before I start the experiment.” 
 She handed me this metal box. I turned it over, where a printed tag listed some technical details and this note: “Designed and Manufactured in Cooperation with the Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics Nijmegen Dipl.Ing.(FH) Ronald Fischer, Kranenburg, Germany.” 
 Downstairs I met Ronald Fischer, an electronics engineer who works for the TG. At the time, he was close to retirement. He had begun his career at Siemens’ mobile phone division. “What I always wanted to do is build the box that I can say, ‘this is my product,’” he said, so he then moved to a German company that built spectral analytical equipment, then to the MPI in 2009, where his first build was an elastic chest belt that measured chest expansions of breathing. “I have fun with this,” he told me. “If I can do this, then I’m glad.” 
 Unfortunately, thanks to smart phones, there’s less need for one-off artisanal builds, so the best part of Fischer’s job was slipping away. 
 “What happens when the instruments aren’t needed any longer?” I asked.
  
 [image: a shelf that contains rows of metal boxes with monitors, knobs, dials, and gauges in a low-ceilinged room.]The storage closet at the MPI. “Come with me,” he said, leading me to the basement of the institute. Tucked in the far corner of a locked storage room were shelves stacked with decades-old hand-made instruments, the detritus of bygone experiments. Somehow, I expected them to look like hack jobs, trailing bits of wire and tape, but they didn’t; all the switches and dials were neatly machined and labeled, and I had to clarify these weren’t, in fact, mass-produced. No, Fischer confirmed, they were all custom jobs. Here and there was one that had been dated and signed, by hand, by the person who made or modified it. I was struck by the fact that these were artisanal creations, even if the institute’s aggressive focus on innovative science meant that yesterday’s cutting edge would end up someday forgotten in the basement.
  
 §§§
  
 “Forgotten” is not a hyperbole. Historians of science have long overlooked the role that instruments and their makers played in scientific endeavors. In a 2000 book about the history of chemistry experiments, Frederic Lawrence Holmes and Trevor Harvey Levere wrote that “the role of the instruments and experiments has remained in the background, while historians directed their primary attention to such questions as the origins, structures, and transforms of theory or to the careers of chemists and the institutional organizations in which those careers were built.” They could have easily been writing about linguistics and psycholinguistics, whose histories rarely if ever acknowledge the impact of machines. “Artisans, instrument makers and technicians have tended to be invisible actors in the production of knowledge,” historian of science Iwan Morus wrote in 2016, “because, generally speaking, our modern culture tends not to credit the sorts of activities in which they engage as knowledge-making.”
 As I looked at these shelves, I remembered a meeting from two months earlier, when scientists had converged at MPI for an International Workshop on Language Production to celebrate the thirtieth anniversary of Speaking, a book that laid out the first comprehensive model of how the brain generates speech, written by Willem Levelt, the psycholinguist who founded the MPI in Nijmegen. At the workshop, august scientists spoke about past and current theories, but I mused how the meeting would have felt more connected to its own history if some of these instruments had been extracted from the storage vault and put on display. None of those experimental results were inevitable; they all depended on the capacity of technical craftsmen like Fischer to design, test, and build effective instruments.
 This isn’t an advertisement for the MPI—I don’t have a formal relationship with the institute any longer or with the German Max Planck Society, which partially funds it—but rather a historical assessment. The MPI in Nijmegen, the only institute in the world devoted to research on language in the brain, has long been a hotbed of innovative ideas in the language sciences. It has been something of a ur-university, half Hogwarts, half Google campus, as much for the high caliber of the people it attracts as the groundbreaking research they do. Yet after seeing that pile of instruments, scopes, and screens, I realized that the MPI had an unsung, uncredited hero: the TG. 
 The TG was founded by Peter Wittenburg, a German electronics engineer who was the MPI’s third employee back in 1976. Well-funded, stocked with brilliant makers like Fischer, Wittenburg, and others, the TG made tools for language research that existed nowhere else: gesture tracking devices, eye trackers, devices for flashing pictures and words on screens. Sometimes the scientists came with their visions and needs, and the TG responded; most of the time Wittenburg’s team told scientists what was possible, then instructed them in using the technology. “We drove the scientists and their fantasies,” Wittenburg said. “We were mostly at the cutting edge of technology.”  
 One example: software for editing elements in the signals of recorded speech. “People wanted to extract the fundamental frequency of a recording or see the spectra of acoustic energy, so we started building software for fiddling around with the speech signal. You could ask, ‘what happens if you pull out the fundamental frequency and flatten it, can someone still understand the speech?’ People did all this kind of stuff,” Wittenburg said. 
 “People came here from MIT and other places,” said one of the TG engineers, a Dutchman named Johan Weustink, “and they were jealous of what we had.” Some of them begged to bring machines back to their home labs. At one point, Weustink moonlighted replicating instruments that he’d invented. Many scientists returned to MPI over the years to use the facilities, bringing with them ideas for experiments whose results were published in papers carrying the MPI name. In this way, the capacities of the TG became a crucial foundation of MPI’s reputation. 
 “The TG is often just viewed by the directorate as a service institution,” linguist Stephen Levinson (who had retired the year that I was there as the Director of the Language and Cognition department) wrote to me in an email, “but actually having technicians who can suggest new applications is incredibly valuable.” There are two ways to do science, Levinson said. “You can use tried and tested methods to slowly and surely get deep results on a broad front (the Napoleon strategy) or take a leap and see if you can get ahead of the competition by a technical or intellectual jump (the guerrilla warfare method). I think the MPIs are some of the few institutions that can afford to take the risky option.” 
 The deep pockets of the Max Planck Society gave the TG freedom to look over the technological horizon, whether in terms of data archiving or new experimental directions. On the same floor where Casillas beta-tested her green tent was a brand-new (at the time) virtual reality lab, which sported a treadmill for giving experiment participants the feeling they were moving, and three floors above are extensive wet labs for the brand-new Language and Genetics Department, which required the construction of a whole new wing. But early decisions by Wittenburg and Levelt about the structure of the TG also played an important role. Each of the four departments, even the genetics one, are served by one TG. As the current TG director Reiner Dirkmeyer explained, this forced scientists to remain connected to what others are doing, since they have to coordinate for the TG’s resources. At other MPIs where each department has its own technical support, Dirkmeyer said, the scientists are more isolated and less collaborative. This particular institute, as I heard over and over, prized its abilities in collaborative science, for which the TG is structurally necessary.
 Then, an amazing thing happened. Once I mentioned my interest in the institute’s material history, other scientists began pulling out hand-made objects, stimuli, and tools. One afternoon while I was visiting the office of linguist Mark Dingemanse (who is now a professor at Radboud University), I mentioned the stash of instruments in the basement. He jumped up and pulled out a photo album with a sample texture (a feather, a set of beads, sandpaper) on each page that he used to solicit descriptive words. Casillas also told me about the vests she sewed for kids to wear; the vests carry the recorders and cameras that the kids in each setting wear during the day. Conversations with scientists are so often about things you see but can’t touch (such as data, articles, or slides) that putting your hands on something is refreshing, especially when it’s been made by other hands. 
 Perhaps the most amazing discovery was about the time a TG invention went to space. Back in 1985, when the twenty-second mission of NASA’s space shuttle launched, it had onboard a camera installed in a set of goggles that had been designed and constructed by the TG. “That was crazy,” Peter Wittenburg remembered when I asked him about it. The goal of the experiment (devised by Levelt and a cognitive psychologist named Angela Friederici, who is now Director of the Neuropsychology Department at the Max Planck Institute for Human Cognitive and Brain Sciences in Leipzig, Germany) was to see how people described their physical orientation in zero gravity. One astronaut wore the goggles and floated free, spotted by the other astronaut (because the goggles blocked the vision), and described the location of several objects displayed through the camera. Everyone thought the frame of reference would be the body, because the body in zero-gravity loses its salience. 
 “What the brain uses is the only stable thing it has, which is the retinal field of the eye,” said Friedierici. That was the finding: “up” refers to the top of the individual’s visual field, not to the top of the body. Friederici said she had an uncharacteristically hard time publishing the results in a high-impact journal. 
 “We were not able to convince the reviewers this was something that was special and had never been done before,” she said. 
 After meeting all the protocols to get the experiment approved and the camera on board, was it worth it? “It was fun,” she said. “I learned something about weightlessness and medical issues. But if I had foreseen all the work, I wouldn’t have done this.” 
 As for the camera, Friederici keeps it on her desk. “It’s been sitting in my office here. It’s not dramatic. It’s a very tiny piece. It’s been sitting here without even people asking about it.” 
 Marisa Casillas, of course, is an astronaut of sorts too, one of a small group of young scientists braving fieldwork in hard-to-reach places to find out how children are socialized into languages in cultural contexts unlike our own. “If you’re going to talk about how kids get language as a cognitive phenomenon or social phenomenon,” she said, “it doesn’t make sense to assume that the contexts from our world apply everywhere, because we already know that they don’t.” 
 To do this, she’s outfitted herself with so many skills, in computational methods and data analysis and vest-sewing and Tseltal and Yélî Dnye, she’s like Mark Watney (the fictional astronaut, played by Matt Damon in The Martian). Her ambitions are moonshot-sized. “If I had infinite money and an infinite army of language developmentalists,” she said, “I would be building a body of data and comparing things across languages, but I would also look for diverse maximally diverse language families, say five of them. You have the Mayan family already, but you can also look at the languages of South America, Bantu languages, and a couple of others. With a new generation of psycholinguistically trained people like me, you would have an amazing opportunity to look within each family at how kids are acquiring the languages, what are the significant cultural variables in terms of caregiving and linguistic upbringing for these kids compared to others, and also how they vary within each community and across all the communities that use those languages.” She stopped and took a breath. “That would be the ideal way to solve this non-WEIRD problem. It just requires 25 long term fieldwork projects.” She laughed. 
 Her very initial results from Tseltal children suggest that they, too, acquire language just fine, despite the fact that adults don’t talk to them directly very often. Someday all this will be inevitably boiled down into website headlines calming down middle-class parents in industrialized countries from obsessing about ways to shape the cognition of their children. Just as inevitably, so will the memories of the heart rate receiver with the blinking LED, the handsewn vests, and the green and orange tents, like landing pods in jungly places, fade. Only a few people will know how they were used or who made them, and no one will remember to bring them out of the basement.
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		Discovering China's linguistic riches (Science, 2009)

								

	
				Dozens of previously unknown languages emerge from a remote corner of China.
  
 After a long day in the field deep in the mountains of southwestern China, close to the border with Vietnam, retired environmental health professor Gary Shook was surprised to meet another American, Jamin Pelkey, staying in the same government guesthouse. The two exchanged pleasantries.
 “I’m collecting tiger beetles,” explained Shook, who had found four new species in the region. “What about you?” “I’m collecting new species of languages,” replied Pelkey, a graduate student at La Trobe University doing fieldwork for his dissertation.
 In 2006, Pelkey and his wife were gathering linguistic data in 41 villages in a 100,000 square kilometer area of Yunnan province. Over the course of a year, they drove 15,000 kilometers across the rugged terrain in a jeep. At the end, Pelkey had identified 24 languages associated with the Phula ethnic group, 18 of which had never been defined scientifically before. Until Pelkey’s work, these languages had been invisible because their speakers are lumped together under a single ethnic label, the Yi, which is officially considered to have one language.
 At a time when hundreds of languages are disappearing because children don’t learn them and adults don’t speak them, it may seem surprising that many existing languages have never even been named (though they are not “new,” especially not to the people who speak them). Yet there are potentially hundreds of undiscovered languages in China, Burma, the Amazon, and elsewhere, linguists say. Pelkey’s 24 are listed for the first time this month, in the latest edition of the Ethnologue, an authoritative world-wide gazetteer of languages maintained and published by SIL International, a nonprofit based in Dallas, Texas. This newest edition of Ethnologue lists 6,909 living languages from 156 countries, including 83 “new” languages from 19 countries.
 Pelkey’s new entries are the most from any single country. China is “one of the last places on earth where there are large numbers of unreported and undescribed languages,” says linguist David Bradley of La Trobe University in Australia, who also works in Yunnan. The reasons have to do with geography, history, and politics. Bradley speculates that Yunnan alone may have over 150 languages, and Western and Chinese linguists are now surveying the region more thoroughly.
 “In the last few years, there’s been very much a heightened interest [by Chinese] in their diversity and a desire to study and work on language maintenance,” says linguist Arienne Dwyer of the University of Kansas.
 Yet this interest in linguistic diversity sometimes conflicts with the notion of a multiethnic but unified Chinese state. “The reason that language is particularly sensitive is that, in southwestern China, language was the principal way of categorizing people,” says Thomas Mullaney, a Stanford historian.
  
 Language lumping
  
 How can there be so many undiscovered languages in one region? One reason is the remoteness of villages. “Yunnan has so many mountains, and transportation was so limited before the Communists started building roads, and ethnic groups have been proliferating for so many centuries there,” Pelkey says, “the astonishing thing would be to walk in to the situation and find only a few dozen languages.”
 Yunnan is most identified by the colorfully embroidered clothes and quilted hats of the non-Han ethnic groups who have called the mountains and lowlands home for thousands of years. Because their languages were rarely written down, linguistic change went unchecked. Local and imperial governments had little interest in languages, leaving them uncounted.
 Centuries of isolation widened the gap between varieties descended from the same parent tongue. Today the 500 speakers of Alo Phola can’t understand speakers of sister-language Phola, spoken less than 8 kilometers away, says Pelkey. One of Pelkey’s main criteria for judging language separateness is “mutual intelligibility,” or how well speakers of different varieties are able to understand each other. Among speakers of the 24 Phula languages, mutual intelligibility is so low that if they ever got together, they would have to communicate in a regional variety of Mandarin, Pelkey says.
 Many Chinese languages are being described only now in part because a tradition of lumping ethnic groups together has masked the extent of the diversity. Chinese social scientists of the 1930s and 1940s streamlined the number of ethnic minority groups, which were based mainly on language.
 “The logic was, ‘It does no one any good to have an ethnic group of 100 people,'” says Mullaney.
 In the 1950s, about 50 surveyors spent 6 months in Yunnan and divided a population of 2 million into 20 official groups, even though 212 ethnic group names had been discovered. In 1991, China permanently froze the number of recognized ethnic nationalities, known as minzu, at 56: the majority Han plus 55 minority groups, 25 in Yunnan. Until the 1980s, it was forbidden to suggest that China had more than 55 languages, Bradley wrote in 2005 in the International Journal of the Sociology of Language. “Any additional linguistic entities had to be classified as ‘fangyan’ ” Fangyan, though often translated as “dialect,” refers more specifically to “a language spoken in a specific area,” or a “topolect,” in contrast to yuyan, or an autonomous language.
 This legacy has led to some disagreement between Chinese and western linguists over what counts as a language. “We are very strict, while foreign researchers are very loose,” says Sun Hongkai, a Chinese linguist at the Chinese Academy of Social Science in Beijing. Sun began doing fieldwork in 1953 in Sichuan and Yunnan, and has helped identify 19 languages. He promotes a method different from that of Western linguists, saying that the boundary between a language and a dialect should be determined by comparing grammatical patterns, vocabulary, and sound rules. If they are similar, the varieties are dialects of the same language. Other Chinese scholars add that varieties that come from the same parent language and have the same writing system must be fangyan, not yuyan, and reject mutual intelligibility as unscientific. Using such criteria, the roughly 230 European languages would be fangyan of a handful of separate languages. Chinese linguists “are still constrained by political realities as well as the traditional macro-categories imposed by the Han Chinese majority on their minorities,” says Bradley.
 For example, in a 2008 report to UNESCO of endangered languages in China, Sun listed a single language for the Yi minzu. Although some of Pelkey’s Phula languages are actually endangered, they cannot be identified as such because the Yi officially have only one language, so it may be harder to target them with revitalization resources.
 All the same, since the 1980s Chinese linguistic diversity has become an open secret, and Chinese researchers have become freer to identify new languages as yuyan, says Bradley. In 1992, Sun helped establish an Academy project on new languages, for example. Overall, Chinese linguists have identified a total of 134 languages, and the 80 identified in the last 25 years are called yuyan, not fangyan.
 The Chinese have also opened their doors to foreign researchers such as Pelkey, who studied under Bradley. In 2005, Pelkey joined SIL, the world’s biggest player in describing minority languages SIL has a Christian goal: it describes and analyzes languages to aid in Bible translation and literacy projects. In the past, a Christian organization might have had difficulties in China, but such survey work has been encouraged recently because it helps the government provide education in mother tongues and coordinate language revitalization efforts, Pelkey says. Pelkey did his research using his affiliation with SIL, which has been registered as an NGO in Yunnan since 2004. Pelkey stayed three to five days at a time in Yunnan villages, interviewing 10 or so local people. Using a list of 1200 words, he would say a word in southwestern Mandarin Chinese and show a picture of the object, then record people saying the word in their language. On breaks he recorded people telling stories and played recordings of people from other villages in order to determine mutual intelligibility.
 Originally, Pelkey had hypothesized that the languages associated with the Phula ethnonym were related to each other. They are all tonal languages, have a default subject-object-verb word order, and very simple word structure. However, he found that although they have the same ancient ancestry, they’re not siblings or even distant cousins. Using a distance matrix, a tool from evolutionary biology that is new to historical linguists, Pelkey determined that Azha (spoken by 53,000 people) and Pholo (spoken by 30,000), don’t share the recent ancestry of the other 22 Phula languages. These two would not be fangyan even by Chinese criteria. The speakers of all these languages have been subsumed under the Yi minzu.
 For some communities, linguistic description and discovery is welcomed, but others are uncomfortable with losing traditional affiliations, linguists say. In Sichuan province, Bradley says, speakers of 20 to 25 languages in the Tibetan minzu strongly reject any claim that they’re anything but Tibetan, so don’t want separate languages to be identified as such.
 The 24 new Phula languages included in Ethnologue have now acquired something of an official status internationally, since they have been assigned identification codes by the International Standards Organization (ISO). Such language codes are used in software, digital archives and library collections and are an official recognition that a speech variety meets ISO’s definition of a “language.” It remains to be seen how the Chinese government will react to this recognition. Says Mullaney, “When people start to talk about there being new languages out there, it really starts to pull the thread out of this idea that there are a set number of minzu.”
 Pelkey hopes a discussion will ensue. “You start out with assumed categories, then you find a lot of diversity inside them, and then you use a scientific approach to modify your understanding,” he says. “The two don’t have to be in dissonance, and they don’t have to be in consonance, either.” Otherwise, defining a language invites so much controversy, discovering species of beetles looks like a walk in the park.
  
 This piece was first published in Science, April 17, 2009.
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		Holy grammar, Inc. (Search, 2009)

								

	
				Linguists often rely on missionary work and translations of the Bible to fund their work. Is that relationship getting too close for comfort?
  
 One Sunday in mid-May, in a damp little church in a working class neighborhood in Lowell, Massachusetts, Paul Lewis, a linguist and a missionary visiting from Texas, stood at the pulpit with two books, and from the more familiar one launched into his guest sermon by reading a story. “Now the whole world had one language and a common speech,” begins the Babel story in the Book of Genesis, which ends with God’s multiplication of languages: “That is why it is called Babel—because there the Lord confused the language of the whole world.”
 Often read as depicting a punishment from God, the Babel story has another interpretation, said Lewis, who has a PhD in linguistics from Georgetown University. It’s a creation story. God created diverse tribes and tongues because he wanted “a whole orchestra of voices.” Why? To worship and glorify him more completely, Lewis explained. “That person who speaks a different language is an expression of God’s glory.”
 The implication was clear: God doesn’t want everyone on the planet speaking the same language, even if that same diversity of languages creates a bottleneck for access to the Bible. Of 6900 languages on the planet, Lewis said, only 2,749 have some portion of Scripture. Under 1200 have a complete New Testament, and around 800 languages have only portions. Only about one-third of the world’s languages are written down. Lewis tracks statistics like these for SIL International, a Christian language research organization in Dallas, Texas, where he oversees and edits a huge 1290-page reference guide to the world’s languages, called the Ethnologue. At the end of his sermon, he hoisted the book. “We focus on collecting statistics to update the numbers of languages to help us stay abreast of changes, so that we can plan as an organization and so that we can serve others.”
 Lewis was in Lowell thanking them for their financial support. He and his wife, Adalee, are headed to Malaysia next fall, where she’ll give counseling to missionaries, and he’ll consult with teams of Bible translators and oversee Ethnologue. The congregation knew that Lewis doesn’t translate Bibles himself—members of SIL survey languages, record them, analyze grammars, and design technologies, all in support of Wycliffe Bible Translators, SIL’s sister organization. He didn’t tell the congregation that the linguistic bottleneck to the Bible will resolve itself over the next century, when half the world’s languages are said to become extinct. Instead, he promoted the science. “It’s important for us to know [linguistic diversity] in a scientific and academic way and use the best skills God has given to us,” he said. And he promoted evangelism. “It’s not enough to have a Bible in your language,” he said. “It needs to move to the stage where you fall in love with the word of God and the god of the word.”
 The audience was sparse—19 adults, 9 teenagers, and a half-dozen children. During the offertory, the ushers had to ferry the golden collection plates around two or three empty pews at a time. After the service, the missionaries and the congregation ate roast beef sandwiches and pudding parfait at folding tables in the church basement. This time-worn ritual of church life seemed divorced from any kind of scientific pursuit. The truth is, in the last 70 years, damp little evangelical churches like this one have poured money into SIL and Wycliffe. In 2004, SIL reported income of $38 million dollars and assets of $122 million. In 2005, it reported income of over $41 million, and in 2006, $39 million.
 With decades-worth of this kind of money, American evangelicals have built an extensive language research infrastructure which extends far beyond the mission world and dwarfs anything that governments, academia, or industry has been able to assemble. SIL has achieved this in large part by persuading ordinary American Christians that little, far-off languages matter. Those Christians probably speak only English, and will never meet the people who speak those exotic languages. Yet they’ll pay to dispatch scientists to record and analyze them, as long as the ultimate goal is establishing churches.
 SIL was founded in 1934 by Cameron Townsend, an California missionary who wanted to offer linguistics training to Bible translators during summer-long sessions (SIL stands for “Summer Institute of Linguistics”). On trips to Guatemala, Townsend had realized the ludicrousness of giving Spanish Bibles to Indians who didn’t speak or read Spanish. Early on, he was joined by some serious linguistic scholars, Kenneth Pike and Eugene Nida, who had credentials and ties to a world of academic respectability.
 “Early on, this fledgling program was greeted with a lot of respect from the linguistics world,” says William Svelmoe, a historian at St. Mary’s College in Indiana and Cameron Townsend’s biographer. “Kenneth Pike was getting connected with all these big names in linguistics, who were fascinated by the project and just interested in the fact that here we had a bunch of people who were actually going to get out and do the grunt work.”
 Since then, thousands of trained missionary linguists have been dispatched around the world to survey and document languages, write grammars, design alphabets, and build literacy. Others train and manage local translation teams. Yet others design linguistic analysis software and computer fonts for languages too small for commercial developers to bother with. SIL/Wycliffe have spin-off companies, such as the Jungle Aviation and Radio Service, which had annual revenue of nearly $11 million in recent years. All SIL members pitch to churches for financial support.
 What drives ordinary folks to give money is no less complex than what drives missionary linguists. Where they connect to each other is the Great Commission, where Jesus charged his disciples to preach to every nation. Another point of connection is from accounts of Pentecost, when the Holy Spirit allowed each person in a polyglot assembly to understand the preaching in his or her own language. Wycliffe has long argued that people need to hear preaching in their mother tongue, deemed the “heart language.” Conversion deals with “heart concepts,” which need to be communicated in the “heart language.”
 Another motivation was the millennial notion that when the gospel message had been preached to every tribe and tongue, then Christ would return for a thousand-year reign. This was more relevant a century ago, Svelmoe says, “but it would be vastly overstating things to say that current missionaries are motivated by such goals.” Svelmoe grew up in the Philippines, the child of SIL linguists, Gordon and Thelma, who translated the Bible into the Mansaka language. “Even in [missionaries’] private lives, such a goal would be way down the list. Saving people from hell would rank much higher, even with old time missionaries. Obeying what they feel is God’s call on their lives would probably be uppermost in their minds.”
 Paul Lewis said he’s motivated by the notion that God created the world, which “accounts for the order in the universe (which can be studied scientifically) and which helps us understand where we are going, which the Bible calls ‘a new creation’.” Because history is an unfolding of a plan which has an endpoint, the sort of science that he does isn’t “an endless re-description of what can be observed.” Rather, the science is a tool for realizing that new creation.
 Along with the Babel story, the focus on “heart language” translates most easily into scientific projects. How many “heart” languages are there? Since Ethnologue’s first edition in 1951, which was ten mimeographed pages listing 40 languages, the number of known languages has jumped as more linguists took to the field. “At first, the idea was to say where languages don’t have a Bible translation,” said Barbara Grimes, who edited the atlas from 1967 to 2000. “But we thought we had to say what languages have something. If you heard of a language and looked it up in Ethnologue and it wasn’t there, you didn’t know why it wasn’t there.”
 In 1971, Grimes and her husband, Joseph Grimes, a linguistics professor at Cornell University, extended the survey from small languages to all languages in the world. What emerged was just how daunting the linguistic bottleneck was. “In 1950, when we joined SIL, we were telling each other, maybe there are about 1000 languages, but nobody really knew,” Grimes said. In 1969, Ethnologue listed 4,493 languages; in 1992, the number had risen to 6,528 and by 2000 it stood at 6,809. The 16th edition lists 6,909 languages. The true number is like a horizon; the more sophisticated the surveys become, the more languages they turn up. For instance, Ethnologue now lists 121 deaf sign languages, as well as 18 previously undescribed languages from Yunnan Province in China.
 Because of its global scope, Ethnologue has emerged as the authoritative source for language information for academics, policy makers, governments, and technology designers. Critics still point out numerous errors, a legacy of having such a massive project run for so long by two people. Now, Ethnologue editors incorporate corrections from non-SIL linguists; Lewis said the 16th edition, which was published in the spring of 2009, required 60,000 substantive changes.
 But Ethnologue wasn’t the only secularly relevant enterprise to emerge from SIL’s evangelical roots. Each language in the Ethnologue receives a unique three-letter ID code (English is “eng”). In 2006, these codes were adopted by the International Standards Organization as metadata tags used in information storage and retrieval systems and software. (Without an ISO code, it’s impossible for a language to get its own Wikipedia version.) The codes also form the backbone of the Open Language Archive Community, a set of technical standards that allow linguists to collect and swap language data via the web; it, too, has been architected with significant SIL input.
 The list of SIL contributions goes on and on: software tools for fieldworkers, fonts and keyboard schemes; fieldwork procedures and standards for documenting languages; and theoretical discoveries on pronoun systems and syntax. By 1978, there were 95 SIL linguists with PhDs. In 2007, three of 14 fellowships from the National Science Foundation for documenting endangered languages went to linguists from SIL. 
 For decades, the partnership between SIL and academic linguists seems to have gone smoothly. (Among anthropologists and indigenous activists, the ride was rougher, but that’s a different story.) SIL got access to academic legitimacy; linguists bracketed the evangelical engine that drives SIL because they got access to data and tools. As James Matisoff, a professor emeritus of linguistics at the University of California at Berkeley put it, “I have very mixed feelings about missionaries, but you have to admit that some of them are very good scholars.”
 However, a younger generation of linguists are beginning to feel uncomfortable with that bracketing. They’re noting how much SIL’s faith-based science has gotten woven into the DNA of their discipline. The big question isn’t whether or not faith and science are compatible. It’s whether science can ever produce as much knowledge than faith—and make it as meaningful.
  
 §§§
  
 Until the late 1950s, living among indigenous groups, collecting their stories, and describing their languages was perfectly acceptable work for linguistic scholars. All this changed in the 1960s, when the study of languages became more about brains and computation, not cultural groups. Establishing the new field of generative grammar, Noam Chomsky and his disciples revolted against the scientific assumptions of their elders, many of whom were fieldworkers. In the process, fieldwork became delegitimized.
 Fewer people went into the field because real language data wasn’t really necessary. Chomsky postulated an innate, uniquely human endowment called the “universal grammar” which could be dissected via a few languages—maybe only one. This didn’t last long, though. By the 1970s, information about exotic languages became relevant again, because it became clear that other languages possessed structures and patterns that the theory had to account for. Where did this data come from? SIL.
 Struggling to find real-world relevance, secular linguists arrived at their moral cause in the early 1990s: endangered languages. Sounding the alarm, University of Alaska at Fairbanks professor Michael Krauss, who studied Alaskan indigenous languages, made the well-known prediction that over half the world’s languages wouldn’t survive the next century. Some linguists embraced language documentation, then championed community-based projects for revitalizing languages. By the late 1990s, many linguistics departments offered field methods courses and even allowed graduate students to write descriptive grammars as doctoral dissertations, while goverments (the US, the UK, the EU, and Japan among them) began to fund endangered language projects.
 Out in the field, though, linguists had some surprises. In 1997, Lise Dobrin (now an assistant professor at University of Virginia) went to a village in Papua New Guinea to study a grammatical construction in Arapesh, a language that Ethnologue reports has 4335 speakers. Dobrin quickly discovered that people weren’t using the language, and she became more fluent in the vernacular than local children, “and not because I’m a good language learner, by the way,” she says. She realized that she should try to document some of Arapesh, even though such training hadn’t been a part of her graduate work at the University of Chicago. After returning to the US in 1999, she began to think about her role as a documenter, “and how it was being construed by the people themselves and how what I had done was helpful to them and the world in any way,” she says. What were linguists working in endangered languages trying to gain for themselves? Were they commodifying languages?
 She also began to consider how much the presence of SIL saturated her years in Papua New Guinea. Her trip to the village was arranged through an SIL linguist, Bob Conrad, an Arapesh expert; on her initial arrival in the village, she stayed at an SIL guesthouse. All the published sources on Arapesh to that point were SIL publications. Back in the US she used Shoebox, SIL data analysis software, as well as SIL-produced fonts.
 An epiphany came at a 2005 conference on language documentation and values that she attended. She recalls that the linguistic records of Spanish priests in New Spain were being praised, which was a notable departure from the usual anti-colonial critique of Spanish destruction of indigenous cultures. Dobrin says she noticed SIL members in the audience, which went unremarked upon.
 “It’s this weird dissonance,” she says. “If we’re talking about values, why can’t we talk about how SIL is doing all these things?”
 In Papua New Guina, she had seen how Christian beliefs infused everything that SIL linguists did. “Before they would do anything, they would have to stop and pray. ‘We’re going on this trip, please God help us not run out of gas and the potholes not be too big, may the bridge not wash out before we get there and get back.’ It’s their world, and it suffuses everything they do, so the idea that you could be SIL and not be wearing your Christianity and your hopes for other people on their sleeve—I don’t believe that, given what I’ve seen.”
 At the end of the conference, she talked to a colleague, Jeff Good, who admitted to the same misgivings. He pointed out that linguistics was the only scientific discipline that relies on missionaries for data and infrastructure. “And I said, oh my god, we have to do something about that,” Dobrin says. “We have to actually say it out loud, and not just to each other in a whisper.”
 The result was a panel discussion at the Linguistic Society of America annual conference, titled “Missionaries and scholars: The overlapping agendas of linguists in the field.” Speakers had a variety of perspectives on SIL, including historian Svelmoe and linguists Patience Epps, Courtney Handman, Ken Olson (who is a member of SIL), Dan Everett (a former member of SIL, now a critic), Good, and Dobrin. A collection of essays from the panel will be published in the field’s flagship journal, Language, in September of 2009.
 As the new moral imperative to help small communities save their languages evolves, the easy partnership between missionaries and linguists is probably over. Dobrin says that the older generation’s accommodation of SIL is no longer acceptable. “I’d rather be debating SIL’s role than pretending that it doesn’t exist,” she says. She acknowledges that academic linguists have made themselves dependent on SIL—and on damp little evangelical churches across America—because they’ve ceded jobs they consider beneath them.
 Academic linguists are beginning to develop resources of their own, but these efforts are scattered, underfunded, and vulnerable to shifts in the economy. In 2005 and 2006, the partnership between the National Science Foundation and the National Endowment for the Humanities gave $9.4 million to help document dozens of languages, about half of them in the Americas. In 2007, this money became a permanent line item in NSF’s budget. But a range of other projects have been scaled back or postponed in the current economic climate. 
 Even with lots of money, academic linguists won’t succeed until they figure out a good answer to the question, Why should ordinary people who speak English, Spanish, Hindi, French, Mandarin Chinese, or any other majority languages of the world care about languages they’ve never heard of?
 Though secular linguists say that Christianization of non-Western cultures is unethical, evangelical churches have the more productive answer for endangered languages. As Paul Lewis told his audience that morning in Lowell, 2300 more language projects need to be started, “but that’s not the only thing that needs to happen.” He thanked them for their prayers and financial support, and it was as if those people had personally helped bring Jesus to those places. In September, he’ll be off to Malaysia, helping a Christian vision of history unfold. If secular linguists want to build a research agenda that can compete with SIL’s, they’re going to have to do a better job of arguing the same.
  
 This piece was first published in Search, August 2009.
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		Studying an emerging sign language won’t kill it (Mosaic Science, 2019)

								

	
				Connie de Vos was sitting on her hands. It was 2006, her first stay in the Balinese village of Bengkala, and visitors had come every night to her house, sitting on the floor of the front patio, eating fruit- or durian-flavoured candies and drinking tea. About eight to ten people were there now, hands flitting in the shadows, chatting away in Kata Kolok, the local sign language: Where is the next ceremony? When is the next funeral? Who just died?
 Kata Kolok was created in Bengkala about 120 years ago and has some special features, such as sticking out your tongue to add ‘no’ or ‘not’ to a verb. And unlike American Sign Language (ASL), in which people move their mouths silently as they sign, you also smack your lips gently, which creates a faint popping sound, to indicate that an action has finished.
 “If you walk through the village at six, people start to take their baths, getting ready for dinner,” De Vos recalls. “You can hear this sound—pah pah pah—all through the village.”
 A graduate student at Radboud University in the Netherlands at the time, De Vos had come to Bengkala to be the first linguist to map Kata Kolok’s grammar and list all of its signs. At that time, she says, it was “kind of untouched”, having emerged in an isolated community with a relatively high number of deaf people. Like similar ‘village sign languages’ that were starting to be identified in the 2000s, it was rich research material. She knew that being first to describe it would be a feather in her cap.
 But studying any phenomenon risks changing it. Archaeologists know that breathing inside an ancient tomb can raise its humidity, while zoologists attracting wild chimpanzees with food have to hope it doesn’t alter the politics of the troop.
 Very young languages offer an opportunity to see how languages emerge and evolve—and therefore what the origin of all languages might have been like. But some linguists have wondered how pure these circumstances really are. They worry that studying one of these sign languages—which may have only a handful of users—introduces an outside influence that could alter its development.
 So De Vos was sitting on her hands—deliberately not using signs from other languages—when she was in Bengkala. If there was any chance that she had changed the course of Kata Kolok, her research would be less valid, and its relevance to learning about the natural evolution of languages diminished. The only problem is that shielding a language like Kata Kolok for scientific benefit might not actually be in the best interests of the community that uses it.
 “Each of these communities is like a natural experiment. With our modern human brains, if you were to develop a language right now, what would it look like?” asks De Vos, who is now an assistant professor of linguistics at Radboud University. “We have an opportunity to see multiples of those instances happen, and that’s really valuable.”
 From Ban Khor, a sign language in Thailand, to Adamorobe in Ghana, linguists have described about two dozen such languages and suspect that many more exist. There are various names for them. Some researchers call them ‘young’ or ‘emerging’ languages, especially when the focus is on how they’re evolving. Others call them ‘village’ or ‘micro’ sign languages, which reflects the size and isolation of the communities where they spring up. A less frequent but no less apt term is ‘shared’ sign languages, because they’re often used by deaf and hearing people alike.
 They tend to arise in geographically or culturally isolated communities with an unusually high prevalence of deafness, often because of marriages between cousins. In such places, formal education isn’t commonly available and there’s no access to the national sign language, so over years or decades people have invented signs and ways to combine those signs.
 Used by so few people, these fragile languages are endangered as soon as they appear. Someone else more rich and powerful is always eager to get rid of them or tell the signers to use some other language instead. Sometimes those powerful forces are deaf associations that look down on all things rural and remote.
 And because the signers don’t always agree which signs mean what or how to use them, these languages can seem wobbly and half-baked. They’re undoubtedly languages in their own right, however, given that signers have used them their whole lives for everyday communication.
 Studies of these languages have already revolutionised what was thought about sign languages. For instance, it was assumed that all sign languages, big or small, use the space around the body to represent time in the same way. The past is located behind the signer’s body, the present right in front and the future further in front. But village sign languages often do things differently: Kata Kolok, for example, doesn’t have a timeline at all.
 De Vos is quick to say that Kata Kolok speakers still think and talk about the future and the past. There are just no designated linguistic structures to talk about them other than, for example, referring to events the speakers all know about.
 Studying village sign languages clearly reveals much about how sign languages are unique. But because most of these village sign languages appear to be only 30 to 40 years old, enough for three generations’ worth of evolution, they also raise the extraordinary opportunity to witness the birth of a language in real time. Researchers can follow how linguistic structures like word order emerge and change from the first generation to those that follow. Are these changes innate to our human linguistic abilities or do they come from somewhere else?
 The opportunity to answer such questions has sparked interest in village sign languages among linguists, and the allure of ‘discovering’ a new language can be hard to resist.
 Given the high stakes, and the potential to exert unwanted influence on these fragile languages, researchers have been arguing for years about how to handle them.
 When Judy Kegl, a professor of linguistics at the University of Southern Maine, first encountered what later came to be called Nicaraguan Sign Language (or ISN, for Idioma de Señas de Nicaragua) in the mid-1980s, there was no precedent to follow.
 This language had been created around 1980, when deaf students at a school in the capital, Managua, used their linguistic intuitions to pull together signs they brought from home.
 From the beginning, Kegl says, she didn’t use ASL in her interactions with the students. “I made an effort to just use gesture. By using gesture and not using ASL, the students taught me; they really took on a role of teaching me. If I’d come using ASL, it wouldn’t have happened. If they didn’t see that my goal was to learn their language, they might not have taken me under their wing.”
 It was not her aim to preserve the language, but to ensure that the way it developed was the same as it would have been if she was not there. Referring to Star Trek, Kegl says she had a ‘prime directive’ policy: “You don’t come in and influence other cultural decisions with your own sense of what to do.”
 If people picked up ASL signs on their own, she wouldn’t stop them. But if contamination was going to happen, she says, “it wouldn’t come from us”.
 People outside the field have disagreed with this approach, suggesting it would be better to actively integrate these communities into the wider deaf culture, including teaching people more established sign languages. After Kegl’s work was featured in a 1999 profile of the emerging Nicaraguan Sign Language, Felicia Ackerman, a philosophy professor from Brown University, wrote a bitter critique.
 “Evidently, [Kegl] would rather kill the life prospects of these children, by leaving them unable to communicate with the outside world,” Ackerman wrote. (I asked Ackerman if she had changed her ideas; she did not reply.)
 For some linguists, the idea of a language popping out of nowhere was too neat—it gave ammunition to controversial theories about innate human abilities that seemed too convenient. Critics responded by wondering whether there may have been some early, unseen contact between the first generation of Nicaraguan signers and other sign languages. To avoid such suspicions, later linguists like Connie de Vos also hewed to the strict ‘prime directive’ approach.
 De Vos knew Bengkala wasn’t as isolated as other places, and wanted to avoid any hint of possible contamination. She had come knowing International Sign, British Sign Language and Dutch Sign Language, and didn’t want bits of those languages to slip out unawares.
 “I sat on my hands for the first couple of months, before I felt like I was ready to not use too many of my own signs,” she says. “I was trying not to influence them too much.” She was afraid that people might pick up her signs inadvertently, and that she then wouldn’t be able to claim that this was Kata Kolok’s natural evolution.
 This isn’t the only way to build a pure origin story—an alternative is to find a village sign language used in a truly isolated community.
  
 §§§
  
 In 2012, Rabia Ergin, a young Turkish student, was sitting in a graduate class at Tufts University. She’d come to the USA to study Turkish syntax, but all that was about to change. She and her classmates were discussing home sign—ad hoc collections of gestures invented by deaf people and their families. Did home sign count as a language, even if it didn’t have stable rules for making a question or indicating a verb?
 Ergin didn’t see what the big deal was. She told the others about her deaf family members back in Turkey who had invented a sign language, which everybody in their village used to communicate with them.
 Her classmates’ jaws dropped.
 Ergin had nonchalantly described a village sign language in an isolated community that no one else had ever heard about before.
 Shortly afterwards, she switched research directions to focus on this sign language, which she dubbed Central Taurus Sign Language, or CTSL. “The fact that I’m part of this community, that I grew up with this language, that gives the story some electricity,” Ergin tells me.
 When Ergin showed up to do her research, CTSL was in its third generation, which had added new structures to the language, including more fixed ways to indicate action. It was a rare, exciting time—she was getting to watch a language grow and change, and because the previous generations of signers were still alive, she could trace its development over time.
 It is still a young language, but she doesn’t think that makes it more vulnerable to her presence. She says it’s not like CTSL signers, especially the older generations, would be more prone to, say, adopt a timeline construction from another language. She sees people using CTSL for everything, without struggling at all to make themselves understood. “The language functions perfectly well,” she says.
 At the same time, the language is so loose that each individual has their own version of CTSL, which means that some aspects of the language are shared while others are improvised on the spot. It also means that signers shift what they do.
 And so even though CTSL arose in isolated circumstances, it’s now undergoing rapid changes.
 Ergin, now at the Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics, has been following a family of five, all of whom are deaf and CTSL signers, who moved to the neighbouring city of Anamur a couple of years ago. As a result of that move, their signing reflects the contact they’ve had with Turkish Sign Language and they no longer sign like the core CTSL group back in the village. One of Ergin’s cousins met a deaf man from another town and they got married; now her CTSL is changing.
 “That’s why I’ve been trying to collect as much data as I could before it’s too late,” Ergin adds.
 Another strategy has emerged that treats village sign languages in a wholly new way. Ulrike Zeshan, at the University of Central Lancashire in the UK, was the first linguist to treat them no differently from sign languages like ASL. In this strategy, village sign languages don’t have special status; they’re not seen as embryonic semi-languages that you’re obliged to watch or protect until they mature—you can compare them to other sign languages straight away.
 Only after this shift in thinking was it possible to see that some presumed ‘universals’ of sign languages were absent in village sign languages, and so weren’t universal after all. For example, something everyone had assumed to be universal was making the space in front of the body a stage and using the hands as puppets. In the sentence ‘The cow crossed the road in front of the car’, most sign languages would have a ‘cow’, a ‘road’ and a ‘car’ interacting in front of the speaker’s body.
 But in some village sign languages, the speaker isn’t a puppeteer standing outside of the action. In one Ghanaian sign language, the cow, the road and the car would be described from the perspective of the speaker. So linguists had to broaden their sense of what’s possible in a sign language.
 Linguists still had to behave responsibly, however. A few years ago, Zeshan and some colleagues decided to write an academic article full of advice for researchers who might stumble upon a village sign language.
 But they hit a snag when they considered researchers’ ethical responsibilities to the communities. What would research interest in a village sign language bring? Should they alert the authorities? What if the authorities then sent in hearing aids or some other technological intervention? Would they force a national sign language on the villagers? Such responses are considered deeply offensive from a Deaf worldview because they violate people’s bodily autonomy and threaten the local language.
 “We couldn’t agree on the ethical way of proceeding,” Zeshan says. Ultimately the team stopped working on the paper.
 Doesn’t that mean that science will miss out on undescribed languages? It does, she admits, but in her mind the ethical concerns outweigh the costs to scientific knowledge. “In a sense, it’s more immediately worse for your conscience if you can be responsible for a bad intervention [rather than] being responsible for something never being done,” she says.
 Without explicit ethical guidelines in place for linguists or anthropologists to follow, they’re left to decide for themselves how to manage interactions with other languages.
 But as the study of village sign languages has matured, researchers have found their individual impact on a language can be smaller than they fear. Sometimes they discover this only in the wake of a mistake.
  
 §§§
  
 In 2012, Lina Hou and Kate Mesh were researching Chatino Sign Language, a village sign language used in two small communities in Oaxaca, Mexico. Hou, now an assistant professor of linguistics at the University of California, Santa Barbara, is Deaf; Mesh, now at the University of Haifa in Israel, is not—but both are signers of ASL.
 “We started out only writing to one another to avoid using ASL in the community,” says Mesh, but the two slipped up. A lot.
 They couldn’t hide it—adult signers in the community noticed the foreign signs immediately.
 How did they react? “They thought [ASL signs] were amusing,” Mesh remembers, but she says they never used those signs other than to talk about what the two researchers had done. So she and Hou loosened up around adults, which made communication easier and didn’t affect Chatino signing.
 She inadvertently brought other aspects of ASL into her Chatino signing. One day, she was talking with a signer about a basketball contest in the village, in which the prize money came from contributions paid by the contestants.
 “Does everybody pay?” Mesh asked. Although she used Chatino signs, she used them with ASL grammar, signing the verb ‘pay’ two times in two different places in front of her body to indicate more than one person paying.
 Because Chatino signers don’t have this kind of construction, the man she was speaking to called over his wife, also a signer, and demonstrated what Mesh had done. He liked it, he said. But Mesh says she never saw him sign that way again, not with the verb ‘pay’ or any other verb. To Mesh, it indicated how impermeable signers can be.
 Every language has gaps, points out Marie Coppola, a linguist at the University of Connecticut. Even big spoken languages like English, Italian and Chinese do some things well and others not at all. Kinship terms in English aren’t very sophisticated, for example, and there’s always a list circulating on the internet about useful concepts for which English has no word.
 In most cases, the people who use those languages may not even recognise what their languages don’t allow them to do—and signers of small sign languages are no different. “All they know is that they have miscommunication, but that’s their whole life,” Coppola says. “They don’t have anything to compare it to.”
 Adults are particularly resistant to change, even to external solutions to communication problems they face. This is likely due in part to the challenges of learning new grammar patterns as we get older, though learning new vocabulary is less of a hurdle.
 But if, as Mesh discovered, individual outsiders have little influence on emerging sign languages, broad social and cultural trends most certainly do. As previously isolated communities become more connected, speakers adapt their sign languages, and some may even stop using them or passing them on.
 And the conditions of contemporary life are ever more hostile to small languages. When Connie de Vos went back to Bengkala in 2012, just six years after her first visit, a lot had changed. Several hundred tourists a year now come to see the signing village, and they pay for food and lodging or make donations to the village.
 This newfound wealth means everyone in Bengkala has a motorbike, which many use to work farther from the village—it also means younger men are more likely to marry women outside the community than before. Some deaf kids started attending a school where they learned BISINDO, the national Indonesian sign language. It’s hard to see how one researcher could have had anything like the influence of the changes resulting from the tourists. Ironically, many of these tourists are themselves deaf.
 Will Kata Kolok survive? The history of human language itself is littered with unique varieties that spring up, flourish and then wither. The example of another village sign language shows that for some, isolation from the outside world ensures their survival, and that active new strategies will be needed to keep them alive when that isolation disappears.
  
 §§§
  
 Uiko Yano is a lifelong user of Miyakubo Sign Language, which emerged on the Japanese island of Ehime-Oshima back in the 1920s or 1930s. Yano, a graduate student at Tsukuba University of Technology, is also the first linguist to look at the language through a scientific lens.
 She says a TV documentary about Kata Kolok reminded her of home because everyone there signs as well. “It’s a community where it doesn’t matter if you’re deaf or hearing, everyone just signs naturally, and that’s fairly rare,” she tells me through an interpreter.
 The originators of Miyakubo Sign Language were a group of about 15 people who worked on fishing boats. Because of that, the language never developed a numeral system that could express exact numbers over 30 or 40, nor round numbers over 200. Yano asked her father: “How would you say 225?”
 “We’d say more than 200,” he told her.
 “But if you had 223 bottles of juice,” she asked. “How would you say that?”
 “Why would anyone need that many bottles of juice?” he replied.
 Over the years, he and his siblings, all deaf, have been approached by deaf associations from the Japanese mainland, but they have rejected the contact, Yano says.
 “We’re not interested in fixing our sign language or being told we’re making mistakes in our own language,” her father told her. “If we matched their standards, we wouldn’t be able to talk to our grandparents.”
 For decades, the only way to get to the mainland was a ferry that ran several times a day, and people would gather to wait for it, talking and signing.
 Then, in 2004, a bridge opened from Ehime-Oshima to the mainland and the ferry service was halted. More people got access to the internet on computers and then smartphones. Marriages with people from other islands increased.
 While this meant the island’s population of about 7,000 people were more connected on the whole, deaf people using Miyakubo Sign Language became more isolated. No ferry meant no opportunity to meet and swap information; the internet reduced the need to ask each other for help; and when hearing people left the island for jobs, it reduced the overall number of signers on the island.
 There are around 15 deaf people on the island today. Yano likes to bring friends from Tokyo to introduce them to the place where she grew up, but it makes her aunt, who is in her 70s, sad. “When I look at you, it makes me lonely,” she told Yano, who asked her why.
 “Because when people from Tokyo come… we end up having to sign like them and help them understand,” she replied.
 The outside world intrudes on her peaceful, insular world. “Before, we could talk and understand freely, so we were able to share all the pleasures and pains of life. These days, no one knows the sign language. There are many sign words new to me, so I don’t even know what other deaf people are saying.”
  
 §§§
  
 When we think of a young person, we think of someone impressionable and not fully responsible for themselves. Young sign languages aren’t like that. They’re used by people who are practical, attached to what they know, and living their lives. Often, linguists’ concerns about unduly influencing an emerging sign language have to do with the language as an object of scientific interest, and are less connected to the experiences of the people who use it.
 But all human languages evolve as people come into contact with each other through trade, work, play and marriage. Words and even grammatical patterns can pass from one language to another. As the global village gets ever smaller, linguists are learning how to keep up with accelerating changes that influence the languages they study and also contribute to their development.
 Looking back, Connie de Vos admits she may have overreacted by not signing during those early nights on the patio.
 Later, she talked directly to people about the outside influences that could change their sign language. “It’s more about informing them and raising their awareness,” she says. There are deaf people all over the world, she would tell them, and they talk differently to how you do, and I’m interested in finding out the differences.
 Eventually, she helped to set up a school where children are educated in Kata Kolok.
 “Maybe I was overly careful at the beginning,” she says, although she also credits her commitment to initially working only in Kata Kolok with giving her access to local stories she might not have heard otherwise.
 One of those stories was an origin tale about why there is so much deafness in Bengkala. A couple desperate for a child made offerings at a cemetery for infants and fetuses, and a ghost living there gave them their wish. The ghost was deaf, and so the child was deaf too.
 Young sign languages desperately need young signers. On Ehime-Oshima Island, Yano’s hearing nephew is the youngest user of Miyakubo Sign Language. She doesn’t want him to be the last, and is still trying to figure out ways to help the language survive.
 “Do you feel like you have any responsibilities to the language?” I ask.
 She pauses, then begins signing. “People on the island don’t think much about Miyakubo Sign Language,” she says through the interpreter. “On the surface, it’s nothing special, but in our hearts part of us knows that it’s special, and we do want to hold on to it and not leave it.”
  
 This piece was first published in Mosaic Science, Feb 26, 2019.
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		The life and times of 'colorless green ideas sleep furiously' (Southwest Review, 2010)

								

	
				Colorless green ideas sleep furiously. Furiously sleep ideas green colorless.
 One of those sentences won’t be familiar to most readers, though the other one might, perhaps because it resembles other kinds of playful language nonsense (“Twas brillig and the slithy toves/Did gyre and gimble in the wabe”), or because it was glimpsed in a linguistics textbook (the field in which it flowered), or because someone was overheard defending its mumbo-jumbo, arguing that something can be colorless and green, and that ideas do sleep, and that they might do so furiously. Or perhaps you yourself tilted at these windmills, which aren’t minor, and if you did, you’re not alone. Quite a few people have been entranced by this sentence, quoted it, played with it, picked at its mysteries, and, more than anything, tried to neutralize its power, which, as with many sentences, is located as much in the circumstances of its creation and its author as in what it does and doesn’t say.
 On the banks of the Charles River, Cambridge, Massachusetts, in 1955, these two sentences got their start. Early on, one of the sentences had a lucky break. We’ll call her “colorless green.” She rose to such stardom that she inspires fiery passions even today.
 The second one? “Furiously sleep”? Ah, now, that’s a sadder tale.
 “Colorless green ideas sleep furiously” first appeared in page thirty-eight of a Harvard dissertation written by a then-unknown twenty-five-year-old linguist named Noam Chomsky, who was applying principles of mathematics and logic to the study of the structure of language. Here he is, arguing what sort of sentences a logical linguistics would study; should they be “meaningful?” “If we take ‘meaningfulness’ or ‘significance’ seriously,” he wrote, “I think we must admit that
 (2) I noticed a round square
 and
 (3) colorless green ideas sleep furiously
 
 are thoroughly meaningless and non-significant.” (On the digitized version of this document I have, someone had crossed out “I noticed a round square” and replaced it with “This is a round square.”) The next point would prove crucial for the direction of the linguistics revolution that emerged in the next decade. “But it seems to me that as a speaker of English, I would regard these in some sense ‘grammatical’ sentences and it can certainly be argued that the establishment of their non-significance falls outside the domain of grammar.”
 “Colorless green” next appeared (in print, anyway) in Chomsky’s first book, Syntactic Structures, in 1957, where it illustrated the same point as in the dissertation: a sentence’s form and its meaning aren’t the same thing. For linguists of the time, this was a significant distinction. What do you study? you might ask them. We study sentences, they’d reply. What sort of sentences? Well-formed sentences, grammatical sentences, they’d say. What’s a well-formed sentence? That’s easy, it’s one that means something. Well, consider “colorless green ideas sleep furiously,” which has all of its parts of speech in the right place but is utterly absurd. “Such examples,” Chomsky wrote in the 1957 book, “suggest that any search for a semantically-based definition of ‘grammaticalness’ will be futile.”
 In this second of its outings, “colorless green” wasn’t paired with “This is a round square,” but instead was teamed up with the same words, except arranged in a new sequence, “furiously sleep ideas green colorless.” Here was a sentence both ungrammatical and nonsensical as well as truly ill-formed. It was ugly and foolish; no sense could be made of it. That both contained the same five words not only enhanced Chomsky’s point but ensured that the two sentences had to appear together for the point to have any coherence. But this requirement was soon overlooked, and “colorless green,” better-looking from the start, went on to its glamorous career out on the town while “furiously sleep” stayed home.
 When I contacted Noam Chomsky by email a few years ago about the biography of these sentences, he gently rebuffed my questions. “I’ve been surprised, frankly, at the attention given to the two sentences, and would suggest that you not try to look too deeply into their significance, because there isn’t any,” he wrote.
 It’s a strange thing to say about the first examples you give in your two first major works, an opinion with which few others now agree. Certainly, the meaningless sentence isn’t socially meaningless. To many young linguists of the day, the appearance of “colorless green ideas sleep furiously” was a significant personal event. John Ross, an early student of Chomsky’s who now teaches at the University of North Texas, says Chomsky’s ideas were “as new and unexpected as a visitor from Mars,” while “colorless green,” as the book’s opening fusillade, “was a breath of fresh air.” For some linguists, the book and the sentence are inextricable in their memories. Paul Postal, now on the faculty at nyu, remembers encountering them in 1957, and Ray Jackendoff, another early student of Chomsky’s, in 1964. George Lakoff, now at Berkeley, first encountered “colorless green” in a homework problem in 1961 in his first linguistics class at MIT. “Colorless green” became the signpost of a personal intellectual epiphany.
 Not everyone was electrified so immediately though. In 1964, Bob King, now a professor of linguistics at the University of Texas at Austin, focused his doctoral work on the more venerable study of sound systems, or phonology, at the University of Wisconsin. Studying phonology at Wisconsin was a long way, geographically and intellectually, from MIT’s cutting-edge work on syntax, so Syntactic Structures really did seem to come from Mars. “One night, my roommate, who had been reading Chomsky, came out with the magic sentence,” King remembered. “We all sort of laughed and looked at him and each other. I decided then and there that if that is what syntax was, I would stick with phonology, and screw MIT.” Years later King would teach Chomskyan ideas, including “colorless green.” At the time, however, he admitted, “I didn’t grasp its significance.”
 Since then “colorless green ideas sleep furiously” has taken on a life of its own as a pop culture artifact, an import from the world of science joining Einstein’s brain, the periodic table, and the dna helix. It has been a quiz-show clue, the title of a play, at least two pieces of new electronic music, the name of Web sites, the title of a documentary about language, and a prompt in literary contests.
 As for the other sentence, “furious sleep ideas green colorless”? It was, frankly, invisible.
 “Colorless green” became such a cultural icon partly because it provided a quick handle on Chomsky’s work, what became known as transformational-generative grammar, which held out enormous promise for fields as diverse as computer science, psychology, applied linguistics, composition, and poetics. The sentence was an emblem of that promise. And as Chomsky became publicly more prominent (particularly with his protests against the Vietnam War), the sentence became the friendly public face of an otherwise abstruse academic field. A famous photograph shows a young Chomsky standing in front of a blackboard, the wacky sentence written across it like a slogan. By the late 1960s, “colorless green” had developed a cult following among linguists and non-linguists alike. It was perhaps the only linguistic datum to be printed on a bumper sticker, which circulated at a linguistic conference in 1968. It became Chomsky’s only contribution to Bartlett’s Familiar Quotations.
 It also gained a reputation in linguistics as the first sentence that was simultaneously grammatical and meaningless and used as evidence that syntax and semantics operate separately. That lore turns out to be wrong—those bragging rights actually belong to Lucien Tesniere, an obscure French syntactician who died in 1954 at the age of forty-five before his groundbreaking work, The Elements of Structural Syntax, could be published. Those who’ve heard of Tesniere accept that sometime in the 1930s he wrote this piece of structured nonsense: “Le silence vertébral indispose la voile licite,” or “The vertebral silence indisposes the licit sail.” But after Chomsky, the trope of comparing two sentences, both nonsensical, but one that made structural sense, became familiar. In 1967, for instance, William Epstein argued that sentences with low meaningfulness but high grammaticalness (such as “vapy koobs desaked the citar molently um glox nerfs”) was more easily memorized than one with low meaningfulness and grammaticalness (such as “koobs vapy the desaked um glox citar nerfs a molently”).
 Such developments did nothing to improve the fortunes of “furiously sleep ideas green colorless.” Nor, for that matter, did they keep a small army of compulsives, aficionados, parsers, and professional exegetes from spending decades unpacking the semantic puzzles of “colorless green,” almost as if they believed that Chomsky had put such puzzles in place. That, or they wanted to prove him wrong—the sentence is meaningful, people insistently argued. And its semantic labyrinths were too seductive, drawing out the poetic soul of hard-nosed science. How might a color be simultaneously present and absent? And can an abstract thing, an idea, sleep?
 “Colorless green” inspired dozens of poems, some of them paeans to nonsense, some of which make a more serious point. None are very good. Dell Hymes, a linguist and anthropologist who once taught at the University of Virginia, circulated his in 1958 when he was teaching at Harvard, in order “to show that [Chomsky’s] sequence of words could evolve into something with meaning,” he says.
 Hued ideas mock the brain,
 Notions of color not yet color,
 Of pure, touchless, branching pallor,
 Of invading, essential green
 
 The Russian linguist and literary critic Roman Jakobson tackled “colorless green” by smoothing out its semantic kinks as if it were already a poem. He interpreted the phrase “colorless green” as “pallid green,” and “sleep furiously” as “the frenzy of sleep.” “In its figurative sense,” Jakobson wrote, “the verb ‘sleep’ means ‘to be in a state like sleep, as that of inertness, torpidity, numbness,’ e.g., ‘his hatred never slept’; why, then, cannot someone’s ideas fall into sleep?”
 A poem by John Hollander titled “Coiled Alizarine” may be the best poem to strike at Chomsky’s claim that “colorless green” was meaningless. That’s so, Hollander argued, because it has no context; no sentence operates in a vacuum. From this insight came this poem:
  
 Curiously deep, the slumber of crimson thoughts
 While breathless, in stodgy viridian
 Colorless green ideas sleep furiously.
 
  
 Hollander lunched with Chomsky at Harvard’s Society of Fellows in the mid-1950s and read Syntactic Structures when it came out. “It had always amused me,” Hollander said via email, “that I understood why Chomsky chose ‘green’ to be the color-predicate that reacted in pure contradiction with ‘colorless’—red or brown would have been equally good, but some college freshman class, or simply some ready memory of Andrew Marvell’s great lines from ‘The Garden’: ‘Annihilating all that’s made/To a green thought in a green shade,’ must have been at work in his unconscious when framing the sentence.”
 Many years later, Hollander had a chance to ask Chomsky what had influenced him when he was writing “colorless green.” Chomsky denied any influences, and especially the connection to Andrew Marvell. “I would like to be able to claim that the example was suggested by Marvell’s line but in fact, due to my ignorance, it was not,” he wrote to Hollander, who now notes that Chomsky didn’t have to read Andrew Marvell to get the connection. As a teenager in the 1940s, Chomsky might have read a popular short story anthology that contained a story titled “Green Thoughts,” which was its own homage to Marvell.
 “Why these elementary examples took off and lived their separate lives I have no idea,” Chomsky wrote to me. “Many strange things happen in intellectual/academic circles.” Poets, fans, and onlookers have their own reasons for citing it. But “what they are doing has no significance with regard to the study of language,” he wrote.
 The professional career of “colorless green” provides a snapshot of the history of the study of language, because as its profile rose outside the discipline, linguists’ regard for it withered. Some rejected the sentence because they disagreed with Chomsky’s original point. “The example makes a tiny point,” Paul Postal told me. “It’s not worth one thousandth of the ink that has been wasted on it.” Another former student, George Lakoff, who eventually became a critic of Chomsky’s rejection of semantics, has roped “colorless green” into his own arguments. Actually, he argued, we can think of “colorless green” as grammatical because it’s conceptually well-formed. In his view, grammar and semantics are intertwined, a connection that he’s spent a career pursuing.
 Chomsky’s allies came to have little respect for “colorless green,” either. They call it uninteresting—its original point isn’t arguable, because of course grammar and semantics are separate. “Aside from being a memorable funny example, there’s nothing special to say about it,” Ray Jackendoff told me.
 To its credit, “colorless green” played a role in moving linguistics forward, even in a small way. Chomsky’s claim that “colorless green” was a well-formed sentence sparked a discussion about whether or not ordinary speakers could make reliable judgments about what sentence was “well-formed.” (Native speakers accept sentences along a spectrum of grammaticality, a discovery that was likely only possible after considering “colorless green.”) The sentence also inaugurated a rich, dizzying economy of example sentences that linguists trade back and forth, a professional pastime that has made a few other sentences semi-famous, such as “the horse raced past the barn fell,” (which illustrates a phenomenon called “gardenpathing”) and “every farmer who owns a donkey beats it,” (which illustrates an obscure problem of pronoun reference). Only “colorless green ideas sleep furiously” remains a true linguistic celebrity.
 Yet no solitary sentence used as an example in a paper or a lecture can tell you much of anything about language, even one as meaty as “colorless green.” “Language is sufficiently complex so that for a single example to show anything it must in general be related to a very specific and limited hypothesis,” said Paul Postal. Even related to a limited hypothesis, a single sentence is worthless, he added. “In general, examples take on maximum interest in bunches and via their interactions with each other,” he said.
 For example, a linguist might use an “ill-formed” sentence like “Who did Martha claim that was drunk?” as evidence for a property of English that bars moving the subject of the sentence (“who”) if the sentence also contains “that.” That evidence appears slim, however, if another linguist were to display a sentence with a similar structure: “Who did Martha think that under those conditions would win the race?” As a result, the two linguists might agree that the barring condition doesn’t exist, or should be phrased another way.
 This has to mean a happy ending for “furiously sleep,” doesn’t it? Without its contrast, “colorless green” would be meaningless. Linguistic examples like these have to come in pairs; otherwise, establishing the salient, necessary contrast would be impossible, especially in the broadly structuralist paradigm of modern linguistics. Without the linguistic counterpoint “furiously sleep” provides, “colorless green” might seem merely cute, or like Lucien Tesniere’s example, needlessly Dada. And the discipline it supported wouldn’t have been a science.
 As it turns out, “furiously sleep” wasn’t entirely fanless. A scant few of them, but fans nonetheless. In a 1961 letter to Dell Hymes, Angus McIntosh, a linguist at the University of Edinburgh, presented not one, but two, poems containing “furiously sleep.”
 “When I read Chomsky, it once occurred to me that Colorless green ideas may well sleep furiously, and I was not willing to accept his statement that the sentence was nonsensical. However, I left this one alone,” McIntosh wrote to Hymes. “Turning to the next one, I could not entirely accept that it was even ungrammatical, and so I wove it into a poem.” One of the poems is titled, “Nightmare I.”
 Madly awake am I
 glued to that dark peephole of the mind
 where passing thoughts are sifted, thoughts that themselves
 rush past the mind’s window
 wildly moving in their drugged stupor.
 Tortured my mind’s eye at its small peephole
 sees through the virid glass
 the endless ghostly oscillographic stream.
 Furiously sleep ideas green colorless.
 Madly awake am I at my small window.
 
 This piece was first published in the Southwest Review, 2010.
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		Metaphor and myth (Texas Observer, 2001)

								

	
				Given that language and politics are so linked, it’s remarkable that linguists and political professionals rarely mingle. So when George Lakoff, a Berkeley linguist, traveled to Austin for a day-long meeting with Democratic political consultants back in August, he was anxious. “I’m the novice,” he said at the time. “They know their candidate, they’ve been around for years.” Lakoff was being a little demure–it was hardly his first foray into electoral politics and public affairs. Lakoff’s no stranger to rhetorical battles, either; he survived fierce infighting among linguists in the late 1960s and 1970s; he later helped shape a popular discipline called cognitive linguistics. And his 1996 book, Moral Politics, applies cognitive linguistics to the political world.
 Lakoff is the Democrats’ next tool for securing a portion of Texas’ two million Hispanic votes in 2002. Back in June, Glenn Smith, a political consultant, invited Lakoff to Texas for a mini-seminar to discuss how Democrats can use the Hispanic family as a model of political centrism. But by August, the election cycle had swung into gear, making the meeting a strategy session with definite outcomes. One result of this timing put Lakoff, a self-described pragmatic progressive, in the position of indirectly advising a more conservative Democrat, gubernatorial candidate Tony Sanchez, whose advisers were in attendance–Smith now worked as Sanchez’s campaign manager, speechwriter Kelly Fero was a spokesperson for the Democratic ticket, and Michelle Kucera, a former staffer for Tipper Gore, had replaced Robin Rorapaugh as Sanchez’s communications director. Also present were consultants Dave Gold, James Aldrete, Jeff Crosby, and Marge Becker. To Lakoff it didn’t matter that Sanchez is a Democrat when it’s pragmatic, rather than a pragmatic progressive. “As far as I can tell, he’s not my perfect candidate,” admitted Lakoff, who hadn’t met the multi-millionaire from Laredo. “But he’s so much better than the other guy.”
 Ambitions like Lakoff’s require years to bloom. Getting a political party to communicate its values is a long-term, national project. “It took [the Republicans] thirty years and millions of dollars to do it,” Lakoff said.
 “We have,” Smith replied, “fourteen months.”
  
 §§§
  
 How Lakoff got into politics–and what he has to offer Democrats in Texas—is an odd story that properly starts with a rainstorm in 1978. One day in class, a young female student interrupted Lakoff, who was starting to discuss the assigned reading.
 “I can’t do this today,” she said, “I’ve got a metaphor problem with my boyfriend.” She’d come into class late, weeping and drenched from the rain. (The rain is salient, Lakoff says, because at first they tried to pretend that her tears were raindrops.) As everyone listened, she related how her boyfriend had told her that their relationship had “hit a dead end.” Puzzled, she asked her classmates for help interpreting the comment.
 So professor and students listed expressions in which love is conceived as a journey. We’re spinning our wheels. It’s been a long bumpy road. We can’t continue this way. In each case, lovers are travellers; the relationship is a vehicle; the common life goals are destinations, and the difficulties are obstacles. At the newly discovered generalization, Lakoff was ecstatic. They’d discovered a widely shared cultural conception about love.
 “I don’t care about your generalization,” the woman said. “My boyfriend is breaking up with me. He’s thinking in terms of these metaphors.”
 Happily, the weeping student is married now, the chair of a linguistics department somewhere in the West. Lakoff won’t name her, yet everything he’s written since 1978 is an attempt to make sense of her comment. How can you “think in terms of a metaphor,” especially when the entire tradition of Western philosophy says you can’t? According to the classical conception, a metaphor works by imagination, not logic, and it’s simply a renaming when, for instance, you call an argument a “war of words.” For Lakoff, metaphors are deeper. They underpin all language, all culture, and all thought, and in his books he’s argued, to paraphrase William James, that it’s metaphors all the way down. The statement, “argument is war,” isn’t just a more colorful renaming; we treat as real its consequences, for instance, that arguments have winners and losers, that shouting is tolerated, that defections, betrayals, and subterfuge are expected. And while some metaphorical underpinnings are common across cultures–for instance, the conception of the future as physically in front of us–others are culturally specific. Only in Dyirbal, an Australian aboriginal language, is there a category containing words that have something to do with women, fire, and dangerous things (the title, by the way, of Lakoff’s most popular book).
 As a result, the theory goes, you can uproot a group’s metaphors in order to understand the conceptual framework with which they order the world. In 1994, Lakoff looked at the G.O.P’s Contract with America and wondered if conservatives had any sort of coherent worldview. What did discouraging teen pregnancy and keeping U.S. troops from serving under U.N. command have to do with each other? Come to think of it, Lakoff thought, I can’t articulate my morality clearly, and most conservatives and liberals can’t either.
 After looking for an underlying metaphor that would unify political positions that seemed contradictory, Lakoff hit on the metaphor of the nation as a family, a metaphor that structures the politics of conservatives and liberals, as he shows in Moral Politics. Conservatives prefer a “Strict Father Family” model, he argues, while liberals prefer a “Nurturing Parent Family.” Such generalizations seem dangerous, but the method produces a reliable map of American political discourse. For instance, it suggests why supporting the death penalty but criticizing abortion rights aren’t contradictory conservative viewpoints (a mistake that liberals often make), because the Strict Father punishes moral inferiors and protects moral dependents. And it’s why there are relatively few liberal thinktanks and scholarships for college students—liberals spend their money compassionately, not strategically. In a new afterword to the book’s next paperback version, Lakoff explains that Bill Clinton’s dalliance with Monica Lewinsky upset conservatives because, “It was an affront to strict father morality,” he wrote. “It was literally a family matter.”
 The book, published by the University of Chicago press, has landed Lakoff several consulting gigs. Last spring he met with Kathleen Kennedy Townsend, the Democratic lieutenant governor of Maryland. He’s also tentatively lined up to do work for Robert Casey Jr., a likely Democratic candidate for governor in Pennsylvania. Would he ever work for a Republican political campaign? “Not a chance,” Lakoff says. Last year he also refused to support or work for Ralph Nader’s 2000 presidential campaign. “I was asked by many people,” he says. “I was asked by his sister [Laura Nader, an anthropologist at Berkeley], by one of the founders of the California Green Party, by one of their major funders. I just bawled them out. I said, you all shouldn’t be doing this. I might like what he’s saying, but he’s absolutely dead wrong on this and destructive.”
 In other venues, Lakoff’s ideas are used to communicate progressive political values and complex scientific ideas to the general public, notably by two think tanks, the Rockridge Institute in California (which he co-founded) and the Frameworks Institute in Washington, D.C. This is, perhaps, fancy PR with academic credentials that depends on its intellectualism to be attractive. But if you can systematically collect and analyze the conceptual models people use to organize their experience, Lakoff argues, you also know the metaphorical resources they possess, some of which might be ignored and untapped, and which you can use to articulate ideas more effectively. On these principles, one of Lakoff’s former students, Joe Grady, and a colleague, Axel Aubrun, operate a consulting firm called Cultural Logic in Washington, D.C. In one recent project, they interviewed flea collar shoppers at PetSmart, asking them to explain why they put strips of toxic chemicals on their beloved pets and let them walk around inside the house. Usually people focus on the size of their pets relative to themselves and conclude that the toxic danger, like the dog, is small. But when Aubrun and Grady reframed the question, to focus on the shared environment, the shoppers’ reasoning broke down. That difference, Aubrun and Grady figure, may help predict which pro-environment messages are likely to fail and which will succeed. Normal pollsters are interested in surface phenomena, Aubrun says. “They’re interested in the weather. We’re interested in the climate.”
 All of this brought Lakoff to Texas in August, to help get Texas Democratic operatives up to speed on how to appeal to Hispanic voters by producing messages that have a mix of values that are neither purely conservative nor liberal, in theory mirroring the values of the traditional Hispanic family. On one hand, Hispanic families (at least in their idealized forms) are led by strong male authority figures; on the other hand, they also extend compassionate regard to the extended family. In a Hispanic family, members find both discipline and nurture. “You don’t find extreme individualism, that isolated sink-or-swim attitude that you find in the right-wing use of the family metaphor,” Glenn Smith said. “Even though there’s a strict hierarchical nature to the family, there’s an egalitarianism in which everybody cares for everybody.” Within the “nation as family” metaphor, the Hispanic family becomes a model of political centrism.
 One drawback is that Republicans already have an organizational advantage among Hispanics, at least in the highly visible presidential campaigns that build party loyalty. According to Federico Subervi, a UT-Austin professor who studies Hispanics, politics, and the media, the Republicans have consistently targeted Hispanic voters more effectively, hiring San Antonio ad mogul Lionel Sosa for his expertise at marketing Coca-Cola and General Motors to Hispanics–or “Hispanics,” since it’s less a homogeneous group than a collection of politically distinct subgroups with certain cultural affinities. Republicans, Subervi says, know this better than Democrats do. In 2000, the Latino Outreach Office at the Democratic National Committee was in such disarray that they goofed up Latino TV spots, did not use Spanish-language media (particularly Univision) as well as the Republicans did, and, most tellingly, failed to mobilize the traditionally Democratic Puerto Rican population that won Florida for Clinton in 1996.
 But the biggest problem with the approach is the notion of the “Hispanic family”—it’s largely a fantasy that idealizes a cultural Other, critics say. As Cruz Torres, the director of the Hispanic Research Program at Texas A&M, points out, the sociological reality of Hispanic families is diverse, so much so that the political model breaks down. Moreover, as Latinos become more economically independent, they rely on extended family networks less. It’s difficult to separate what’s an embedded cultural norm from economic survival strategies, but the potential success of the Hispanic family model depends on whether political messages can tap into a lost or forgotten cultural heritage.
 The consultants think they can. As one Austin political consultant puts it, Hispanics have a “latent ethnic gene” that can be targeted; in Federico Subervi’s words, Latinos increasingly rely on a “situational ethnicity,” in which individuals recognize situations where ethnic expressions are acceptable and valuable. What Lakoff’s model might help Democrats do, in other words, is to create a political environment in which Hispanics realize that the Democratic Party shares their values, then vote Democratic as an ethnic expression.
 Will the outcome of Sanchez’s campaign validate the Hispanic Family model, and Hispanic families and Lakoff along with it? In a state like Texas, and with a candidate like Sanchez, it will be hard to tell. When Hispanic politicians like Sanchez sign on, it validates the Hispanic model, though it says less about a sociological reality than a political one, and one that defines ethnic expression according to narrow political goals.
 Lakoff’s ideas will more likely win the center for the Democrats in other ways. In the short run, the Dems will save some money on polling; with the metaphorical model you can deduce your messages from your armchair. The party might be able to clarify its new theme, that it’s family-based. Back in August, Lakoff argued that the Republicans had gained exclusive use of “family values,” “responsibility,” and “care,” and he criticized Democrats for letting them do it. Democrats should steal these words back, he said. And steal the American flag back while we’re at it. Back in the 1960s, the Left “screwed up” by letting pro-war patriots appropriate the flag, Lakoff said. “It was their biggest mistake.”
 There’s one irony to these new pages in Lakoff’s portfolio. More than 30 years ago, Lakoff and other M.I.T.-trained linguists mounted an attack on theories of language forwarded by Noam Chomsky. In the discipline, it’s widely held that Lakoff’s approach failed to work, and he was banished from mainstream linguistics. If Lakoff seemed triumphant, it’s because he sees his political sideline as more relevant than Chomsky’s, his old mentor and nemesis, who has a substantial career doing anarcho-syndicalist media criticism. “I see [Chomsky’s political work] as very much like his linguistics,” Lakoff said, “Where he’s got a philosophical view of language and doesn’t apply it to real language.” Cognitive linguists pride themselves on doing work that can be applied to people’s lives. “[We’re] anti-Chomskyan,” he said frankly. “It’s a democratic thing. We’re not trying to get converts by obfuscation.”
 In Austin, this approach seemed to make the day go well. Like dutiful graduate students, the consultants were prepared to discuss the assigned reading. “That’s kind of impressive,” Lakoff said afterward. “I mean, liberals don’t read.” For his part he played the role of prickly outsider, while the eight consultants nodded and scribbled notes. With the Democratic Leadership Council’s State and Local Playbook sitting in front of him, Lakoff bluntly told them what Democrats have done wrong.
 “It’s a dream come true,” Lakoff later admitted. “For years I’ve been cursing: These people shouldn’t be saying this. Well, guess who’s telling them what to say?”
  
 This piece first appeared in the Texas Observer, Dec. 21, 2001.
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		Controversies and Advances

	

	
		Most of these stories are closest to traditional science journalism, in the sense that they report on real discoveries and advances in the field. All of them deal, at some level, with methodological issues—after all, that is where the innovation often lies. But they’re not centrally as much about methods as in the “Doing Linguistics” section.
 The two stories about historical linguistics were particularly tricky to report, for several reasons. One, the field can be quite contentious. Two, the disagreements among experts often have to do with assumptions and traditions that have to be sketched before any conflict or discovery can make sense.
 You might think that these results will be far from everyday life. However, as I wrote in each piece, the stakes of such historical mappings have sizable stakes for contemporary people’s understandings of themselves.
 The story from Nautilus, about an advance in language aptitude testing by the government, could have fit in other sections as well. I could have even created a theme of “national security” to group some stories. Though the imperative for this science was government need, its implications are much wider.
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		Secret military test, coming soon to your Spanish class (Nautilus, 2014)

								

	
				Imagine a test that could tell you how good you can ultimately get in any foreign language, from Hindi to Welsh, from Igbo to Spanish, before you’ve even learned how to say “hello” or “please pass the butter.” Très alléchant, non? Most adults would have to put in 10 years or more of dedicated work to find out if they have what it takes to end up with the vocabulary, accent, and grammatical sensibilities of a near-native speaker. This test could direct them from the début.
 And it may be coming your way soon.
 Called the Hi-LAB (or “High Level Language Aptitude Battery”), it was developed by University of Maryland researchers working on a government contract in order to predict a person’s ability to learn a language to a very high level. Since its release in 2012, the Hi-LAB has been rolled out to government agencies and military training schools and will eventually be available for civilians as well. (Details of the Hi-LAB were only recently released to the public.) In the same way that America’s space program and the Cold War created spin-off products and technologies that altered civilian life, the Hi-LAB could become one of the first civilian benefits to come out of America’s war on terror.
 Scientists who study second language acquisition have long been fascinated by the difficulty that adults have in becoming native-like in a language they begin learning after puberty. Most adults have no problem picking up modest amounts of vocabulary and grammar, assuming they’re motivated to put in sustained effort. But to become highly skilled in a second language, simply devoting the 10,000 hours of practice that Malcolm Gladwell made famous in Outliers isn’t enough. It turns out that a person needs high-performing cognitive hardware, too.
 The Hi-LAB provides feedback about who has this ability from the get-go, before the armed services invest any money in them. Cathy Doughty, the director of the team that developed the Hi-LAB, says: “Research has shown both focused motivation and personality factors to be necessary… [but they] don’t guarantee success, because the outcomes are limited by aptitude.” Will education eventually follow this model too?
  
 §§§
  
 The path to the Hi-LAB began in the aftermath of 9/11, when investigators discovered that a translation backlog at the FBI and NSA had left relevant communications in Arabic untranslated. Then the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq created a huge need for military, diplomatic, and intelligence personnel who knew languages like Arabic, Dari, Pashto, and Urdu. These events underscored a problem that language experts in Washington, D.C. had warned about for decades: There weren’t enough trained language experts. The U.S. needed to increase the number of such experts available, and quickly.
 The Center for the Advanced Study of Language at the University of Maryland (CASL) was founded in 2003 with that goal. The Department of Defense now funds it at $12 to $15 million a year for research in language, cognition, and culture. Among their many assignments a decade ago was to create a test that could screen prospective language students among military and diplomatic personnel.
 Prior to this, language training facilities relied on aptitude tests that were designed to predict only short-term achievement. Such tests have existed since the 1930s; the most widely used, the Modern Language Aptitude Test, was first published in 1959, and an adaptation, the Defense Language Aptitude Battery (DLAB), was developed in the late 1960s specifically for the Defense Language Institute (DLI) in Monterey, Calif., where military personnel go for language training.
 The Defense Language Institute used the aptitude test scores to track people toward certain languages—the higher their aptitude, the harder the language they could be directed toward. Score really well on the DLAB and you’d be headed for Chinese, Arabic, Japanese, and Korean classes. Score lower, and you’d be tracked into languages that are more similar to English, such as Romance or Germanic languages. The issue, says Doughty, was that the aptitude test could not predict who could progress past a certain point; many language professionals were getting “ ‘stuck’ at basic proficiency.”
 As a result, the armed services were short of language experts, and their results-oriented culture chafed at the inefficiency. “We can train a helicopter pilot in four months, it takes a year to train a linguist. What’s up with that?” one general was known to gripe.
 As they raced to build a way to test someone’s future learning ability, Doughty said she and her fellow researchers were faced with a very particular challenge: understanding how a monolingual adult could successfully learn a second language. Most specialists assumed that by the time a person was an adult, the circuitry for language learning had been set in place and to learn a second language they had to employ other parts of their brains.
 But in the last 30 years, thanks to the work of Alan Baddeley and Peter Skehan, among others, research on language learning showed that to really master a second language, many of the same cognitive abilities that were used in native language learning were needed. Starting in the 1970s, Baddeley devised the notion of working memory, showing how it was the crucial mechanism in a range of mental tasks. Then, in the 1980s and 90s, linguist Skehan proposed a theory of second language acquisition based on general cognitive abilities, such as working memory, pattern recognition, and the information-processing capacity of the brain, which would include implicit learning and associative memory. At a time when aptitude research had fallen by the wayside, Skehan’s ideas opened new doors for understanding what made language learners tick.
 This is the some of the science that CASL researchers drew on when they built a theoretical model of the cognitive components of language learning aptitude. But even with the theory in hand, they had to test it against the skills and abilities of real language learners. Fortunately, as part of the Washington language establishment, the CASL researchers had access to many talented language learners. Once those learners were identified, the researchers classified them according to the abilities that the theory of aptitude said they’d have.
 The sort of learner they zeroed in on is exemplified by a former soldier named Charlie Cole. In 1966, after he completed basic training, he was sent to DLI at age 19 to learn Russian. After 18 months he was deployed to Europe and did classified intelligence work before returning to Monterey to become a legendary teacher. Cole’s colleagues say that he’s the archetype of the student they want to produce. His pronunciation was impeccable, he knew the grammar, and he knew what Russians talked about: the jokes, the slang, the curses, the idioms. He could pass for a native speaker. 
 Hoping to see Cole’s traits writ large, in 2011, CASL researchers assembled a group of around 500 employees from federal agencies who were like him. That meant they had high levels of proficiency in a language they’d begun learning as an adult.
 They were given a series of tasks to test their memory, ability to focus, and sensitivity to language sounds. On the first task, subjects listened to a series of consonants, with three presented every second, and had to recall the last six consonants they heard, testing their working memory. In a related task, which also tested working memory, they were shown a series of one or two syllable-length nonsense words, then they were prompted with another set of words and had to immediately indicate whether or not the items in the second set had been present in the first. At the time, neither subjects nor researchers knew how central the results of these working memory tasks would be to measuring high-level aptitude.
 Another task that proved important was a test of associative memory, or how well someone links new information to what they already know. Subjects learned 20 pairs of words, one English and the other in nonsense language. Several minutes later, they were presented with the nonsense word and had to type its corresponding English word. At the outset, researchers suspected that associative memory would prove to be important, as it had been included in the aptitude tests of the 1950s.
 Next was a set of tasks that measured a person’s ability to filter out noise and deal with distraction, such as throwing in an unrelated visual cue and seeing if the person could inhibit the impulse to look. Next, subjects heard a list of five words, then saw two other words that were synonyms with words on the list; they had to select which word corresponded with the largest number of words. The time it took to make a selection was measured, as was whether or not a person chose correctly. This was a test of a person’s long-term memory. 
 Subjects were then asked to learn sequences of patterns made by an asterisk that appears in one of four boxes as well as discern speech vocalizations that sound the same to most English speakers. For example, they were asked to distinguish between two consonants in Hindi that, to English speakers, sound the same. There was another test involving two sounds from Russian. The researchers could have used sounds from languages other than Hindi or Russian, but the goal was to see whether people could pick up subtle sound differences despite their English-speaking background. One might think that listening abilities would be a central part of high-level learning, but the results eventually showed otherwise.
 Before the participants took the half-day long tests they’d been sorted according to how well they knew a second language. The ones like Charlie Cole who had mastered all aspects of a foreign language, such as speaking, writing, and listening, were called “high attainers,” while those who were good at one skill were labeled “mixed attainers.” CASL researchers wanted to see which of the particular abilities they had just tested for—whether short-term memory, acoustic sensitivity, or one of the others—was most prevalent among the high attainer group. Those who were able to learn patterns, remember sounds quickly, and associate new information were much more likely to be in the high attainment group. The test could predict with 70 percent accuracy who was a high language attainer.  It was the first solid evidence that those were the skills that would likely ensure long-term language learning success.
 In 2013, when the results were finalized, Doughty and her team had verified a working blueprint of the cognitive abilities of a talented language learner who could reach high levels of proficiency. The profile matched all of the recent findings that a good working memory correlated with successful second language learning. 
 Working memory is often called “the brain’s workbench.” It allows you to keep information in your mind while you work on it. There’s a particular aspect of it, called the “phonological loop,” which is the ability that allows you to keep a phone number in your head for a moment before you write it down, or to keep a phrase that you just heard in your mind while you figure out how to pronounce it. It also allows you to keep words in mind while you’re changing them, such as adding inflections, or monitoring what you’re about to say to make sure it’s correct.
 And there was also new evidence that confirms that adults learning a second language draw on processes much like the ones they used to learn their first language as children. Babies don’t get very much explicit instruction about their language. Yet they are able to extract meaningful patterns from lots of instances of sounds, meaning, or linguistic structures. This is called “implicit learning.” CASL’s Hi-LAB research showed that the talented language learner is also able to extrapolate his or her own rules of language from lots of examples. This is a crucial skill, because, as Doughty explained, “many aspects of complex linguistic systems cannot be learned through rule explanation.” It just gets soaked in as you watch movies in that language, listen to the radio, and find yourself repeating phrases you heard on the street.
 CASL’s research joins other very recent findings on implicit learning and language aptitude. In one study published in Psychological Science in 2013, people’s performance on an implicit learning task correlated with an ability to learn Hebrew words, and in another study published in Language Learning, people who did well on sequence learning tasks (such as those used in the Hi-LAB study) also did well understanding grammar in a second language. It all points in one direction: “that implicit learning may be a large part of how second languages are acquired,” said Bozena Pajak, a postdoctoral researcher at the Center for Language Sciences at the University of Rochester.
 Identifying these specific traits—working memory, associative memory, and implicit learning—and linking them to language learning success allowed CASL to develop the Hi-LAB, which as of 2012 has been given to military and civilians looking to advance their careers with additional language training. Although it’s too early to say whether this has helped the government produce more Charlie Coles, many inside have expressed confidence in it, and employees are eager to take the Hi-LAB to find out how they can improve their language performances. 
  
 §§§
  
 The Hi-LAB can also become a powerful tool in the educational sphere. Because it identifies a person’s learning strengths and weaknesses, the test results could grease a student’s instructional path by showing how they learn best, whether it’s through reading or talking to people, through explicit grammar lessons or watching movies. CASL executive director Amy Weinberg said that a partnership is in the works with IBM to develop a learner management system that would deliver the appropriate language learning material to people based on their test results and other factors.
 “By 2022, tablet–like and smartphone-like devices will have the power to produce a language learning ‘app’ [that] could [customize] training material according to a student’s individual learning style,” Weinberg says. Imagine that after you take the Hi-LAB, your smartphone simply adjusts the apps you use to train in Arabic, Korean, or French.  One potential use would be to support rapid language learning by people who are involved in massive one-time international events like the World Cup or the Olympics.
 Anything that can help people know in advance how to channel their time and energy would be an effort well spent. After all, as Weinberg notes, the percentage of Americans studying a foreign language is so small that even a good familiarity with another language and its culture can make a big difference. “We cannot be competitive in a world,” she said, “where only 18 percent of our children even take a foreign language.”
  
 This piece was first published in Nautilus, April 2014.
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		Slips of the tongue serve as windows into the mind (Science, 2007)

								

	
				Kanzi, a 27-year-old bonobo, knows the difference between a blackberry and a hot dog. But sometimes, when researchers asked him to touch the abstract visual symbol, called a lexigram, that means blackberry, he touched the lexigrams for hot dog, blueberries, or cherries.
 Kanzi’s errors weren’t random mistakes, nor an indication of apes’ language limitations, says Heidi Lyn, a comparative cognitive scientist at the Dolfinarium Harderwijk in Harderwijk, the Netherlands. Rather, they show the complex way in which his mind had organized the lexigrams.  
 For example, if he made a mistake when asked for “blackberry,” Kanzi was more likely than chance to choose a lexigram for another fruit, much as you or I might say “red” instead of “black,” says Lyn, whose paper on Kanzi’s mistakes was published online in Animal Cognition in April.
 Analyzing errors for insight into the covert mental processes of animals is a new direction for a technique that language scientists have used for around 40 years to study language processing in humans.
 For all its power, human language remains something of a scientific mystery. Researchers in many disciplines are still struggling to understand exactly how humans hear, comprehend, and produce words and sentences, not to mention how language evolved, how language becomes disordered, and what may be shared with other animals. Slips of the tongue, or linguistic mistakes made inadvertently by speakers who know the correct form, offer potent clues about language in the brain.
 “We have a long way to go before we understand how to put the multiple pieces of language systems together in the seamless way that we experience it,” says Merrill Garrett, a psycholinguist at the University of Arizona who has studied slips of the tongue since the 1970s. “Error profiles that arise during spontaneous conversational exchange are going to be an important part of the agenda.”
  
 Barn doors and darn bores
 Early in the twentieth century, collecting slips was more of a hobby, even for those without intentional Freudian aspirations. (Freud’s theory had no way to account for the diverse, often mundane slips of the tongue that people said.) Then starting in the late 1960s, linguist Victoria Fromkin argued that slips showed that abstract mental units of sounds and words were psychologically real. Of the thousands she collected, the slip “Rosa used to date shranks” was her favorite; it demonstrated that English had an underlying past tense marker with more than one surface form. And once Noam Chomsky sparked a wave of grammatical theorizing in the 1960s that inspired Fromkin and others, slip research really took off. All languages have slips, and the way speakers slip follows the basic structure of the language. For instance, Hindi speakers appear not to exchange sounds between words because Hindi words lack a dominant stress on a single syllable. But using slips as scientific data posed some problems; recording speakers and waiting for a slip required an inordinate amount of time, for example.
 The field got another boost in the 1980s when Bernard Baars and Michael Motley created a way to elicit many (but not all) types of slips in the lab. One method involved giving people word pairs like “duck bill,” “dart board,” and “dust bin,” then asking them to say “barn door.” About 10% of the time, experimental subjects said “darn bore.” By eliciting slips, researchers could control for the frequency of sounds (“s” is more frequent than “k” in English) or words (“latrine” is more frequent than “tureen”), which affects error rate.
 At that time, no other methods existed for creating data on such questions as how words are arranged in the mental lexicon, whether the meanings of words are selected before their sounds, how speakers monitor their own speech, and a host of other questions. Eventually, experimental methods and then brain imaging instruments provided independent confirmation of what scientists first discovered on the basis of slips. Slip research is currently on the upswing with new methods, new theories, and new analyses, especially of certain groups, such as animals, kids, and users of sign language.
 Lyn was the first to apply the study of slips to apes. Kanzi and a female bonobo, Panbanisha, who now reside at the Great Ape Trust in Des Moines, Iowa, can understand spoken English. They’ve also learned 384 lexigrams, which they touch on a keyboard to communicate. From 1990 to 2001 researchers tested the bonobos thousands of times on their lexigram knowledge, showing them a photo or lexigram or saying an English word. The bonobos then had to select the matching lexigram. The apes made 1497 incorrect choices in those trials (choosing correctly 12,157 times), though no one thought to consider the errors as data until now.
 Lyn found that Kanzi and Panbanisha have arranged hundreds of lexigrams in their minds in a complex, hierarchical manner based mainly on their meaning. She coded the relationships between all 1497 sample-error pairs along 7 dimensions, including whether the lexigrams looked alike, had English words that sounded alike, or referred to objects in the same category. If the lexigram stood for “blackberry,” the error was more likely than chance to sound like “blackberry,” be an edible (“hot dog”), be a fruit (“raisin”), be physically similar (“strawberry”), or sound alike (“blueberries”). Errors were also more likely to be associated with more than one category; “cherries” are edibles, fruits, and sound like the sample. All this indicated to Lyn that mental representations of the lexigrams must be stored, not as simple associations, but in more complex arrangements. “These kinds of broad organizational cognitive differences are inevitably played out in all aspects of the language domain,” says Sue Savage-Rumbaugh at the Great Ape Trust, which suggests that the bonobos had an innate mental capacity for complex communications prior to their training. “We begin to see that the biological or species variable is far less important than we thought.”
  
 Kids slip too
 Lyn’s analysis is not the first to study errors in beings that haven’t mastered all the complexities of human speech: for about 20 years, researchers have also used slips to study language acquisition in children. Kids do say the darndest things, but by definition the true slips are the ones they make with linguistic levels and units they know, explains linguist Jeri Jaeger of the University of Buffalo, who in 2005 published a book that capped 20 years of collecting kid’s slips, many of them from her three children. Her youngest daughter’s exclamation that “she already showed me tomorrow!” wasn’t a true slip, because she didn’t yet know the meaning of “yesterday.” On the other hand, at 16 months her eldest daughter said “one two three, one two three, one tuwee”—a fusion of “two” and “three.”
 Parents may find this useful: a child who says “tuwee” once needs no correction, but one who repeatedly confuses “tomorrow” for “yesterday” might. Such slips also provide a novel perspective on how children acquire language. Linguists have debated, for instance, whether children need syntactic knowledge to speak in two-word clumps. Jaeger says no, using the presence of slips as a marker of their syntactic understanding. At that stage, about 2 years old, children have little knowledge of syntax, as indicated by the fact that they don’t blend phrases or confuse the intonation of phrases. Not until they’re speaking in sentences of 3 or more words sentences do syntactic errors, such as “sit down this immediately!” (a blend of “sit down this minute” and “sit down immediately”) appear.
 It’s long been known that children make more slips than adults, but it wasn’t known how or if aging affected speech errors. In 2006 Janet Vousden and Elizabeth Maylor at the University of Warwick in England reported finding no significant increase in total errors between young and older adults. However, adults made more errors than children in which a sound segment was anticipated (frive frantic fat frogs) as a proportion of total anticipations and perseverated errors (five frantic fat fogs). That fits with a speech error model by Gary Dell, a cognitive scientist at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, who theorized that the more practice a speaker has with the sounds of a particular langauge, the more anticipatory errors they make, particularly when speakers speak quickly. Dell’s model links errors to neural activity: when words are selected, neural activation “spreads” to other linguistic representations which subsequent selections misread. Faster speakers make more errors, not because they have more opportunities to do so, but because neural activations have less opportunity to fade. Caroline Palmer, a psychologist at McGill, has found the same effect in piano performances.
 Language need not be spoken, and linguists have long been interested in whether speech and sign are processed the same way, and whether universal features of language are equally available to both kinds of language. The answer is yes to both questions, according to evidence from various sources, including brain imaging, language acquisition, and the evolution of sign languages from simple syntax-less symbols to full-blown grammatical systems. Slips offers yet another line of confirmatory evidence, and researchers have already shown that the anatomy of slips are the same in each mode. That is, sometimes what signers or speakers say is contaminated by what they did or will soon say, though sometimes they choose the wrong word or omit the right one for no apparent reason. But linguists continue to explore what slips tell us about how signers process language.
 For example, German linguists Annette Hohenberger, Daniele Happ, and Helen Leuninger, used a newer method for eliciting slips from German speakers and signers of German Sign Language. They asked subjects to narrate a series of pictures under various stress conditions, such as putting pictures out of order, or forcing them to sign very quickly. On the whole, signers made fewer slips, says Hohenberger. This is not because they are linguistically less competent, but because signers usually have idiosyncratic, erratic paths to fluency. Some learn sign late; others use it from childhood. On the other hand, speakers, who are more uniformly fluent, make more slips, following Jeri Jaeger’s finding that children make true slips with items they know. This was driven home with signers, too: “The most beautiful slips,” Hohenberger says, “were committed by the natively competent.”
 All types of slips found in German are also present in GSL, though in different frequencies. This can be attributed to the differences in the languages themselves. For example, exchanges of individual elements were frequent in German (as sounds) but rare in GSL (as handshapes or location of the sign), probably because signers have more time to catch an upcoming mistake. Nevertheless, both sign and speech depend on the same language processes as well as a monitor which assesses utterances before they’re produced, all of which underscores that humans possess a single language faculty regardless of how they deploy it.
 Surprisingly, this is the first analysis of slips from a sign language other than American Sign Language. Hohenberger speculates that slip of the hand research may next contribute to an emerging question in slip of the tongue research. Based on ultrasound studies of speakers’ tongues as they make sound exchanges (better known as spoonerisms), Marianne Pouplier, a phonetician now at the University of Munich, has suggested that such speech errors are more gradient—that is, speakers don’t replace one sound segment for another (as was previously thought) but attempt to articulate two sound segments at the same time. One implication of this may be that mental representations of sounds may not be stored as bundles of abstract features (as Vicki Fromkin had helped to argue) but as concrete directions to the motor system. This could be checked in slips of the hand, Hohenberger says, because you can see hands more clearly than tongues in mouths.
 But although slip studies offer intriguing data, their implications are not always clear. This is exacerbated in the case of Lyn’s findings about bonobos. The bonobos confused fewer target-error pairs based on part of speech less than chance, which suggests they don’t encode lexigrams as grammatical items, even as they encode them semantically.
 “This result argues against the claims, made elsewhere in studies involving Kanzi, that Kanzi has spontaneously developed an elementary grammar,” says Robert Seyfarth, a primatologist at the University of Pennsylvania. He adds that it’s not surprising that non-human primates organize things in their world hierarchically: in 2003 he and others showed (not using slips) that baboons have a hierarchical mental representation of the baboon social order.
 However, Lyn says that her slip results don’t contradict earlier findings about bonobo proto-grammar, in which the bonobos appeared to prefer certain word orders (such as verbs before nouns). “I am agnostic on whether apes make purely grammatical distinctions,” she adds. However, “the results support the idea that their representation of semantic information is much more complex than has been shown in to date.” Interestingly, even linguists who don’t believe in bonobo language have struggled to clarify the relationship between meaning and grammar in humans language.
 Still, the study of bonobo slips does rebut two frequent criticisms of ape language research: one, that the apes have simply been trained to respond, and two, that the researchers unconsciously shape the bonobos’ responses. Slips can’t be trained, nor can patterns of slips be deliberately produced. And if researchers were guiding the apes, Kanzi and Panbanisha would have made far more errors based on simple proximity in the keyboard.
 Lyn’s analysis, the latest direction for slip research, opens up new directions for work in animal cognition. “For me, the error analysis was not to just study one aspect of their symbolic representation, like categorization or physical similarity,” Lyn says, “but to get a glimpse of how it all hangs together.” Such a big question hasn’t been answered for human language, either, but slip research will be central to the search. Says Merrill Garrett: “We have most certainly not reached the limits of that kind of research.”
  
 This piece was first published in Science, September 21, 2007.
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		Language puzzle (Science, 2016)

								

	
				Methods borrowed from evolutionary biology show how people spread across Australia, giving birth to new languages.
  
 The first person to set foot on the continent of Australia was a woman named Warramurrungunji. She emerged from the sea onto an island off northern Australia, and then headed inland, creating children and putting each one in a specific place. As she moved across the landscape, Warramurrungunji told each child, “I am putting you here. This is the language you should talk! This is your language!”
 This myth, from the Iwaidja people of northwestern Australia, has more than a grain of truth, for the peopling and language origins of Australia are closely entwined, says linguist Nicholas Evans of Australian National University (ANU) in Canberra. But researchers have long puzzled over both. When Europeans colonized Australia 250 years ago, the continent was home to an estimated half-million to 2 million people who were organized into about 700 different groups and spoke at least 300 languages.
 Linguists have struggled to work out how these languages were related and when they emerged. Each was spoken by relatively few people, and as cultures were wiped out by disease and violence, many languages vanished before they could be studied. Researchers prioritized gathering information from the few remaining speakers over deciphering ancient language relationships. But in recent years, researchers borrowing methods used in biology to derive evolutionary trees have begun to unravel the Australian linguistic puzzle. And this week, the approach takes a major step forward, with a combined genetic and linguistic study of the largest Australian language family.
 The paper, published in this week’s issue of Nature along with two other genomic studies of the peopling of Australia, offers a modern version of Warramurrungunji’s story. It paints a picture of how people entered and spread across the continent, giving birth to new languages as they went. It’s “a major advance,” says Peter Hiscock, an archaeologist at the University of Sydney in Australia. “It presents evidence for an elaborate population history in Australia, spanning 50 millennia.” The study, led by evolutionary geneticist Eske Willerslev of the University of Copenhagen, also marks a milestone in collaboration between geneticists and linguists, who for years stayed in their separate camps.
 The 25 Aboriginal languages still being passed to new generations make up one of the last and most diverse great hunter-gatherer linguistic groups left. So understanding how they and their extinct relatives diversified could open a window on how language itself emerged among small social groups in the distant human past. “We need to look at places like Australia, which offer models of language diversification closest to the earliest state that shaped humankind,” Evans says.
  
 §§§
  
 Back in 1963, linguist Ken Hale of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology in Cambridge identified what he considered to be a new Australian language family. He named it Pama-Nyungan (“pama-nahyoongan”) for two distinct words for “person,” drawn from the geographical extremes of the family’s range, which extends across most of Australia (see map, p. 1359). If Hale was right, then Pama-Nyungan, with more than 200 identified languages, would be one of the world’s largest language families—larger than Indo-European and almost as large as Sino-Tibetan.
 Not everyone agrees that Pama-Nyungan is one family, however, for, like other Australian language families, it presents a puzzling pattern of similarities and differences. Linguists had long noted that most languages across Australia draw from the same set of sounds, and that their verbs and pronouns share similar patterns of construction.
 Given these similarities, linguists would expect the languages to share many cognates, or words derived from a common ancestor. (The English word “knee,” ancient Greek “gnu,” and Sanskrit “joanu” are all cognates, descended from the Proto- Indo-European word “<<gnu.”) But Australian languages have few cognates. For example, the sentence “you eat fish” in the Aboriginal languages Iwaidja and Gundjeihmi shares only one cognate element, a grammatical particle that marks the tense of verbs. In Russian (“ty esh rybku”) and Elizabethan English (“thou eatest fish”), the sentence shares three—“ty” and “thou,” “e-” with “eat,” and “-sh” with “est.” Yet Moscow and London are much farther apart than the areas where the two Aboriginal languages are spoken.
 Perhaps because of these puzzling patterns, linguists have diverged sharply over basic questions such as whether and how Australian languages are related to each other and to languages in nearby New Guinea, likely the source of the first settlers. Some suggested that the Pama-Nyungan family, if it exists, entered the continent in a separate migration, whereas others argued that it split off from other Aboriginal languages only a few thousand years ago.
 Now, a new generation of researchers is attacking the problem, and a small but growing group is taking its cue from evolutionary biology, which relies on genetic clues to decipher relationships between organisms. They are using computers to sort giant databases of cognates and generate millions of possible family trees based on assumptions about, say, how quickly languages split. The method, called computational Bayesian phylogenetics, forces researchers to explicitly quantify the uncertainty in the models, says linguist Claire Bowern of Yale University, a pioneer of the approach and co-author of the new study. “That’s useful in Pama-Nyungan,” she explains, “because you don’t have good data, and you have to rely on single authors who may not be that familiar with the languages.” Based on a set of parameters, researchers can winnow millions of trees into groups of the most plausible ones.
 The first such computational efforts, done by biologists borrowing linguistic data, drew harsh responses from many linguists (Science, 19 September 2014, p. 1443). “Most look exclusively at words, seen as something like the equivalent of the gene as a unit of analysis in genetics,” says Lyle Campbell, a historical linguist at the University of Hawaii, Manoa. But linguists traditionally determined historical relationships through sounds and grammar, which are more stable parts of language. Bowern counters that the “instability” of words can actually be a boon, serving as a tracer for how languages change over time.
 In 2012, she and Quentin Atkinson, a biologist at the University of Auckland in New Zealand, constructed a family tree for the elusive Pama-Nyungan, using a massive database of 600,000 words to compensate for the low number of cognates. They analyzed 36,000 words from 195 Pama-Nyungan languages and compared the loss and gain of cognate words in 189 meanings through time.
 This initial work found that Pama-Nyungan has a deep family tree with four major divisions tied to the southeastern, northern, central, and western regions of the continent. For the study published in Nature, Bowern drew from an expanded database of 800,000 words, which contains 80% of all Australian language data ever published, and looked at cognates from 28 languages across 200 meanings. Then she compared her tree with genomic data from Willerslev’s new survey.
 Willerslev’s team sequenced complete genomes from 83 Aboriginal Australians as well as 25 Highland Papuans, and combined those data with published genomes. Using genetic changes as a molecular clock, they conclude that Papuan and Aboriginal Australian ancestors diverged perhaps 37,000 years ago, long before Australia and New Guinea were separated by rising seas. That suggests that people separated into distinct groups while still living on the ancient continent of Sahul, which included modern Australia, New Guinea, and Tasmania.
 The genetic analysis also found no evidence of multiple migrations into Australia, suggesting that Pama-Nyungan languages must have diversified on the continent. To the researchers’ amazement, the genetic pattern mirrored the linguistic one. “It’s incredible that those two trees match. None of us expected that,” says paleoanthropologist Michael Westaway of Griffith University, Nathan, in Australia, a co-author on the Willerslev paper. “But it’s confusing: The [genetic splits] date to 30,000 years ago or more but the linguistic divisions are only maybe 6000 years old.” Willerslev says he first thought the languages must be much older than thought. “But the linguists told me, ‘no way.’”
 Both types of data also show that the population expanded from the northeast to the southwest. This migration occurred within the last 10,000 years and likely came in successive waves, Bowern says, in which existing languages were overlaid by new ones. This expansion also seems to correspond with a stone tool innovation called a backed edge blade. But the accompanying gene flow was just a trickle, suggesting that only a few people had an outsize cultural impact, Willerslev says. “It’s like you had two men entering a village, convincing everyone to speak a new language and adopt new tools, having a little sexual interaction, then disappearing,” he says. Then the new languages continued to develop, following the older patterns of population separation.
 “It’s really strange but it’s the best way we can interpret the data at this stage.”
 When it comes to languages, the Pama-Nyungan tree “gives us the first and only hypothesis of the higher-level branching of the Pama-Nyungan family,” says Harold Koch, a historical linguist at ANU who was not involved in the Nature study, although he was Bowern’s undergraduate adviser. “No one else has tried to answer this question, not because we don’t believe there was such a grouping, but because the task seemed too hard. This makes the contribution of huge significance.” With his field’s usual care, Koch says he’d like to see the model tested with other types of linguistic evidence.
 Bowern hopes to also mine the cognate database for insights into pronouns, color terms, and changes of meaning that may give clues to ancient ways of life when climate conditions changed or trading intensified. Last fall in a paper in the Proceedings of the Royal Society B, for example, she used the database to analyze how languages gain and lose numbers. One finding was that acquiring a word for “five” often tipped a language into accumulating words for even higher numbers, a change that may have reflected new trade relations that required the ability to count higher (see http://scim.ag/CountLang).
 Not all linguists embrace Bowern’s method or results. Linguist R.M.W. Dixon of James Cook University, Cairns, in Australia, who made his name in the 1960s and 1970s doing fieldwork on Aboriginal languages, says these languages are so unique that new theories of linguistic change must be invented to explain them. In his view the best model of Pama-Nyungan family relations is the parallel tines of a rake, not a tree, and the many similarities in these languages can mainly be accounted for by diffusion—in which language A gets word X from language B because the speakers interact or many people speak both languages. (That’s why the word “taco” diffused from Spanish into English, for example.)
 Other linguists argue that the computational models, built for genes that can only be inherited, deal poorly with languages that spread by diffusion. “Borrowings don’t really tell us anything about language relatedness,” says Asya Pereltsvaig, an independent linguist in Santa Clara, California. “They only obscure it.”
 Bowern counters that the phylogenetic methods are actually ideal for investigating borrowing, because you can test models with different rates of borrowing and see how well the resulting trees match known facts. Worldwide, about 5% to 10% of languages’ vocabularies are borrowed from other languages; Bowern estimates the Pama-Nyungan rate to be 9%. That suggests that Pama-Nyungan languages developed much as other world languages did, rather than being a rarefied case, she argues.
 The Aboriginal stories suggest as much, describing the birth of languages much the way Bowern thinks it happened. In 2004, Evans recorded an Iwaidja speaker, Brian Yambikbik, explaining how his language might be related to the one spoken on distant islands. “We used to speak the same language as them, but then the sea came up and we drifted apart, and now our languages are different.”
  
 This piece was frst published in Science, 23 September 2016.
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		Words from far-flung tribes (Globe and Mail, 2008)

								

	
				“The verb,” Edward Vajda, linguistic adventurer, said. “The key to all this is the verbs.”
 In 1987, Vajda was a new professor of Slavic Studies at Western Washington University in Bellingham, Washington, where he came across a book in Russian about a language called Ket, a nearly extinct language spoken by only 1,000 people in a remote area of central Siberia. It belonged to a language family called Yeneseic, of which Ket was the only survivor. One its siblings, Arin, is only known because a Cossack adventurer named Arzamas Loskutov wrote down words from the last Arin speaker in 1735.
 Reading the book, Mr. Vajda noticed the Ket verbs, a complex string of particles attached to a root that make up almost an entire sentence. “It was intriguing,” Vajda said, “because the verb is completely different from anything else in Asia.” In fact, they reminded him of verbs in Navajo, a Na-Dene language that he had studied. That was enough to pique his interest to pursue evidence of a connection between Na-Dene and Yeniseian—a linguistic connection between Asia and the Americas.
 Although traces of tools and genes have made it an established scientific fact that humans migrated from Siberia to North America between 10 and 12,000 years ago, no one had ever demonstrated that languages spoken in both places are related.
 Mr. Vajda set out to do just that. Over the next 10 years, he learned as much as he could about Ket, publishing articles about its extraordinary verbs, and met experts on American languages, on whose shoulders he would eventually stand. Also rewarding was a trip to Siberia on a Fulbright Research Fellowship in 1998, where he met Yeniseian scholars and native Ket speakers. Vajda figures he may be one of the only non-Ket in the world who can carry on a conversation in the language.
 Throughout it all, he says, “the more I found about the Yeniseic verbs, the more I saw parallels.”
 Yet he flouted academic convention by seeking such parallels. Any link between Asian and American languages would be at least 10,000 years old, a span of time almost twice what mainstream historical linguists had thought plausible and prudent. Searching for these sorts of relationships at such vast distances of time and space would get one dubbed a “long ranger,” the name for a small, marginal group of linguists who construct language families mainly by comparing lists of words. Finding homes for Ket, Basque, Finnish, and other isolated languages has been a favorite past time. Imprudent, the mainstream calls it.
 Vajda proved sympathetic to this big thinking. In 1997, he invited a long ranger, Merrit Ruhlen, to speak at Western Washington. In 1998, Ruhlen published an article in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences that put Ket and Dene in the same language family because he had found 36 similar pairs of words. His conclusions were not widely accepted, though Ruhlen received some media attention for his article.
 In 1998, Raymond Yakeleya, a television producer in Edmonton and member of the Dene First Nation, saw a CNN report based on Ruhlen’s article. “That got us thinking,” Yakeleya remembered, “were the Ket our ancestors? Were they our people?” Ruhlen put Yakeleya in touch with Vajda, who was by then known as a Ket expert.
 “It’s exciting,” said Yakeleya, who is making a documentary about the Ket. “If you’re Scottish, you know where the Scots came from, but as, as Dene, we always wondered about that, too.” When asked about aboriginal myths of autochthonous origins that contradict the scientific story of a cross-straits migration, Yakeleya said he’s heard such stories, but “it’s difficult to see because each of the Dene tribes has a piece of the puzzle.”
 Vajda spent the decade or so building an argument that would convince more than the long rangers. Just comparing lists of words, Vajda said, isn’t proof of anything. “You’ll just come up with science fiction if you do that,” he said. 
 Vajda knew that to convince the non-long rangers that Na-Dene and Yeneseic were linked, he would have to assemble more than lists of words. For help, he turned to the verbs. After learning as much as he could about the verb in modern Ket from its native speakers, he showed it has the same structure and sounds as the verbs in ancestral forms of Na-Dene languages that other linguists, such as Jim Kari and Michael Krauss, had reconstructed.
 “I’m not passing myself off as a great discoverer,” he said. “If I had to start from scratch, I don’t know if I could have gottten anywhere.”
 Connecting languages is such tricky work, because the potential confounds grow the further back (and further away) the connection. For one thing, unrelated languages can still look and sound alike because the human brain invented the same grammatical patterns in multiple places. Or, speakers of one language also borrow from other languages. And languages can, by following their own paths, accidentally begin to look like another language. Redrawing language families provides such valuable evidence about the migration and cultures of prehistoric peoples, it’s crucial to do it right.
 Vajda saw that comparing verbs wasn’t enough. So he attacked another problem, how the languages acquired tone through the same processes of phonetic change. To top it off, he showed that an unusually high number of Yeniseic and Na-Dene words are similar. In Modern Ket, the word for finger is təq; in ancestral Athabaskan (a Dene language), it’s ts’əq. He credited Merritt Ruhlen for discovering the shared word for “birchbark.”
 Late in February, Mr. Vajda had his chance to announce his findings at the annual Alaska Anthropological Association meeting in Anchorage. Afterward, linguistics blogs and listservs carried news of a bona fide linguistic discovery, the first demonstrated linguistic link between Asia and the Americas. For a field in which big discoveries don’t happen very often, it was celebration time.
 Mr. Vajda’s work is remarkable not only because it reaffirms the archaeological and genetic evidence for migration across the Bering Straits. “The news isn’t the Siberian connection, but the successful demonstration of a long-distance, temporally deep connection,” said Johanna Nicholas, a linguist at the University of California, Berkeley, and an expert on the world’s families of languages. At the same Anchorage meeting, she presented a statistical analysis showing that Vajda’s evidence is sufficient for establishing the ancient link.
 Vajda’s thinking as a long-ranger but convincing non-long rangers had paid off. “He has succeeded in convincing a number of linguists who are normally quite skeptical about long-range comparisons,” said Bernard Comrie, the director of the department of linguistics at the Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology in Leipzig, “as well as specialists in Na-Dene who are normally skeptical about attempts to relate ‘their’ languages to others.”
 But not everyone is popping the champagne. In a telephone interview, University of Utah linguist—and self-described curmudgeon—Lyle Campbell remains skeptical of the proposed Dene-Yeniseian connection. “I think the evidence isn’t as compelling as they think it is,” he said. For one thing, the two language families are now 8,000 miles away from each other. “That fact alone says probably a connection doesn’t seem very likely.” For another thing, Vajda matched very short items, like the prefixes of verbs, some of which are only a consonant long. These are short enough to have occurred by chance.
 “I think he’s made a very good case,” Campbell said, “but I don’t think he’s demonstrated it conclusively in my mind.”
 Mr. Campbell rattled off a long list of recent discoveries that have proven important for reconstructing the prehistoric human past. Among them are Algic, Uto-Aztecan, and Oto-Manguean are three major language families in the Americas discovered in the 20th century, the last one an open question until the 1970s. The Sino-Tibetan family, Campbell noted, has been accepted for less than 50 years, and Austroasiatic less than 20 years. “So we do make some progress,” he said. “We do find there are distant genetic relationship that we are able to prove.”
 Vajda has also not made any friends among long rangers like Ruhlen who wants credit for suggesting the connection first and who feels wronged by linguists like Johanna Nichols. The news of Vajda’s discovery sparked a heated email correspondence between Vajda and Ruhlen, with Ruhlen airing old grievances and defending his work and Vajda scrambling to acknowledge previous work made as early as 1923 by an Italian, Alfredo Trombetti.
 But Vajda’s demonstration has set a benchmark for what’s acceptable to the non long-rangers, who insist they’re not biased. “I think the main thing [Vajda’s work] does is resoundingly falsify the claim often made by long-range comparativists that mainstream linguists have set some upper limit on time depth and refuse to even consider the possibility of relatedness at a deeper level or beyond established family groupings,” Nichols said. “Though difficult and time-consuming, discoveries of new language families are not impossibly rare.”
 Vajda also persisted in looking for a Ket-Dene connection in the face of research suggesting that modern Ket and Na-Dene speakers do not share any DNA material. In 2002, University of Kansas Michael Crawford published an analysis that showed that Ket speakers are genetically more related to their Siberian neighbours, and Na-Dene speakers to their neighbours. This doesn’t automatically preclude a connection, since languages and genes don’t necessarily travel together.
 “Languages can be acquired from other unrelated groups, while you cannot ‘learn’ or acquire a genome,” said Crawford.
 However, Vajda said there is no evidence that the Ket or Athabaskans switched languages. “These two groups are known for their linguistic conservatism, which extends to a general aversion to borrowing foreign words,” he said. Vajda believes that a DNA comparison should exclude people of Haida descent, since he believes that Haida, an endangered language spoken in the Queen Charlotte Islands, is not related to Athabaskan, Eyak, or Tlingit. Crawford’s analysis included the Haida. And, said Vajda, the Ket have been intermarrying with their neighbours for millennia.
 Raymond Yakeleya and others have welcomed Vajda’s discovery as well. In 2005, he helped organize an international Dene meeting in Calgary that gathered Canadian aboriginals as well as Navajo and Apaches from the U.S, which strengthened his conviction that the Dene are curious about their origins.
 “It can’t only be the white man digging in our past,” Yakeleya said. “We have to start doing some of the digging, too.”
 The goal is to invite Ket people to a Dene elders meeting in Yellowknife in 2009. When Bruce Starlight, an elder in the Tsut’ina First Nation, met Navajo attendees at the 2005 gathering, he felt attached to them. “There’s a kinship that is just like, you feel it, it’s a feeling. It’s a brotherhood feeling,” he said.
 Will he have that feeling when he meets any Ket?
 “Very sure. I’m very sure,” he said.
  
 This piece was first published in The Globe and Mail, April 12, 2008.
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		Stutter, memory (Lingua Franca, 2001)

								

	
				A few years ago, Jim Dyer, a reporter at the San Jose Mercury News, began investigating a little-known speech-pathology experiment from the late 1930s with an ominous nickname: the “Monster Study.” As Dyer would soon learn, speech pathology appeared to have some pathologies of its own.
 The Monster Study was the brainchild of the University of Iowa’s Wendell Johnson, who set out to test his belief that stutterers were the victims of aggressive labeling. By conspicuously referring to children as stutterers, he believed, parents and teachers exacerbate common but minor speech disfluencies into something far worse: chronic stuttering. The diagnosis, in other words, causes the condition. A stutterer himself, Johnson rather sinisterly supposed that the best way to win support for his theory was to turn experimental subjects into stutterers. And so he instructed a graduate student named Mary Tudor to browbeat a group of young nonstuttering orphans about their speech in the full expectation that her badgering would impair their linguistic abilities.
 On June 10 and 11, 2011, the Mercury News published Dyer’s heavily reported, tightly written two-article series, “Ethics and Orphans.” It was a revelatory piece of work. With help from the Iowa State Historical Archive in Des Moines, Dyer tracked down the orphans and found that no one had ever told them they were scientific guinea pigs. One woman showed him the door. “I don’t ever want to know,” she protested. Others confessed to Dyer that they’d struggled with their speech for years after the experiment. Dyer also befriended Tudor, now a retired speech pathologist who is eighty-five years old and lives in the Bay Area. “Six decades later,” Dyer wrote, “Mary Tudor is still haunted by having turned the children into stutterers and then having left them to cope on their own.”
  
 §§§
  
 Dyer’s story raised a ruckus, though not entirely for the reasons that he had hoped. It soon came to light that when applying for access to the Iowa State Historical Archive, Dyer had misrepresented himself—needlessly, it seems—as a psychology student. After his editors raised questions about the ethics of what he had done, and publications like Editor & Publisher began to cover the story of his journalistic gaffe, Dyer left the newspaper.
 While journalists pondered Dyer’s conduct, academics debated the significant questions raised by the Monster Study itself. After “Ethics and Orphans” appeared, speech-pathology listservs and newsletters buzzed with activity. Experts on stuttering arrived at work to find frantic parents in their clinics. Have we caused our children’s stuttering? they asked, panicked by what they had read in Dyer’s article about the power of labeling. For most speech pathologists, “Ethics and Orphans” was an outrage: the problem was not that Dyer had exposed Johnson’s dubious ethics but that he had accepted Johnson’s scientific premises, thereby giving credence to a psychological theory about stuttering that had been widely discarded by specialists in the field.
 Dyer’s claim that Tudor had “turned the children into stutterers” drew special fire. In reality, claimed the University of Illinois researchers Ehud Yairi and Nicoline Ambrose in The ASHA Leader, such a transformation was not possible. Tudor’s study, they wrote, “aimed to test whether normally fluent children can be made to emit stuttering. It was not to see if they could be turned into stutterers. This is a significant distinction.”
 But what Yairi and Ambrose failed to note is that this distinction, however significant, isn’t the end of the story. Almost eighty years after Wendell Johnson enrolled at the Univeristy of Iowa in search of a cure for his own chronic stuttering, the disorder’s definition remains contested—as does its cure. For some, like the Marquette University speech pathologist Franklin Silverman, Dyer’s reporting offered crucial support for Johnson’s unpopular ideas. Has the Monster Study, buried for so many years, finally come back to life?
  
 §§§
  
 The Monster Study began in January 1939, when Johnson dispatched Mary Tudor to the Iowa Soldiers’ Orphans’ Home in Davneport to screen for suitable test subjects. Once she had met the orphans, Tudor selected twenty-two of them between the ages of five and sixteen. The “normally disfluent” merely repeated sounds and words, or elongated vowels, or paused in the middle of utterances, or made “thinking noises” like “uh” and “um.” The more severely disfluent were full-fledged stutterers. Having assessed all the orphans’ speech, she divided them into four groups. In two control groups, speakers were labeled appropriately as stutterers or fluent speakers; in two experimental groups, she intentionally labeled stutterers as normal speakers and normal speakers as stutterers.
 As the study proceeded, the six normal speakers labeled as stutterers—ages five, nine, eleven, twelve, twelve, and fifteen—were told in no uncertain terms of their supposed disorder. “The staff has come to the conclusion that you have a great deal of trouble with your speech,” Tudor informed each child individually. “The types of interruptions which you have are very undesirable. These interruptions indicate stuttering. You have many of the symptoms of a child who is beginning to stutter. You must try to stop immediately. Use your will power. Make up your mind that you are going to speak without a single interruption. It’s absolutely necessary that you do this. Do anything to keep from stuttering.”
 Over the spring semester, tudor revisted the orphanage at least once a month, repeating her instructions to the group—and the matrons of the orphanage continued to do likewise in her absence. At the end of the summer, she submitted her thesis, “An Experimental Study of the Effect of Evaluative Labeling on Speech Fluency.” In her conclusion, Tudor noted that the labeling of the nonstutterers had had a definite effect:
 All of the subjects…showed similar types of speech behavior…A decrease in verbal output was characteristic of all six subjects; that is, they were reluctant to speak and spoke only when they were urged to. Second, their rate of speaking was decreased. They spoke more slowly and with greater exactness. They had a tendency to weigh each word before they said it. Third, the length of response was shortened…Fourth, they all became more self-conscious. They appeared shy and embarrassed in many situations. Fifth, they accepted the fact that there was something definitely wrong with their speech. Sixth, every subject reacted to his speech interruptions in some manner. Some hung their heads, other [sic] gasped and covered their mouths with their hands; others laughed with embarrassment.
 
 With its frank admission that the study had done harm to its subjects, the passage is disturbing. But does it imply that the study had created actual stutterers—or just apprehensive speakers? Tudor shied away from the stronger of the two conclusions.
 Either way, Johnson’s colleagues in the psychology department urged him to bury the results because the study violated ethical guidelines: The orphans had not been informed about the goal of the experiment. Tudor eventually came to share the unease of Johnson’s colleagues. In letters she later wrote to Johnson, she expressed concern about the experiment’s effect on some of the nonstutterers. Her letters also indicate that she returned to the orphanage to try to undo the damage. Meanwhile, Johnson went on to become a highly esteemed speech pathologist and, having learned to control his own stuttering, a dynamic public speaker. But he continued to hide the study: In the hundreds of articles and several books he wrote until his death in 1965, he never mentioned it.
 With the data from the Monster Study unusable, Johnson sought other means to advance his beliefs about the pernicious effects of labeling. In his research, he aimed to show that before a stutter is diagnosed as such, there is no qualitative difference between a stutterer and a normal speaker.
 Johnson also looked for cultural evidence for his labeling theory. If the practice of stuttering depends on the existence of the concept of stuttering, he reasoned, people whose language has no word for stuttering will never experience the disorder. For example, the Ute, Bannock, and Shoshone Indians, he claimed, “uncritically accepted” the lack of perfect fluency in children. Consequently, he concluded, “the problem of stuttering does not occur.”
 Ohnson’s ideas eventually became known as the diagnosogenic theory. And from the 1940s through the 1960s, they were the most widely accepted explanation for stuttering. But in the 1970s, the diagnosogenic theory went into eclipse. New evidence suggested that stuttering had more to do with the faulty hardwiring of the brain than with the faulty behavior of parents and teachers. (In addition, the claims that certain Indian cultures have no word for stuttering and do not recognize the phenomenon were shown to be false.) Yet even today, the theories influence can still be felt. The technical shorthand for a stutterer—PWS, or a person who stutters—reflects not only a reluctance to identify people by reference to their disorders but also a Johnsonian sensitivity about the power of labels. Johnson’s ideas also spawned widely used therapeutic techniques such as indirect therapy, in which fluent speech is modeled by the parents’ example, not explicitly enforced on the child.
  
 §§§
  
 However distasteful its methods, the Monster Study was in some respects nothing new: Stutterers have always been exposed to extremes. During the first century A.D., physicians believed that the bodies of stutterers were too humid; they prescribed purgatives, astringents, desiccating sauces, and wraps and would even encase a head in plaster to “dry it out.” In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries corrective oral surgery cycled in and out of vogue, either to loosen or shorten the tongue or to widen the mouth. In 1841, before anesthesia was developed, a Prussian surgeon named Johann Friedrich Dieffenbach claimed to cure stuttering by cutting a triangular wedge from the tongue so that nerve impulses could reach the glottis. Other surgeons removed adenoids and trepanned the cranium.
 In the early twentieth century, psychological theories became popular. Following Freud, some psychoanalytic writers treated stutterers as neurotic, while those of a behaviorist bent held that a stutterer adopted the condition either to avoid communicating or, paradoxically, to avoid other less significant disfluencies. Some, like the speech pathologist Joseph Sheehan, the originator of approach-avoidance theory, thought that stutterers were both attracted to and repelled by speaking. Well into the 1970s, stutterers were reprimanded, shocked, shouted at, and blasted with noises in attempts to cure them of stuttering.
 When Johnson arrived at the University of lowa in 1926, the most popular theory held that stuttering was the result of a clash of electrical signals in the brain. By the age of twenty, the chronically stuttering Johnson had experienced a bewildering array of intended cures. He had endured a kindly local doctor who prescribed peppermint pills; a professor who told him to breathe with his diaphragm (“this seemed pretty much like being advised to walk across the street by putting one foot ahead of the other,” Johnson wrote); a chiropractor; an itinerant preacher “who admonished me to have faith and to use great determination”; a Missouri man with “electrical machines”; and one Benjamin Bogue from Michigan, who required students in his “stammering school” to swing dumbbells and chant sentences like “Have more backbone and less wishbone” and “Little drops of water will wear away a rock.” After three months with Bogue, Johnson went home to Kansas “so thoroughly demoralized it didn’t even occur to me to try to get my money back.”
 Lee Edward Travis, who eventually became Johnson’s adviser at Iowa, once hypothesized that stutterers’ brains had speech and language control scattered between the left and right hemispheres, not localized in the left as in the brains of normal speakers. To test this theory, he immobilized stutterers’ right arms in casts and slings, hoping to force them into left brain dominance. At Iowa, Johnson gained even more experience as a test subject, participating in twenty experiments, some of them quite bizarre. He got his first taste of Travis’s methods on his third day as an undergraduate.
 As Johnson wrote in 1961, well after the fact, Travis “explained that he wanted the students to observe my speech. I sat in a chair beside his desk at the front of the room. There were thirty or forty students looking at me. Dr. Travis told them who I was and that I was from a small town in Kansas, and then he handed me a book and asked me to read aloud to the students. I read for five minutes-and got out four words.” In 1928, Johnson became Travis’s graduate student. “I hope some day to write about my experiences as a white rat,” he wrote soon after.
 In their autobiographies, stutterers often contemplate the remarkably intimate relationships they have with their voices. They are also frequently haunted by the attempt to identify the traumatic childhood moment when they first began to stutter: a stressful experience at home, a harsh comment from a teacher. But Johnson’s 1930 memoir, Because I Stutter, represents no such moment. “I recall nothing whatever concerning my early experiences as a stutterer,” he wrote.
 In this memoir, Johnson’s first contribution to speech pathology, one can nonetheless see the seeds of the diagnosogenic theory. One senses his long-standing preoccupation with tracing stuttering back to the diagnosis of stuttering. “Stuttering often begins, not in the child’s mouth, but in the parents’ ear,” he liked to say. By 1961, he had remembered—or had fashioned—a memory of his own: A first-grade teacher talked to his parents about his speech, and his persistent but naive father responded by inflicting on young Wendell a series of quacks, professors, and faith healers.
  
 §§§
  
 According to some of his former students, Johnson intended the Monster Study to be more than simply test of a theory about stuttering; it was, they explain, also an attempt to test the fundamentals of a broader theory of language called general semantics. Promulgated in the 1920s and 1930s by Count Alfred Korzybski, a Polish émigré, general semantics offered an extreme thesis about the power of language. For instance, some contemporary followers of Korzybski believe it would be beneficial to eliminate all forms of the verb “to be” from English, In no way, they argue can grass “be” green; it merely “appears” green because certain wavelengths of light are being reflected and absorbed. General semanticists maintain that labels like “stutterer” also facilitate pernicious abstractions: They attribute static essences to a world characterized by flux.
 Immediately entranced by these ideas, Johnson attended workshops and seminars at Korzybski’s institute in Chicago and taught a general semantics course at Iowauntil late in his life, He also served on the board of directors of the International Society for General Semantics and served once as the society’s president. On his office wall, he hung an example of Korzybski’s “structural differential,” a model of how a general semanticist perceives the world, built out of looping string and dangling wooden blocks.
 In the 1930s and 1940s, general semantics enjoyed a faddish prominence among scientists. It also inspired science fiction writers like A.E. van Vogt and the founder of Scientology, L. Ron Hubbard, whose system of Dianetics is based on general semantics. And it provoked the wrath of the science writer Martin Gardner, who labeled it a pseudoscience in his 1952 book, Fads and Fallacies in the Name of Science.
 For Johnson, general semantics was a crucial discovery because it freed him from the conventional belief that stutterers were stutterers intrinsically. The theory justified his anger and frustration; according to general semantics, he had been poked and prodded into stuttering and made to feel abnormal. But deep down he was not a stutterer. The Monster Study would prove it.
  
 §§§
  
 Despite Johnson’s decision to keep the Monster Study under permanent wraps, the experiment circulated as disciplinary lore. In 1988, it surfaced in print when Marquette’s Franklin Silverman, a former student of Johnson’s, published a paper about it in the Journal of Fluency Disorders. A few years later, Jerry Halvorson, a retired speech pathologist at the University of Washington at River Falls conducted an interview with Mary Tudor, and in 1999 he published a fictionalized account of the study with the rather melodramatic title Abandoned: Now Stutter My Orphan. Halvorson, who based the protagonist of his novel on Silverman, hoped the book would call further attention to the Monster Study.
 Why the interest in casting light on such a dark story? Silverman, Halvorson, and the speech pathologist Mike Rettinger are part of a small group that still believes in the diagnosogenic theory. For them, the ethics of the experiment should not detract attention from what it proved. “The only thing that concerns me about the response to Dyer’s story,” Silverman notes, “is that the focus has been [on] the ethical aspects of the study, where I’d much rather have seen the emphasis be on diagnosogenic theory,”
 As Silverman concedes, Johnson popularized his diagnosogenic theory primarily by force of his reputation, And by the mid-1970s, Silverman notes, the indirect evidence that Johnson had collected after burying the Monster Study had begun to “fall apart.” Dismayed by the influx of competing theories about stuttering, Silverman decided to resurrect the study. In his 1988 paper, he concluded that “the findings of the Tudor study provide strong evidence that diagnosing normal disfluency as stuttering can cause stuttering.”
 But Silverman has not persuaded his colleagues. Yairi and Ambrose, prompted to review Tudor’s data after reading Dyer’s story, wrote in The ASHA Leader, “We have examined the data carefully and found that the study completely failed to demonstrate any support for its conclusions that stuttering could be elicited via labeling.” In June of this year, Kevin Eldridge, a graduate student in speech pathology at the University of Pittsburgh, summarized Tudor’s data for a fluency-disorder listserv. He pointed to some oddities. While Tudor’s conclusion highlighted the six subjects’ disturbing apprehension and reluctance to speak, their fluency had not been uniformly impaired. Indeed, he noted, the fluency ratings of four of the six experimental non-stutterers (all of whom had initially been rated normal speakers) had remained the same or improved during the course of the experiment. In only two cases—those of the five-year-old and the fifteen-year-old—did fluency ratings go down.
  
 §§§
  
 In an especially moving passage in his Mercury News article, Dyer described his interview with one of the orphans, seventy-four-year-old Mary Korlaske, who, he reported, had become a stutterer following the Monster Study. She told Dyer that she had learned to control her speech over the years but had begun “stuttering” again after her husband died. Dyer described Korlaske’s speech after meeting her in a nursing home: “She has difficulty with words that begin with ’s,’” he wrote, “and sometimes repeats words in her sentences.” Eldridge observed, however, that according to the judges who helped Tudor evaluate the orphans’ speech, Korlaske had improved her fluency by the end of the Monster Study. Though it is possible that Korlaske’s fluency improved during the experiment and then rapidly regressed later on, stuttering tends to disappear with age. 
 Perhaps what Dyer was observing in Korlaske’s speech was not stuttering but a different speech problem. As the University of Maryland speech pathologist Nan Ratner argued in a fluency-disorders newsletter published by the American Speech-Language Hearing Association, the evidence suggested that Johnson and Tudor had created not stutterers but people with “communication apprehension.” Though she believes that the Monster Study was a “horrific” undertaking with “real consequences to some of the unwitting child participants,” she calls “misleading” the suggestion that Tudor created stutterers.
 Scott Yaruss, a speech researcher at the University of Pittsburgh, concurs that the evidence against the diagnosogenic theory remains strong. If stuttering were strictly caused by labeling, hypercritical parents, or unusually oppressive societies, Yarus says, then one wouldn’t expect stuttering to run in families to the extent it does. According to one report, 70 percent of stutterers have other stutterers in the extended family. Also, studies show that stuttering occurs more often among identical twins than fraternal ones. There’s also a strong gender bias: Four times more men than women stutter. And to top it off, the distribution of stutterers in the U.S. population (about 1 percent) is similar to that in other societies.
 Unswayed, Silverman insists that mainstream speech pathologists challenge the results of Tudor’s study because “they’ve committed themselves to viewing the disorder as a physiological one as opposed to a psychological one.” Silverman freely admits that Tudor’s thesis did not draw the conclusion that she had created stutterers. But he cites Tudor’s distressed letters to Johnson, and the subsequent interviews with Tudor conducted by Halvorson and Dyer, as evidence that she had been reluctant to describe what she had really done. Furthermore, Silverman emphasizes, Dyer reported firsthand testimony to the effect that the subjects had stuttered into adulthood—“which to me,” Silverman says, “is the smoking gun.”
 Not everyone, however, is willing to accept Dyer’s anecdotal evidence as hard proof. Silverman’s willingness to do so, Ratner says, is “a kind of pseudoscience we don’t profit from.”
 One wishes that Dyer would clarify what he saw and heard, in light of the concerns of skeptical academics. Ever since his departure from the Mercury News, he has kept out of sight. (Attempts by Lingua Franca to reach him were unsuccessful.) One can only imagine what he must think of his article’s bizarre aftermath. He published a blistering expose of Johnson ‘s ethical lapses only to find himself scorned by Johnson’s critics and embraced by Johnson’s admirers. In the end, his work has provided a glimmer of hope for those who believe that Johnson’s science was all right even if his treatment of orphans was all wrong.
  
 This piece was first published in Lingua Franca, November, 2001.
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		The deep roots of writing (Aeon, 2018)

								

	
				Was writing invented for accounting and administration or did it evolve from religious movements, sorcery and dreams?
  
 Recent scholars of the history of writing describe what was first and foremost an administrative tool. According to their ‘administrative hypothesis’, writing was invented so that early states could track people, land and economic production, and elites could sustain their power. Along the way (their argument goes) writing became flexible enough, in how it captured spoken language, to be used for poetry and letters and, eventually, word games such as Mad Libs and fortune cookies.
 The writing/state connection sailed out most recently in Against the Grain (2017) by James Scott, a political scientist at Yale whose goal is to overturn the usual story about how civilisation came to be. In his book, he draws from accumulated archaeological findings to show that large sedentary populations and grain agriculture existed long before the first states in both Mesopotamia and China. These operations came to be coopted by rulers, ruling classes and elite interests. The elite didn’t invent agriculture or urban living but fashioned the oft-told narrative giving them credit for these achievements. In his book, Scott assembles a political counter-narrative to up-end their story of progress and show how people were better off when they weren’t subjects.
 This counter-narrative needs villains, and writing serves this purpose brilliantly, because it’s the tool of power that makes subjects subjects. ‘The state is a recording, registering, and measuring machine,’ writes Scott—and a coercive machine that makes lists of names, levies taxes, rations food, raises armies, and writes rules. ‘The coincidence of the pristine state and pristine writing,’ he writes, ‘tempts one to the crude functionalist conclusion that would-be state makers invented the forms of notation that were essential to statecraft.’ Without writing, Scott argues, there could be no state—and without the state, there could be no writing. He seems to be saying that everything that humans would come to write—myths, epic poems, love letters, essays, re-assessments of the history of civilisation – was an epiphenomenon of bureaucratic paperwork.
 As far as I am concerned, however, the evidence suggests otherwise. I come to this defence of writing as an unabashed partisan of text, a diehard literate in an age pivoting to video—I barely watch television, which marks me as a philistine these days. Every week seems to bring fresh news of a dimmer future for writing, whether it’s thanks to AI-curated, voice-operated information interfaces or in the hopes pinned on emojis as a universal writing system. So after reading Scott’s book I was moved to throw some gravel at the thinking that rolls along this track: if writing is the offspring of accounting and keeps the powerful in power, then let’s unshackle ourselves and return to purity.
 Who needs writing, anyway? Seen through the filter of a military analogy, writing might be like nuclear weapons (which were developed specifically by the military), or it might be like gunpowder, which was discovered by alchemists searching for life-prolonging substances hundreds of years before its use in weapons. The question is this: is writing the product of the state in every single stage of its evolution, invented de novo by administrative elites? Or is it composed of pre-existing representational practices that expanded to fill the needs of the state and complex society?
  
 §§§
  
 The evidence suggests that writing is actually more like gunpowder than like nuclear weapons. For one thing, in the four wellsprings of writing, it never (as far as we know) sprang forth as fully phonographic but evolved to become that – there’s usually some kind of proto-writing, and some kind of proto-proto-writing. I like to think of writing as a layered invention. First there’s the graphic invention: the notion of making a durable mark on a surface. Humans have been doing this for at least 100,000 years—the bureaucracy didn’t give humans that power. Then the symbolic invention: let’s make this mark different from all other marks and assign it a meaning that we can all agree on. Humans have been doing this for a long time, too. Then there’s the linguistic one: let’s realise that a sound, a syllable and a word are all things in the world that can be assigned a graphic symbol. This invention depends on the previous ones, and itself is made of innovations, realisations, solutions and hacks. Then comes the functional invention: let’s use this set of symbols to write a list of captives’ names, or a contract about feeding workers, or a letter to a distant garrison commander. All these moves belong to an alchemy of life that makes things go boom.
 When you consider these layers of invention, you discover that early writing in Mesopotamia, for instance, had no overtly political function, as the archaeologist David Wengrow at University College London argues in What Makes Civilization? (2010). Instead, for the first 300-400 years of early cuneiform texts in the region (from about 3300-2900 BCE), Wengrow sees a bookkeeping function for managing temple-factories of the day. ‘There is hardly any use of writing for what I would view as state-like functions (eg, dynastic monuments, taxation, tribute, narratives of political events) until the Early Dynastic period,’ he told me.
 This is an even stronger strike against the administrative hypothesis than it looks, because the counting that was the precursor to writing in Mesopotamia didn’t need the state to develop. In the 1960s, the archaeologist Denise Schmandt-Besserat began studying clay tokens – cylinders, pyramids, discs, balls – thousands of which had been found all over Middle Eastern archaeological sites, though no one had explained what they were. These tokens showed up in Neolithic archaeological sites from 8000 BCE, well before the earliest states emerge in Mesopotamia. Schmandt-Besserat, whom I studied with at the University of Texas at Austin in the early 1990s, argued that the tokens went back 10,000 years. She realised that they were markers for objects: one cone per unit of grain, one diamond per unit of honey, and so forth. At first, tokens that denoted goods and objects were stored in groups; one storage method was sealing them into hollow clay balls. To overcome the obvious drawback that the contents of a sealed envelope can’t be checked, early accountants pressed the tokens into the soft, wet surface of the envelope. By the fourth millennium, scribes realised that the impressed signs made the envelopes redundant – just press the tokens into the clay, or better yet, create written signs that mimicked tokens. Then one more step of abstraction completed the journey: create written signs that capture speech-sounds and word-meanings.
 The implications are clear, at least for Mesopotamia. Early states functioned without writing for nearly 3,000 years before the invention of cuneiform because they had the token system for counting. And tokens didn’t need the conditions of the state to develop – they preceded the state by 2,000 years. What we have is counting that precedes complex economic organisation as well as phonetic writing that precedes political functions. Both trajectories undermine the writing/state argument.
 The administrative hypothesis lacks evidence in other regions where writing developed, as well. In China, for example, the earliest writing samples, which were divination texts carved into bone and turtle shell, date to approximately 1320 BCE, but archaeologists don’t know whether there was also administrative, propagandistic or literary writing happening at the same time. And they don’t know what preceded the carved word signs, which included names, dates and items of sacrifice, though the confident shape and execution of the characters suggests a well-developed scribal class. That, in turn, points to a complex society. But was this society administered by forms of writing? There’s no evidence that it was.
 Further mysteries are posed by writing in Mesoamerica. The most prominent examples are Mayan and Zapotec writing, which date to 300 BCE and 600 BCE respectively. All the existing examples of Mesoamerican writing are engravings on rock or murals; writing on other materials, such as palm leaf, were either lost to decay or destroyed by the Spanish conquerors. Before phonetic writing there was iconography, and early writing itself featured leaders, rulers, prisoner-taking, and conquests. Nothing economic or administrative exists.
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 Over and over, what we see is that writing is more like gunpowder than like a nuclear bomb. In each of the four sites of the independent invention of writing, there’s either no evidence one way or the other, or there’s evidence that a proto-writing pre-dated the administrative needs of the state. Even in Mesopotamia, a phonetic cuneiform script was used for a few hundred years for accounting before writing was used for overtly political purposes. As far as the reductive argument that accountants invented writing in Mesopotamia, it’s true that writing came from counting, but temple priests get the credit more than accountants do. ‘Priests invented writing’ is a reduction I can live with—it posits writing as a tool for contacting the supernatural realm, recording the movement of spirits, inspecting the inscrutable wishes of divinities.
 As it turns out, the popular ‘administrative hypothesis’ has run into headwinds among other scholars too. In the afterword to the essay collection The First Writing (2004), Stephen Houston, an anthropologist at Brown University in Rhode Island, concluded that the administrative hypothesis, though tempting, ‘remains hypothetical’. Fourteen years later, things are unchanged, especially for Mesoamerica, Houston told me in a recent email. ‘The earliest writing we have appears, where we can read it, to be resolutely about kings, gods, ritual activities, fetish objects. There are plausible grounds to think they had cadastrals [listings of land parcels and who owned them] and the like, which appear in early Colonial Mexico. But we just don’t have the direct evidence.’
 Other anthropologists, meanwhile, have been looking more closely at historical instances where writing emerges outside of the state—and where states emerge without writing. Piers Kelly, a linguistic anthropologist at the Max Planck Institute for the History of Human Evolution in Munich, says that the ancient state in Hawaii never used writing while some ‘non-state small-scale societies’ did. In fact, in various corners of the Earth and throughout history, inventors have crafted alphabets and syllabaries to resist the state.
 Kelly studies religiously flavoured political movements (and politically flavoured religious movements) in Southeast Asia and West Africa whose charismatic leaders have invented writing systems, often after having been inspired by otherworldly visions. Kelly points out that writing has been reinvented at least nine times in Southeast Asia since the 1840s, mainly by largely non-literate highland people whose way of life was under threat from powerful states. ‘As a resistance strategy, the introduction of rebellious scripts gave impetus to the new movements, investing their advocates with authority, and rendering marginalised languages literally visible,’ Kelly writes in a forthcoming paper.
 One of my favourite instances of this is a writing system called Pahawh Hmong, invented by a Hmong farmer, Shong Lue Yang, in the late 1950s when he lived in the mountains of Vietnam. What’s remarkable about this is not only that Shong Lue was illiterate—as detailed in the fascinating book The Mother of Writing (1990) by William A Smalley, Chia Koua Vang and Gnia Yee Yang—but that he revised his system four times, with each revision being more linguistically sophisticated than the last. Shong Lue’s invention most certainly did not happen in the context of the state, nor was he a privileged scribe; he was a squirrel-hunting basket maker and mountain rice farmer when the writing system was first revealed to him, his believers claimed, by two mysterious visitors from heaven. No one else could read or write it. That would come later, after he had taught them.
 As Shong Lue’s case demonstrates, the phonetic achievements of a writing system aren’t the only ones worth noting. The French anthropologist Pierre Déléage studies the invention of writing in many cultural contexts, and distinguishes ‘unbound’ forms of writing from ‘bound’ ones. ‘Unbound’ writing includes the phonetically flexible, multifunctional information tool called the Latin alphabet that we use to communicate in, say, English or French today. Less familiar is ‘bound‘ writing, which is used to represent narrow types of speaking and often only by a small number of people. An example of bound writing is a Lakota history drawn on a blanket by the Lakota warrior Swift Dog, one of about 100 known ‘winter counts’, which were records of events recorded on buffalo hides. Keepers of the winter counts, usually men, created iconic depictions of the significant events, but these visuals weren’t all the same. Another example is the inscription on the Cascajal block, a slab of serpentine scratched with 62 symbols that was discovered in Mexico in the late 1990s that dates to 900 BCE – making it the oldest writing in the New World, though it’s undeciphered.
 Such text appears similar to shamanic writing ‘devised by religious specialists, with tightly restricted, revelatory functions’, as a team of anthropologists wrote in Science in 2016. Often, bound forms of writing are used in face-to-face contexts alongside spoken language. Déléage notes that they exist in numerous North American indigenous cultures (the Ojibwa, the Lakota, the Navajo and the Kuna), in South America (the Inka, the Yagua and the Bolivian Quechua), and in Asia (the Naxi in China and the Dayak in Borneo). Déléage argues, convincingly, that to decipher bound text, you must know what it’s about, and perhaps be an expert in the chant, ritual or curse (or whatever) that it captures – hardly a useful tool for authoritative control. And, he noted, all of the writing invented in Egypt, Mesopotamia, Mesoamerica and China was bound when it emerged.
 Eventually, bound writing can become unbound in the interests of the state, whether to further royal politics, run an economy, fund the elite—or all three. A huge range of state needs can pressure people to expand what they need writing for, and thus unbinding can carry the force of invention, even if it’s strictly speaking not one. Suddenly, names must be written—local ones as well as foreign ones, along with names of captives from military forays. Places where trade goods come from must be recorded, and legal contracts must be drawn up, along with standardised lists and letters to distant garrison commanders—and then someone realises that if a letter can contain military orders, it can also contain sweet nothings. All these are perpetuated among the elite literate class via scribal schools where lists of terms are standardised and transmitted across generations.
 On one level, those of us who write and read owe the state a debt of gratitude. The deep history of your poetic form, your contracts and your epitaph might lie in scrawls on a cave wall or lists of royal ancestors, some of them divine, but the achievement of unbound writing stems from the needs and prerogatives of government, in the end.
 As a writer of nonfiction, I can’t help but love writing’s roots in enumerating concrete objects and reality itself. The textual analyst part of me loves how Mesopotamian tokens were wrapped in clay envelopes after being impressed on the soft exterior—perhaps clay-wrapped tokens of meaning give rise to the notion that text is both a surface and an interior, and that that’s what leads us to talk so relentlessly (in English and other languages) about what is ‘in’ a given text. The poet in me wants to repurpose the heavy thumb of authority’s use of writing on behalf of the powerless. The linguist in me recognises the cognitive significance of the layers of writing’s invention, none of which the brain was evolved to do specifically but with which we have co-evolved. And as a partisan of text, I know its deep history won’t ever be erased.
  
 This piece was first published in Aeon, March 1, 2018.
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		Why sign-language gloves don't help deaf people (The Atlantic, 2017)

								

	
				Wearable technologies that claim to translate ASL overlook the intricacies of the language, as well as the needs of signers.
  
 Along with jet packs and hover boards, a machine to translate from any language to any other is so appealing as a fantasy that people are willing to overlook clunky prototypes as long as they can retain the belief that the future promised by science fiction has, at last, arrived. One particularly clunky subspecies of the universal language translator has a rather dismal history: the sign-language glove, which purports to translate sign language in real time to text or speech as the wearer gestures. For people in the Deaf community, and linguists, the sign-language glove is rooted in the preoccupations of the hearing world, not the needs of Deaf signers.
 The basic idea dates to the 1980s, when researchers started exploring how humans could interact with computers using gestures. In 1983, a Bell Labs engineer named Gary Grimes invented a glove for data entry using the 26 manual gestures of the American Manual Alphabet, used by speakers of American Sign Language. But the first glove intended to make interactions between deaf and non-deaf people easier was announced in 1988 by the Stanford University researchers James Kramer and Larry Leifer. It was called the “talking glove,” and the entire system cost $3,500—not including the price of the CyberGlove itself.
 The first sign-language glove to gain any notoriety came out in 2001. A high-school student from Colorado, Ryan Patterson, fitted a leather golf glove with 10 sensors that monitored finger position, then relayed finger spellings to a computer which rendered them as text on a screen. Patterson received considerable attention for his “translating glove,” including the grand prize in the 2001 Intel International Science and Engineering Fair and a $100,000 scholarship. In 2002, the public-affairs office of the National Institute on Deafness and Other Communicative Disorders effused about Patterson, sneaking in the caveat only at the end: The glove doesn’t translate anything beyond individual letters, certainly not the full range of signs used in American Sign Language, and works only with the American Manual Alphabet.
 Over the years, similar designs—with corresponding hoopla—have appeared all over the world, but none has ever delivered a product to market. A group of Ukrainians won first prize and $25,000 in the 2012 Microsoft Imagine Cup, a student technology competition, for their glove project. In 2014, Cornell students designed a glove that “helps people with hearing disabilities by identifying and translating the user’s signs into spoken English.” And in 2015, one glove project was announced by two researchers at Mexico’s National Polytechnic Institute, and another by the Saudi designer and media artist Hadeel Ayoub, whose BrightSignGlove “translates sign language into speech in real time” using a data glove.
 The most recent project is from July 2017, when a team at the University of California, San Diego, published a paper in PLOS One describing a gesture-recognizing glove. The project was headed by Darren Lipomi, a chemist who researches the mechanical properties of innovative materials, such as stretchable polymer-based solar cells and skin-like sensors. On July 12, the UCSD news office promoted Lipomi’s publication with a story proclaiming, “Low-cost smart glove translates American Sign Language alphabet and controls virtual objects.” The next day, the online outlet Medgadget lopped “alphabet” out of its headline, and reports of a glove that “translates sign language” again spread far and wide, getting picked up by New Scientist, The Times in the United Kingdom, and other outlets. Medgadget wasn’t entirely to blame—Lipomi had titled his paper “The Language of Glove” and written that the device “translated” the alphabet into text, not “converted,” which would have been more accurate.
 Linguists caught wind of the project. Carol Padden, the dean of social sciences at UCSD and a prominent sign-language linguist who is also deaf, passed along a critique of the sign-language glove concept to Lipomi’s dean at the school of engineering. The critique she gave him had been written by two ASL instructors and one linguist and endorsed by 19 others. It was written in response not to Lipomi’s paper, but to a notorious sign-language-glove project from the year before. In 2016, two University of Washington undergraduates, Thomas Pryor and Navid Azodi, won the Lemelson-MIT Student Prize for a pair of gloves that recognized rudimentary ASL signs. Their project, called SignAloud, was covered by NPR, Discover, Bustle, and other outlets, but was also answered by vociferous complaints in blog posts by the linguists Angus Grieve-Smith and Katrina Faust.
 “Initially, I didn’t want to deal with [SignAloud, the UW project] because this has been a repeated phenomenon or fad,” says Lance Forshay, who directs the ASL program at UW. “I was surprised and felt somehow betrayed because they obviously didn’t check with the Deaf community or even check with ASL program teachers to make sure that they are representing our language appropriately.” But after SignAloud received national and international media attention, Forshay teamed up with Kristi Winter and Emily Bender, from his department, to write a letter. They gathered input for the letter from the Deaf community and Deaf culture experts.
 Their six-page letter, which Padden passed along to the dean, points out how the SignAloud gloves—and all the sign-language translation gloves invented so far—misconstrue the nature of ASL (and other sign languages) by focusing on what the hands do. Key parts of the grammar of ASL include “raised or lowered eyebrows, a shift in the orientation of the signer’s torso, or a movement of the mouth,” reads the letter. “Even perfectly functioning gloves would not have access to facial expressions.” ASL consists of thousands of signs presented in sophisticated ways that have, so far, confounded reliable machine recognition. One challenge for machines is the complexity of ASL and other sign languages. Signs don’t appear like clearly delineated beads on a string; they bleed into one another in a process that linguists call “coarticulation” (where, for instance, a hand shape in one sign anticipates the shape or location of the following sign; this happens in words in spoken languages, too, where sounds can take on characteristics of adjacent ones). Another problem is the lack of large data sets of people signing that can be used to train machine-learning algorithms.
 And while signers do use the American Manual Alphabet, it plays a narrow role within ASL. Signers use it “to maintain a contrast of two types of vocabulary—the everyday, familiar, and intimate vocabulary of signs, and the distant, foreign, and scientific vocabulary of words of English origin,” wrote Carol Padden and Darline Clark Gunsauls, who heads Deaf studies at Ohlone College, in a paper on the subject.
 And the writers of the UW letter argued that the development of a technology based on a sign language constituted cultural appropriation. College students were gaining accolades and scholarships for technologies based on an element of Deaf culture, while Deaf people themselves are legally and medically underserved. Also, though the gloves are often presented as devices to improve accessibility for the Deaf, it’s the signers, not the hearing people, who must wear the gloves, carry the computers, or modify their rate of signing. “This is a manifestation of audist beliefs,” the UW letter states, “the idea that the Deaf person must expend the effort to accommodate to the standards of communication of the hearing person.”
 That sentiment is widely echoed. “ASL gloves are mainly created/designed to serve hearing people,” said Rachel Kolb, a Rhodes Scholar and Ph.D. student at Emory University who has been deaf from birth. “The concept of the gloves is to render ASL intelligible to hearing people who don’t know how to sign, but this misses and utterly overlooks so many of the communication difficulties and frustrations that Deaf people can already face.” Julie Hochgesang, an assistant professor of linguistics at Gallaudet, said she rolls her eyes when another glove is announced. “We can’t get decent access to communication when we go to the doctor. Why bother with silly gloves when we still need to take care of the basic human-rights issues?”
 So why do so many inventors keep turning to the sign-language glove concept?
 One reason is pretty obvious: Despite the popularity of ASL classes in American colleges (enrollment in such courses grew by 19 percent between 2009 and 2013), non-signers often don’t know that much about sign language. They may not even realize that ASL (and other sign languages, such as British Sign Language, Chinese Sign Language, and dozens of others) are distinct languages with their own grammars and phonologies, not word-for-word reformulations of a spoken language. Additionally, says Forshay, “People have no knowledge of the culture of Deaf people and how signed language has been exploited and oppressed over history.” As a result, they’re not aware of why the issue would be so sensitive.
 An equally potent but less immediately apparent reason is the way engineers approach problem-solving. In engineering school, students are taught to solve only the mathematical elements of problems, says the Virginia Tech engineering educator Gary Downey. In a 1997 article he noted that “all the nonmathematical features of a problem, such as its politics, its power implications for those who solve it, and so forth, are given,” meaning they’re bracketed off. Students are prepared to focus on sensor placement or algorithm design, but often not the broader social context that the device they’re designing will enter.
 The specific application of Lipomi’s glove as an accessibility device seems to have been an afterthought. The project’s purpose, he wrote on his blog later, was to “demonstrate integration of soft electronic materials with low-energy wireless circuitry that can be purchased economically.” The American Manual Alphabet was chosen because “it comprises a set of 26 standardized gestures, which represent a challenge in engineering to detect using our system of materials.”
 However, engineers seem to be hearing and responding to linguists’ complaints. Pryor and Azodi, the inventors of the UW SignAloud project, signed on to the UW open letter. And when Darren Lipomi heard about the linguists’ criticisms, he changed the wording of his paper with an addendum to PLOS One and wrote a blog post encouraging researchers to be more culturally sensitive. “The onus is thus on the researcher to be aware of cultural issues and to make sure … that word choice, nuance, and how the technology may impact a culture is properly conveyed to the journalist and thence to the public,” he wrote.
 Still, as long as actual Deaf users aren’t included in these projects, inventors are likely to continue creating devices that offend the very group they say they want to help. “To do this work, the first rule you have to teach yourself is that you are not your user,” says Thad Starner, who directs the Contextual Computing Group at the Georgia Institute of Technology. The group develops accessibility technologies for the deaf, such as a sign language–based educational game to train the working-memory abilities of deaf children.
 That’s not to say that Deaf people don’t have futuristic fantasies that involve technology. For example, Kolb says a dominant fantasy among her friends is for glasses that would auto-caption everything that hearing people say. Several teams of researchers are working on algorithms to make signing videos on YouTube searchable. Even more thorough, higher-quality captioning and better interpreting services would improve the lives of many.
 And, Kolb added, technology could create ways to encourage hearing people to use ASL and become multimodal as well as multilingual.
 “That would open up the possibilities of communication for all of us,” she said.
  
 This piece was first published in The Atlantic on November 9, 2017.
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		Come-gimme (Undark, 2025)

								

	
				Despite startling breakthroughs, the first words and signs of great apes are rarely publicly celebrated by scientists.
  
 In many Western societies, parents eagerly await their children’s first words, then celebrate their arrival. There’s also a vast scientific and popular attention to early child language. Yet there is (and was) surprisingly little hullabaloo sparked by the first words and hand signs displayed by great apes.
 As far back as 1916, scientists have been exploring the linguistic abilities of humans’ closest relatives by raising them in language-rich environments. But the first moments in which these animals did cross a communication threshold created relatively little fuss in both the scientific literature and the media. Why?
 Consider, for example, the first sign by Washoe, a young chimpanzee that was captured in the wild and transported in 1966 to a laboratory at the University of Nevada, where she was studied by two researchers, Allen Gardner and Beatrice Gardner. Washoe was taught American Sign Language in family-like settings that would be conducive to communicative situations. “Her human companions,” wrote the Gardners in 1969, “were to be friends and playmates as well as providers and protectors, and they were to introduce a great many games and activities that would be likely to result in maximum interaction.”
 When the Gardners wrote about the experiments, they did note her first uses of specific signs, such as “toothbrush,” that didn’t seem to echo a sign a human had just used. These moments weren’t ignored, yet you have to pay very close attention to their writings to find the slightest awe or enthusiasm. Fireworks it is not.
 Her first sign—a begging gesture—appears about halfway through an article that the Gardners published in the journal Science, in a table of signs that Washoe used “reliably.” The first gesture that Washoe made spontaneously, “independently of any deliberate training,” was an open hand extended, palm up. She did this in situations when she wanted some help or if the humans had an object she wanted.
 Later, she added a wrist movement to the sign. A “beckoning,” the Gardners described it. It was easily added to the list of her words. The scientists called this first sign “come-gimme,” describing it as a “beckoning motion, with wrist or knuckles as a pivot.” It’s almost as if she were babbling, reaching for motor control itself, then finally achieving it. Come-gimme. She was between 1 and 2 years old at the time—about the same age as many humans’ spoken first words.
 The Gardners had an elaborate protocol for formally agreeing that Washoe had acquired a sign: It had to have “a reported frequency of at least one appropriate and spontaneous occurrence each day over a period of 15 consecutive days.” Based on this protocol, her three other signs in the first seven months were “more,” “up,” and “sweet.”
 True, the Gardners were sober scientists, but there was little celebratory flavor in their reports, nor in most of the media accounts that followed. Even her obituaries omitted it. There were exceptions, however, including a 1974 documentary titled “The First Signs of Washoe.” Another came from Jane Hill, a linguistic anthropologist who closed a 1978 article on ape language with a loose bit of hyperbolic flourish: “It is unlikely that any of us will in our lifetimes see again a scientific breakthrough as profound in its impli­cations as the moment when Washoe, the baby chimpanzee, raised her hand and signed COME-GIMME to a comprehending human.” Profound? Few others seemed to think so.
  
 §§§
  
 The first human word pronounced by an ape appears to have been the French word “feu,” for fire, even if calling it a “word” is a stretch, since the young chimpanzee Moses didn’t know what it meant. An American named Richard Garner bought him on an expedition to west-central Africa in the late 19th century, and Moses only knew that his human friend would give him corned beef if he made certain sounds with his mouth.
 Garner, who was investigating “monkey” language, was disappointed that Moses had not progressed further, yet the articulation of feu was “quite as nearly perfect as most people of other tongues ever learn to speak the same word in French,” he wrote. Other sounds made by Moses were “mamma”; the German word for how, “wie”; and the word for mother in a local Ghanaian language, “nkgwe.”
 In 1909, a captive chimpanzee named Peter was brought to psychologist Lightner Witmer at his clinic in Philadelphia. Dressed in top hat and wearing roller skates (mainly so he wouldn’t escape by climbing things), saying “mama” was among his tricks.
 A colleague of Witmer’s, a tattooed adventuring anthropologist named William Furness, also tried his hand at the talking ape game. Over six months, he taught a female orangutan to pronounce “papa” by pressing its lips together, until one day she did something amazing: her first word! “One day of her own accord, out of lesson time, she said ‘Papa’ quite distinctly and repeated it on command,’’ Furness wrote. “Of course, I praised and petted her enthusiastically; she never forgot it after that and finally recognized it as my name.”
 About four decades later, two Americans, Keith and Catherine Hayes, home-reared a chimpanzee named Viki, treating her like a like a human child to test her developmental capacities. After training her to grunt on command (“speak”), the Hayeses taught her to vocalize “mama” by manipulating her lips. “She soon learned to make the proper mouth movements herself, and could then say ‘mama’ unaided—softly, and hoarsely, but quite acceptably.”⁠ Her other three words: “papa,” “cup,” “up.”
 But reactions to these performances were subdued, compared to the florid reception that human first words typically receive. In the early 20th century, a chemistry professor named W. G. Bateman became so enamored of his children’s language that he published a small collection of first words. “At one moment something is not and at the next moment it is and we do not know what miracle fills the infinitesimal gap,” he wrote.
 Another famous first word by an ape came from Kanzi, a bonobo born at the Yerkes Regional Primate Research Center in 1980, then moved to the Language Research Center at Georgia State University. A young scientist there, Sue Savage-Rumbaugh, had been teaching chimpanzees how to use a keyboard with visual symbols called lexigrams. Savage-Rumbaugh also taught Matata, Kanzi’s adopted mother, who proved to be a bad lexigram learner.
 To everyone’s surprise, Kanzi began using lexigrams, having learned them indirectly. His first button push was for the symbol “chase,” Savage-Rumbaugh recalled: “He would look over the board, touch this symbol, then glance about to see if I had noticed and whether I would agree to chase him.”
 Only after Kanzi and Matata were separated did the extent of his abilities become clear. On his first day alone with the keyboard, he used it 120 times. “One of the first things he did that morning was to activate ‘apple,’ then ‘chase,’” Savage-Rumbaugh wrote in a 1994 book about Kanzi. “He then picked up an apple, looked at me, and ran away with a play grin on his face.” Within four months, he had learned to use more than 20 symbols. He was just shy of 3 years old. And in his lifetime, he would learn hundreds more.
 In her account, Savage-Rumbaugh listed the first 10 words that Kanzi, Mulika, and Kanzi’s half-sister, Panbanisha, had produced. “In general,” she wrote, “the apes’ first words reflected their own particular interests.”
 And those interests varied widely. Kanzi’s first 10 words were “orange, peanut, banana, apple, bedroom, chase, Austin, sweet potato, raisin, ball.” Panbanisha’s were “milk, chase, open, tickle, grape, bite, dog, surprise, yogurt, soap.” And those of Mulika were “milk, key, t-room, surprise, juice, water, grape, banana, go, staff office.”
 Critics of the results of these ape language experiments argued that the utterances of a 2-year-old child didn’t qualify as language yet⁠, and in the early days of Chomskyan linguistics even human first words weren’t interesting because they gave no inkling of linguistic structure. Therefore, it was the strings of signs or symbols by apes that received far more attention. “The production of novel combinatoral utterances,” Sue Savage-Rumbaugh wrote, “is a powerful communicative process that characterizes all languages.” And if the prize is grammar, the lonely word loses currency.
 As it happens, a combination of signs brought significant attention to Washoe in the 1960s. Apparently, she signed “water” and “bird” upon seeing a swan. Roger Brown, a noted Harvard psychologist who had studied word learning in children, said at the time this two-word sequence “was like getting an S.O.S. from outer space.” (No such hyperbole was directed at Washoe’s first signs.)
 More than a decade later, an orangutan named Chantek at the University of Tennessee at Chattanooga built a vocabulary of about 150 modified American Sign Language signs. H. Lyn Miles, an anthropologist who worked with Chantek, told me she reported downplaying his first words for several reasons. One was the fear that attributing “first words” to animals would be perceived as anthropomorphism.
 “We wanted the apes to be precocious. But since they were not our biological children, we didn’t harp like human parents and repeatedly encourage first words like ‘mama’ and ‘dada,’ or even ‘up,’ as we urged them into our loving arms,” she wrote in an email.
 Critics of ape language research also maintain that the apes only learn words to get what they want, not to ask questions about objects or persons, or perform social functions. Indeed, Chantek’s first words were FOOD-EAT and DRINK. “We somewhat underplayed the first words,” Miles wrote.
 Another reason for her reluctance to focus on first words was sexism, Miles reported. Some female scientists battled the perception that they couldn’t be objective or nonemotional, so they went out of their way to not be perceived as maternal. “The last thing we needed in this patriarchal scientific culture was to appear as if we were over-bonding with the ape as if he/she were a child and highlight ‘first words’ like a baby shower or getting baby’s first teeth,” Miles wrote.
 And yet, she told me, her personal reaction to Chantek’s first words were “joyful and ecstatic.”
  
 §§§
  
 Buried in our language histories are ideas about first words that we didn’t know we had. One is the notion that “mama”—meaning mother—is everyone’s natural first word. Another is that animals can’t have first words. It violates a category, somehow; it asks us to believe something that we can’t quite recognize. Some scientists who have worked with apes did, of course, but they weren’t ever able to persuade their scientific peers and other doubters that the animals were communicative agents, legitimate speakers, valid conversational partners.
  And yet, the first symbols, words, or signs of apes have remained significant parts of the researchers’ private experiences. One researcher, Mary Lee Jensvold, had her first experience in 1985 with a signing ape with Koko, a gorilla who had been taught to sign by Penny Patterson in the early 1970s.
 “I had just had a conversation with a nonhuman, and its impact on me was far more significant than the details of the conversation,” she remembered later. She felt as if she’d spoken with a child.
 Eventually she would work with a number of chimpanzees in graduate school and afterword, including Washoe. In a chapter in the 2020 anthology “Chimpanzee Chronicles,” Jensvold recalled entering Washoe’s room when the ape was close to death in late October, 2007. Deborah Fouts, a scientist who had taken over from the Gardners, said, “Washoe, Mary Lee is here.”
 Washoe lifted her arm toward Jensvold. The human told the chimpanzee how much she loved her. “Then,” Jensvold wrote, “she took her last breath.”
  
 This piece was first published on Undark, April 18, 2025.
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		Doing Journalism

	

	
		In this section I show some of the machinery of the language beat. The point is to show journalism as a set of decisions, constraints, and breakdowns that the writer must navigate.
 The section begins with an account of a fact-checking session which quickly became linguistically fascinating in its own right. In the middle are six of the pitches that I wrote for magazines and newspapers, some successful and some not. At the end is a piece of criticism about journalism on endangered languages, then there’s my account of the fate of Schwa Fire.
 Pitches are critical to the freelancer’s life but rarely get their own display, at least outside of learning contexts. There’s definitely an art to assembling them, one I hope to master someday. In most cases, their work is to catch an editor’s eye, survive the wearied scrutiny of other editors’ eyes, then stand up to challenges in pitch meetings. To do this, they have to be short, snappy, and informed—you can’t promise a fishing trip as much as tell a breathless story of the many fish you’re sure you saw in the stream, and in fact here’s a photo of one!
 I had to learn to put the juiciest bits at the top, and to start the piece the way that articles start in the publication I was pitching. I also had to learn to articulate why the story matters. A big challenge, perhaps the biggest, was to distinguish topic and story, one at which I’ve had variable success. Theoretically the story pitch should always win. But sometimes a topical pitch lands when a story doesn’t. And careful crafting has succeeded, on the whole, less often than the quick scribble. As I said, there’s an art—and, as in any sales or proposal situation, it’s as much about rapport and relationship as with any quality of the text.
 To be absolutely clear, I’m not saying these are model pitches; I’m saying these are pitches I wrote. Some resulted in assignments, others didn’t. Some resulted in conversations that led to assignments that were very different from what I pitched. But working up pitches is part of the language beat, too. So I include them here.
 Caveat: because the pitch is a precursor in the process, it’s not itself fact-checked.
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		The medium (The Morning News, 2014)

								

	
				Talking about language is already tough. Try discussing a brand new language via Skype with two hearing linguists, plus another via text, who happens to be deaf, and see what you learn.
  
 Fact-checking an article normally doesn’t make for a compelling scene. I sit in my home office, usually at my desk, a laptop open next to the phone handset, with the speaker on. For some reason I imagine my source on the other end cuddling a dog; I don’t know why, perhaps because I want them to be comfortable, perhaps because this seems to take place in the evening, when they should be at home. 
 Once my source is comfortable, my normal process is to read the story aloud, as much of it as the source wants, with the proviso that we’re checking dates, spellings, quotes, paraphrases of ideas. Analyses and conclusions are my responsibility, I tell them. I was gratified to read in John McPhee’s latest piece in the New Yorker that he does this too with science stories—there’s simply too much to get wrong, and checking with such thoroughness, beyond the boundaries of merely someone’s quote, always makes the piece better. When people ask why I can’t just send them the text, I explain that this seems too much like ceding control, which makes a writer nervous. Like he’s doing public relations, not journalism.[1]
 This spring, I experienced a fact-checking session with three linguists that was so remarkable, it showed me I should always be paying more attention to every session. Because this particular session was about language at all levels, I experienced an off-the-chart dopamine response. Oh, this is why I do what I do. It was also like a moonshot, logistics-wise, compared to most read-back situations I’ve done. And this session turned an ordinary conversation inside out so you could see all its ribs, but things were also so deliberately complicated that it no longer worked like an ordinary conversation.
 And it all started because I couldn’t get the video to work on my Skype.
  
 §§§
  
 I was wrapping up an article about “young” sign languages [which appears in the last section of this book], only three or four generations old, which spring up all over the world, mainly in isolated villages where there’s a high prevalence of deafness. Over time, many people in the village come to have a deaf person in the family. Because these places usually have little contact with the national educational system, there’s no access to the national sign language, so people make signs up in their homes. Over a couple of generations—not very long in the life of a language—these signs become systematized for the whole community.
 A graduate student of linguistics at the University of Texas at Austin, Lynn Hou, had just received funding from the National Science Foundation and the National Institutes of Health to research one of these languages in Oaxaca, Mexico. It’s called Chatino Sign Language, so named because it is used in a few villages in an area where the Chatino people live. Lynn is one of the few deaf field researchers who work on these new sign languages, so her involvement was additionally noteworthy. For my article, I had interviewed her, using Google Chat.
 I also interviewed Lynn’s collaborator, a graduate student named Kate Mesh, as well as Hilaria Cruz, a linguist who uses home sign with deaf members of her family and who alerted Lynn to the existence of Chatino Sign Language. I’d spoken with each of them on the phone.
 Reading back the piece to Kate and Hilaria would be easy enough. But what was it going to mean to “read it back” to Lynn? The obvious option: Send her the text of the story. I felt I could make this accommodation. In the end, I didn’t have to. Lynn, Kate, and Hilaria decided that they wanted to do the read-back at the same time, sitting in the same room. I’m leery of committees, but I agreed, mainly because I thought it would be more convenient for everybody.
 The only way this could work is because Lynn had arranged for a real-time captioner named Rabin´ Monroe, who is contracted through the university. Trained as a court reporter, Rabin´ sits with deaf and hard-of-hearing students during their classes and takes down everything in the acoustic environment—speaking, sneezing, doors slamming, coughing—on a stenography machine, which outputs via a cable to her laptop screen. For Lynn, the text was set to scroll in a large-sized, light yellow sans-serif font on a blue background. At the end, she gets a verbatim transcript of everything that Rabin´ typed. Though she was sitting with them, part of the captioner’s job is to be invisible; she’s not supposed to interject herself into any part of the interaction, even if it’s falling apart. She was so good at this that I didn’t know until long after the interaction was over that she had, in fact, been in the room with Lynn, Kate, and Hilaria—I’d assumed she, like me, was off-site.
 In order for Rabin´ to do her job, she had to hear me, so Lynn had her laptop, which had Skype. And since Lynn already had Skype open on her machine, she and I had a chat window open as well.
 You can already see how this was going to shape up. In case you’ve lost track, this is what we were dealing with: We were located in two places, and between us there were three laptops and one stenography machine. We were working in two languages (English and American Sign Language, or ASL) and across three communication channels (voice, sign, and text). They were sitting at a rectangular table, all on the same side: first Hilaria, then Kate, then Lynn, then Rabin´. That made five of us, four of whom brought constraints to the situation, ranging from the permanent to the temporary: Lynn is deaf, Hilaria is a non-native speaker of English, Rabin´ is supposed to be silent and invisible, and I couldn’t see, because I had no video on my Skype.
 I’m not going to say that our execution was perfectly frictionless, but it’s worth noting that 20 years ago this conversation would have been cumbersome to the point of impossibility. Even if the telecommunications had been cheap, we didn’t have accessible, quality keyboard and screen technologies. The real-time text channel wouldn’t have been so easily available, either. Before the Americans with Disabilities Act was passed in 1990, people didn’t have the leverage to get institutions to pay for accommodations like real-time captioning. Without captioning, the article would have been translated into ASL by an interpreter. (And really, this would have been unacceptable—you wouldn’t translate the article into Spanish or some other language to be checked, so why ASL?) Even meeting as a group for a teleconference probably wouldn’t have been so easy to execute. Nowadays we think nothing of talking in groups mediated by some technology, whether it’s work or family groups, but two decades ago, this option wasn’t exactly top-of-mind in the culture of communications. The three linguists I was working with were old-fashioned in insisting on being in the same room rather than jumping on a conference call from their individual offices or homes.
 A read-back isn’t a performance, me showing off a finished product to an audience; it’s an activity we do together to make a text better, which can only happen when the sources interrupt my reading as soon as they hear something they want to flag, correct, or discuss. This requirement is like deliberately breaking a conversation. Some people are too polite to interrupt, and I don’t blame them; most people in my middle-class, educated, English-speaking corner of the world are trained to avoid interrupting, as a rule. (Not so where Hilaria comes from, as I learned.) So, at the top of a read-back, I always give explicit instructions about interruptions, which Rabin´ captured in her transcript:
 MICHAEL: And…I—I—so…one part about this process, too, that in order for it to work in the way that—you know, in order for the corrections to get made, you have to violate one principle of human conversation, which is you have to interrupt.
 KATE: OK. So if we want to do that, Lynn, do you wanna just wave for a second and we’ll tell Michael “stop, stop, stop,” and you can type?
 (Lynn signing.)
 KATE: Lynn’s gonna type this.
 LYNN (typing to Michael): Yes, we’ll interrupt you when one of us waves to one another, and then Kate will explain what’s the interruption is about.
 KATE: Hilaria, can you see that?
 HILARIA: Yes, that’s fine. That’s fine.
 KATE: We have three modalities goin’ on.
 HILARIA: Yeah. That’s fine. I can see that.
 MICHAEL: OK. Yeah, I’m lovin’ that multimodality of this.
 KATE: So Lynn’s asking do I want to…well, she’ll type it up here.
 LYNN (typing): Kate can warn you that somebody is interrupting and then you can pause… does that sound OK?
 MICHAEL (typing): yes.
 (Michael coughed.)
 KATE: OK. Perfect. So no matter who wants to interrupt at any point, we’ll make some kind of visual signal to one another here, and then I’ll say, “OK, we’re interrupting, Michael.”
 MICHAEL: OK. And then I’ll pause.
 KATE: Super. Thank you.
 
 This transcript makes for an interesting record, not only of my own fluency (as if I needed to be reminded of its spottiness), but of the negotiations that everyone does to keep things on track. In an ordinary conversation, all these negotiations are hidden, immediate, and automatic, at least between highly proficient speakers of the same language. But in this conversation, we kept tripping over basic elements. Who’s going to talk when? How fast should anyone talk? What’s the duration of a silence that means affirmation? How will Michael—who can’t see anyone in the room—know if someone has a comment? From whom is a comment really coming? Just because it’s spoken doesn’t mean it doesn’t come from Lynn; just because it’s text doesn’t mean it does.
 Back in the 1950s and ‘60s, some illustrious researchers in linguistics, psychiatry, and anthropology set out to analyze some minutes-long segments of film that featured, in various configurations and interactions, a woman named Doris, her son Billy, her husband, and an interviewer, the anthropologist Gregory Bateson. It was all known as the “Doris” film. The researchers were hoping to extract the basic principles of human interaction (and, at a more basic level, create guidelines for psychiatric interviews). Bateson called it “the natural history of an interview,” because the “Doris” film showed “the natural history of two human beings over a brief span of time” and because “a minimum of theory guided the collection of the data,” leaving it “uncorrupted by theory.”
 Those were heady days for social scientists, the boom years of American higher education, when they were drunk on research funding and eager to shake off the influence of Freud in favor of cybernetics and linguistics. As Bateson put it, they were interested in questions like, “What signals are emitted, and what orders of awareness does the signaler show by emitting other signals about these signals? Can he plan them? Can he recall them?” The researchers collected and collected, sifted and sifted, finding ever deeper layers of structure and signification in the “Doris” film, and as they did, the bigger the project became, because as more researchers came on board, they saw more stuff to explain, which meant bringing on more researchers. I love to imagine a collaboration that ended up growing and splintering until it spilled out of people’s offices, down the hallways, all the way to the campus pub, where the best conversations were being held. Eventually this giant cocktail party collapsed under its own weight and the findings (which filled five volumes) were never officially published as a book or scholarly articles.
 As this effort showed, even the most ordinary of verbal interactions are always more complex than we think. In part, it’s because we’re so good at conversing (or most of us, anyway), that we’re not aware of the jockeying, stalling, and playing along that goes on. A surprising amount of what we mean isn’t in the words. It’s in our eyes, our hands, our posture. And a lot of what we’re doing, both with the words and things like eye gaze, is managing the interaction itself. The fascinating thing is, we usually don’t know we’re doing it at the time, and we can’t remember it. Yet it’s entirely learned.
 When you don’t have that conversational infrastructure, the interaction becomes sort of like rowing a boat with a bottom made of plastic bags. Every time you propel the boat forward, you risk putting a foot or an oar through the bottom and sinking the whole thing. What was interesting about the fact-checking session is that we knew all that. We knew we were going to have difficulty, we tried to adapt, we explicitly stated some of the parameters (such as how fast I would read or how we were going to interrupt) and still there were moments of tension, even though Kate, Lynn, and Hilaria have a lot of practice communicating together. It was multilingual, multimodal, multichannel, and multidevice—but “multi” didn’t necessarily mean “more” in all regards.
 I showed the transcript that Rabin´ worked on to a linguistic anthropologist who has studied deaf-hearing interactions to help me understand some moments in the interaction. For instance, turn-taking. When people talk, they use a variety of cues to know when one person’s turn is ending and the next person can start talking. (For people who are signing, turn-taking has to be signaled visually.) But it wasn’t easy to get Lynn’s attention, which was split between two screens, or mine, because I couldn’t see. Later, Lynn told me that there’s a slight delay in the text display, which is another challenge. “By the time I see what’s going on, the turn-taking has already started or even has been completed with one person and moved on to another person.” (And Rabin´ pointed out that the captioning scrolls quickly—you either catch it or you don’t.)
 Because of the time delay, among other factors, Lynn wasn’t fully and perfectly incorporated into the speaking turn-taking either. “Generally,” Lynn told me later, “most hearing people are not accustomed to checking in before they speak up.” (But she said that she and Kate are sensitive to issues of inclusion and accessibility.) The anthropologist also pointed out that the text chat between Lynn and me wasn’t integrated into either the signing and speaking turn-taking. Even though Lynn and I had quite a bit of back-and-forth—she interrupted me, I explained, she clarified, I repeated, she asked me to continue—Kate knew this better than Hilaria did. (Both could certainly see—and hear—Lynn typing.) Though there were two conversations going on, the one happening in voice was considered the main one. “They almost treated [the conversation that you and Lynn were having] as something that was going on in the background,” the anthropologist said.
 Now, the transcript that Rabin´ produced did capture one moment that showed that Kate and Hilaria must have been looking at Lynn’s screen for at least part of the conversation:
 MICHAEL: Sure. Yeah.
 LYNN (typing to Michael): [She agrees with Hilaria about a problem with the beginning of the article, where I’ve talked about the “discovery” of this language.]
 (Michael sneeze-coughed.)
 (Michael typing.)
 MICHAEL (typing): [I tell Lynn that I know why this is problematic and can try to change it but I can’t promise anything.] I can go in with certain intentions and intellectual and ethical commitments. I don’t say that to beg powerlessness but to say that it’s a long game
 (Everybody laughing.)
 (Michael sneeze-coughed.)
 (Michael typing.)
 LYNN (typing): Yes, I realize that the editors seem to have the final say in how the article will be written and published. [She nodded to signal to Kate and Hilaria that she was done typing.]
 KATE: Wonderful.
 
 We were lucky that Kate offered to play the conversational manager across voice and sign, but because she also had a part to play in the conversation, it was hard to keep the roles straight. We needed another signal for when she was switching roles. “I think it’s a great example of how habituated we are to the way we orchestrate interactions with other people and make turn-taking unproblematic for the most part,” the anthropologist said.
 I asked her if people who study conversations are themselves good conversationalists. The anthropologist laughed. “Not usually. The people who study conversational structures are more aware of them. But that doesn’t make them necessarily change their interaction skills.”
 For a while during our fact-checking session, it looked like things were going to work smoothly. Sometimes Kate and Hilaria spoke to me via voice; I suppose (because I couldn’t see) they were turning their faces so that Lynn could read their lips. Sometimes Lynn was reading their words transcribed by the captioner. Sometimes Kate and Lynn were signing in ASL (invisible to me and incomprehensible to Hilaria, who doesn’t know ASL), or Kate was speaking and Lynn was reading her lips; at other times, Lynn was signing and Kate was voicing the sign so that the utterance would end up in the transcript. Sometimes I was typing with Lynn, and she was sharing the screen with Kate and Hilaria. Mostly I spoke my responses.
 It wasn’t until we were connected via Skype that I learned just how fast Lynn types. With the voice channel open I could hear her keystrokes, blazingly fast, very few backspaces, and then, plink, her text appeared on my side, perfectly spelled and punctuated. I also hadn’t anticipated her voice. At one crucial back-and-forth, Lynn said something to Hilaria and Kate. It was like getting an unexpected handwritten note from someone you’ve known, up to then, via email.
 It became clear that there was a sixth participant: the text of the article I’d written. While the humans were slipping around, negotiating this and navigating that, the article itself was the anchor to which the whole thing was tied—but without the slipping and sliding, the text wouldn’t have been improved.
 Hilaria had the first correction. I was at the end of my article’s second paragraph when:
 KATE: We have a visual interruption here. So one second. We’re gonna hash out what’s goin’ on.
 HILARIA: I take an issue with that…with the statement of “linguists discover new languages,” because I feel that languages existed there, and it’s not only like linguists are like…you know…Indiana Jones, just kind of discovering something. Because I feel that these are languages that communities—people in the communities use to communicate with one another, and here comes the—a savior, the linguist, who comes and discovers this new language. I have a problem with that.
 
 Once we cleared that up, she and I joked a bit:
 MICHAEL: OK. Good interruption, Hilaria.
 HILARIA: Well, thank you. I come from a culture where we interrupt freely.
 
 A little later, we hit a bump. An interesting bump, but a bump. The topic was the age of Chatino Sign Language. Both Kate and Lynn had told me that the oldest signer was a woman in her 50s, from which I had extrapolated that the language itself was no older than she was. But they pointed out that they knew only that the woman was the oldest living signer, not that she was the first. It was possible that the sign language had had an older form that died out but was resurrected. Possible but unknowable, like much about languages with no written record.
 MICHAEL: So then in the next paragraph, it starts, “Because Chatino Sign Language is probably only two generations old,” that’s not correct. You don’t know how many generations old it is.
 KATE: Um… yeah, we don’t. That’s right. Let me interrupt and add a comment. [Here she was speaking for Lynn, who was signaling that she wanted to type something.]
 LYNN (typing to Michael): It is possible that Chatino Sign Language may be older, but the older deaf signers died before the language could be transmitted to the current signers…Or the language went dormant and re-emerged with the death and birth of deaf signers.
 (Michael’s typing is very loud.)
 MICHAEL (typing): Could i say that “chatino sign language in its current form is probably only two generations old”?
 LYNN (typing): I know that the Central Taurus Sign Language goes back about seven generations, but there weren’t always deaf people in every generation. It skipped one or two generations at some point, so only the hearing people remembered the sign language.
 KATE: Lynn is looking at your comment and saying “yes,” and she thinks that’s nice.
 LYNN (typing): Yes. That’s nice.
 MICHAEL: OK.
 KATE: So the complexity that won’t make it into the article is that right now we’re not sure how the sign system has influenced the gestural system of the surrounding area. So we don’t know whether having deaf signers in this area has gotten—has introduced changes to the co-speech and non-speech-linked gestures. So one—
 MICHAEL: Oh, my god. That…
 LYNN (typing): Can you please repeat the last paragraph please? [Then she turned to ask Kate in sign if “the whole thing” had been read.]
 KATE: [Who doesn’t understand what Lynn means by “the whole thing”] Did I finish reading your comment, Lynn?
 LYNN: No, [did he finish reading] his article. [Then she signs: “Did he read the entire paragraph to us?”]
 KATE: No, he’s not finished.
 LYNN: OK. [Rabin´ explained to me later that this was an instance where Kate voiced a sign from Lynn, which Rabin´ attributed to Lynn as if she’d spoken it.]
 LYNN (typing): OK, can you please repeat the question aloud?
 
 As John McPhee would tell you, the best reason to do read-backs is because they turn up material that the interviews, for whatever reason, didn’t. When I interjected with “Oh, my God,” I had just realized that the evolution of Chatino Sign Language might have taken another path. (Looking at this transcript now, I am abashed to realize I never picked up the topic of sign languages preserved by hearing people, which is interesting.) From the interviews, I had learned that speakers in that part of the world use a lot of manual gestures called “emblems” as they’re speaking. These emblems can parallel speech or even replace it. One example is a thumbs-up gesture, which can be inserted into an American English sentence so smoothly like this:
 That cheesecake was totally [makes thumbs-up gesture]
 Most speakers wouldn’t notice that they’d gotten a message in two modalities. Chatino Sign Language uses many of these emblems as signs, so when we got to talking about discontinuous transmission of the language, I realized that an earlier form of Chatino Sign Language could have survived as the emblem repertoire. I voiced this possibility:
 MICHAEL: So is it not also possible that the emblem repertoire that you’re looking at is… not a… co-speech… system? As a lingua franca? “Lingua franca” being my word, not your word, but…. But some kind of remnant of an earlier signed language?
 KATE: It’s very unlikely….
 
 Kate answers the question before Rabin´ had finished transcribing and before Lynn could read my question. And this is when four linguists talking through an article about language in a communicatively complicated situation broke down. Not irreparably. And it wasn’t over the fact-checking interruption. It was a normal interruption, which means that people were speaking out of turn. It wouldn’t have happened this way if I’d had a video link, or if Lynn and I weren’t working in the text channel that was apart from the main voice channel.
 Because I couldn’t see, I didn’t know what happened, but all of a sudden:
 KATE: I’m sorry. [She’s apologizing because she responded before Lynn could read the question.] I interrupted. And I should have allowed…. I interrupted. And I should have allowed you to think about it for a second. I’m sorry. The timing is off.
 LYNN: Do you mind letting me read what is typed before you respond, Kate?
 KATE: You’re right. I should. Go ahead.
 MICHAEL (typing): My question about the emblem repertoire wasn’t in the story.
 LYNN (typing): OK, can you please repeat the question aloud?
 MICHAEL: Um…
 MICHAEL (typing): let me keep reading, because the question about the emblem repertoire will come up again.
 LYNN: OK.
 
 This moment gives you a very tiny look at the communication slippages that deaf people have to navigate in mixed situations all the time. “It’s really difficult for deaf people, if they’re the only deaf person and everyone else is hearing, to hold their ground in terms of getting and keeping the floor, and in terms of organizing the turn-taking,” said the anthropologist. You don’t have be an anthropologist to know that people who are deaf get put in the position of having to be very assertive to make sure they’re not excluded—even to the point of standing up to the people who are helping to manage aspects of the turn-taking, as Lynn had to with Kate. Lynn and Kate work together a lot, so I assume they have a rapport that allowed them to bounce back from moments like these. Afterwards, I circled back to Lynn to ask if she’d been as amazed by the mechanics of the read-back as I was. She said that the multichannel, multimodal, and multilingual aspects were all routine for her—as were the communication gaps, she said, which happen more than she’d like.
 I wish I could have layered the final article with the experiences of the read-back, how we’d all gotten online, four linguists, and had an amazing linguistic experience working together on this article about these really interesting languages. Everywhere you turned, there was something linguistic to talk about; the whole thing was about the urge to communicate and the complexities of language, all the way down.
 I realized something about even the most ordinary read-back session for fact-checking purposes that I or anyone else does. Most of what I’ve read about fact-checking during various brouhahas in the last couple of years has focused on the boundaries of authorial discretion (and indiscretion), the shifting categories of the factual and the truthy, and whom should be trusted with maintaining those boundaries—fact-checkers, authors, editors, the institutions of journalism itself? In other words, it’s focused on essences: facts, traditions, professions.
 But no one looks at the fact-checking session as a conversation, at the way that what’s going to be printed emerges from an interaction between two (or more) people and the very subtle negotiations that are part of having a conversation. If a source can’t be politely impolite (by interrupting, by not agreeing to give up a turn in the conversation, by demanding to hear how a paraphrase or correction will be worded exactly), then their corrections may not make it in. That’s no one’s fault. We’re limited by our conversational habits as much (if not more) as by our epistemological ones. In that sense, this story, any story, full of its facts, is the thing that emerges unscathed from these conversations—which can present numerous hazards even under the best of circumstances. But especially so when your Skype video isn’t working.
 Postscript: In case you’re wondering, yes, I did a read-back of this piece with Rabin´, while Hilaria, Lynn, and Kate all received the text because they were all on the road. All four of them supplied perspectives that improved my article and that suggest we could be signing, writing, and talking about this interaction for a very long time.
  
 This piece was first published in The Morning News, August 4, 2014.
 
	More than a decade later, I am living in Europe, where the journalistic practice is to send a subject the entire text to look over and, if necessary, correct. I know this from the subject's side, not the writer's side, but I've certainly written about Europeans who didn't request or expect it. I fear the capitulation at the heart of the convenience. ↵
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		Pitch: A language czar for America

								

	
				(This pitch initially went to The Atlantic Monthly and was eventually assigned by the New Republic. That piece, much more US-focused and policy-driven, is included in this collection.)
  
 In October, Graham Fraser, the balding, mustachioed Toronto Star writer, took his post as Canada’s newest language commissioner—or the “language czar,” as the wags call him—to fight the good fight for French. A native English speaker who learned French and covered language politics in Quebec, last spring Fraser published Sorry, I Don’t Speak French, a book that indicted Canada for mistreating French, French speakers, and Anglophones who want to learn French, and in one of his first official statements, he criticized Ottawa for being unfriendly to Francophones. 
  To Americans, the Canadian struggle over the French language has often seemed like a loveless marriage. Isn’t divorce the best solution for everyone? It seems rather quaint, too. Given the influx of Spanish speaking immigrants in the US, the popularity of learning Mandarin, and the well-publicized need for Arabic experts in the FBI and CIA, French may not make the best linguistic investment for working in a global economy. 
 But could Americans use a language czar? 
 I’d like to write a piece for The Atlantic about Fraser, his new job, and its challenges—and why it might be time for a czar in the US. Last year I wrote for The New Republic about (ultimately unsuccessful) legislation to create a language czar and the enthusiasm about it in the intelligence community. Right now the nearest thing we have to a language czar comes out of the Pentagon, the director of the Defense Language Office, Nancy Weaver. Unlike the Canadian czar, who has to defend French and First Nation languages, the best argument for a real US czar, someone who would have Fraser’s job, is that we need someone to promote many languages in many contexts—not only the ones that are hot for spies. And we need someone who can push investment in languages during times when there’s no war to make it politically easy. Over the course of my reporting on language and national security, I have made many contacts who work on defense language policy, as well as those outside the government (such as the College Board, in local school districts, and in universities) who can talk about why (or not) the US needs a language czar.
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		Pitch: An innovative Chinese school

								

	
				(I have several versions of this pitch in my files, which suggests I struggled to formulate it in the right way. Indeed, I was never able to persuade an editor to take it.)
  
 Bonnie Liao, a vice president at Merrill Lynch, used to send her son, Lionel, to a local Chinese school to learn Chinese and the game of Go, until she volunteered one day in the classroom. “I told my friends, I’m going to take him out of the school, because his Chinese will be destroyed. I saw how they are in the classroom. They should be focusing on literacy, but they’re not.” Lionel is now a top-ranked Go player who spent his summer in Beijing at Go camp, and Liao, who has a PhD and is a two-time marathoner, is the founder of the Ying Hua Chinese school in Princeton, New Jersey. “We set out to be a language school for Americans,” she says. That means at Ying Hua they teach Chinese literacy, not just language maintenance, with separate programs for kids who speak Chinese at home and those who don’t.
  I would like to write a 2500-word profile of Liao and her school, using it as a window into broader concerns about foreign language teaching in the US. As Mandarin Chinese becomes the “language to learn,” increasing numbers of non-Chinese parents are sending their kids to private Chinese schools, especially since public school offerings are so poor. The parents’ motives may be good, but as Liao found, the schools are set up for cultural maintenance, not for real language teaching. Yet the 1000 Chinese schools in 47 states represent a significant language resource for the nation’s language future. Organizations like the College Board expect that Chinese school teachers will fill the thousands of teaching positions in high schools that will be created in 2006, when the first Advanced Placement exam in Chinese will be offered. The federal government is already providing money to heritage language schools to develop the next generation of bilingual diplomats and spies. 
  I will also look at the history of Chinese schools in America, the first of which were founded in California in the 1850s. About 800 schools currently affiliate with Taiwan; the other 200 are for the Mainland Chinese. These political differences are reflected in the Chinese characters that are taught as well as the images explicit in the textbooks. Liao’s school is unique because it doesn’t affiliate either way. 
  Her school is also one of the few that uses a revolutionary method for learning Chinese characters. For 4000 years, the complexity and sheer number of Chinese characters have effectively kept the upper classes closed off. Contemporary English-speaking parents who think their children will become literate in Chinese schools are in for a rude surprise. But what may break this stranglehold is the pedagogical method of Liping Ma, a Carnegie Teaching Fellow who revolutionized math education in the 1990s with a book that showed how little American math teachers understand mathematical concepts. Now she’s uprooting many of the most deeply-held tenets of Chinese language schools, and her textbooks (which she developed at her own Chinese school in Palo Alto) are growing in popularity – which is good news for non-Chinese parents.
 I have already spoken with Liao and David Chang, the president of the National Council of Associations of Chinese Schools, and I will interview Liping Ma and Jerry Lampe, a researcher at the National Foreign Language Center, which is attuned to heritage teaching language issues. 
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		Pitch: Post 9/11 responses to building US language capacity

								

	
				(The original title of this pitch was “Closing the Foreign Language Gap: The National Virtual Translation Center fights terrorism by translating foreign languages.” It went to Technology Review and the final piece isn’t included in this collection. What I reproduce here is the result of intense pre-writing along with a TR editor, which explains its length and relative smoothness. As of 2026, we have the terminology to explain easily the innovation of the NVTC: a secure platform for gig-based, machine-assisted translation work by remote contractors.) 
  
 The match is about to begin. Tomorrow is zero hour.
 The National Security Agency intercepted these portentous code phrases along with other Al Qaeda chatter in Arabic on September 10, 2001, but they were translated days later, too late to save lives. NSA officials denied that they could have acted even if the phrases had been translated more quickly. But the oversight pointed up one of the most serious deficits the US government faced that led directly to the September 11th attacks: an inability to store, analyze, search, and translate the billions of words in dozens of languages that spy satellites scoop from the sky.
 Experts had long clamored for more linguists and better funding for foreign language study, but September 11th and its aftermath showed that merely hiring more Arabic translators wasn’t going to solve the problem. From the caves of Tora Bora and Al Qaeda safe houses in Somalia, huge amounts of material in Arabic and other languages—videos, books, letters, computer disks—have been collected. This material comes in such  volume, it’s not counted in pages but measured by weight. To see if the piles contain relevant information, they’re “triaged” or “gisted.” That means quickly searching a text for key nouns or names to decide whether or not it should be fully translated. Gisting is something machines can do quickly and accurately.
 But the intelligence agencies’ computers don’t deal with foreign languages very well. The CIA operates an information system called CYRUS, which was designed in the 1970s and built in the 1980s, and can’t store or process any text that’s not written in the Roman alphabet. This adds another step to the gisting process, of transliterating the Arabic script into the Roman alphabet. That takes more time and proliferates the potential for error, because more than a dozen methods for transliterating exist. Last year Congress found itself in the odd position for an English-speaking country of passing a law to create a standard for how Arabic is written by the US government.
 More recent technological upgrades can’t handle foreign languages either. In the spring, the FBI announced that it had upgraded to a $600 million computer network, called Trilogy, which supposedly brought the FBI’s computers into the 21st century. There was only one problem: the intelligence agencies deal with material in 69 different languages, but the FBI computers only support French and German. 
 Into this void is stepping a new government agency called the National Virtual Translation Center (NVTC), which in May began providing centralized translation and interpretation services to the Department of Defense, the Department of Justice, and intelligence agencies like the NSA, the CIA, and the DIA. The director of the NVTC, Everette Jordan, a former NSA linguist, says they plan to be fully operational by December of 2003.
 When they’re up and running, the NVTC will provide centralized, online, and anytime translation services and other support in 70 languages by applying multilingual technology  to networking, storing, retrieving, cataloging, and translating audio and text information. scattered agents, field offices, and presumably military forces overseas by applying multilingual technology to networking, storing, retrieving, cataloging, and translating audio and text information. Because it will rely only on the secure telecommunications network of the 13 intelligence agencies, not on their outdated legacy computer systems, the NVTC will be able to purchase the latest technology, and because it’s run by translators who understand language and technology as well as national security, it won’t make embarassing mistakes like the FBI’s Trilogy. The NVTC doesn’t exist in any physical space, except for administrative offices and the servers that allow geographically dispersed translators to work together in the largest multilingual virtual workspace environment ever built. Over 1000 translators working in the various languages will have simultaneous access to source material, online dictionaries, and translation software.
 In a feature-length story for Technology Review, I want to detail what the NVTC will do to enhance national security, and its advantages and disadvantages. 
 One positive impact, according to Everette Jordan, is that the NVTC will drive private sector R&D in multilingual technology that’s able to deal with many users and large amounts of material, or what he called “industrial-strength technology.” In one scenario of NVTC’s operations, a source text would be chopped into pieces and sent to translators across the country, all of whom would work in parallel, sharing dictionaries and terminologies, on different aspects of the text, all while building a database of often-translated phrases in a shared translation memory. Similar work environments that are currently in use in the private sector tend to be very small, Jordan says, capable of connecting 50 people, at the most, while his teams will be up to 1000 people. He added that existing systems are fairly good at point-to-point connections, but are less good at connecting multiple points. 
 “There are a lot of mom and pop tools in search of tasks,” Jordan said. “We’re going to employ some of those things and see how they scale up, and let people know whether or not they hold up for our tasks.” He is not allowed to specify those tools, but he did say they included data mining, information extraction, and language analysis tools.
 One tool Jordan can talk about is the Arabic Rosette Language Analyzer (ARLA), because the company that developed it, Basis Technology, a multilingual software company based in Cambridge, Mass., has been so eager to advertise the NVTC’s endorsement. ARLA, the first commercially available Arabic analyzer, was built specifically for national security work; Basis Tech’s CEO, Carl Hoffman, said they began work on ARLA soon after September 11th. It’s valuable because it will allow NVTC analysts to perform automated Web searches for potential terrorists’ web sites. It speeds up database searches and translation of Arabic language material by simplifying the unique grammatical construction of Arabic words. ARLA turns Arabic words like “the book,” kitaab, and “the books,” alkutub, into the underlying Arabic root word, ktb. This grammatical digesting process increases a search’s comprehensiveness, makes the work of human translators more efficient, and allows automated search tools to turn up websites whose URLs change frequently. 
 NVTC translators may also eventually rely on products developed with an approach called statistical machine translation, as reported in the New York Times on July 31, 2003. Statistical machine translation allows a computer system to create rudimentary grammars of a target language when it’s given the same text in two, or more, different languages. Coupled with translation memory, a method in which frequently translated phrases in a source language and a target language are built into a database, it increases the ability of machines to triage text written in a foreign language. That, in turn, may help multilingual search engines like Google (which already runs on Basis Tech’s language analyzers for Chinese, Korean, and Japanese) perform searches in multiple languages and return only the hits that are worth translating fully. By decreasing translation costs, the work of international business and global ecommerce would be open to more players who could also compete abroad without paying less attention to business in their own countries. 
 Also, Jordan says, the complexity of the translation tasks in intelligence work are already pushing private sector companies to innovate. For instance, most translation systems—both human and machine—work by recognizing the genre of the document in front of them, whether a legal document, a bibliography, or a research article. In intelligence work, the number of genres is much broader, and sometimes, as in the case of pocket litter from a suspected Al Qaeda operative, there’s no genre at all. “If you go kick down their cave door in whatever country, whatever you find is what you’ve got,” Jordan says. Dealing with the complexity forces companies to think in more real world terms and develop translation products more smartly, designing them to fit users, not predetermined uses. 
 But, some experts say, the NVTC can’t do everything, and only one untranslated box of documents holding a crucial warning for a new terrorist attack would dim considerably the new organization’s promise. More broadly it won’t solve the problem that the US has no national language policy, which some say is necessary to make sure there’s also money to create foreign language courses in the elementary schools and to persuade immigrant groups to continue to speak their languages (as well as learn English, of course) where the multilingual FBI agents of the future will come from. 
 So is the NVTC a short-term panacea that hides long-term problems?
 “The NVTC was created out of frustration,” says Carl Hoffman, the CEO of Basis Technology, whose Arabic language analyzer the NVTC purchased. He’s clearly glad for the client, and he thinks the NVTC will be a useful resource. But he’s phlegmatic about the long-term solution it will provide. “It’s not a substitute for the rest of the intelligence community being able to build computer systems that are multilingual. Or being able to cope with names from all over the world. Or other branches of the government dealing with all the other kinds of languages that are coming in.”
 Even Jordan tries to lower expectations. “People have seen way too many movies,” he says, “And they think the machine can discern intent.” He goes on to explain that the most important information is often not what’s said but who says it, in what context, and with what tone of voice – all things that computers may never be able to do. What seems promising about the NVTC’s approach is that it uses humans together with machines to leverage the other’s best skill, not to replace one with the other entirely.
 In addition to writing a story about the NVTC’s operations and its impact on technology, I clearly see a story about its impact on other aspects of US policy, including education and national security.
 On August 11 I have scheduled a full interview with Everette Jordan, where he will give me a fuller picture of NVTC activities, as much as he’s able. I also plan to speak with Glenn Nordin, the assistant director of language intelligence at the Department of Defense, as well as Richard Brecht, the director of the National Foreign Language Center. Both Nordin and Brecht have spoken many times about foreign languages and national security; Nordin can also talk about the NVTC’s effect on a national language policy, which he’s pushing for. Carl Hoffman had plenty to say about multilingual technology as well, and believes that the private sector is driving the NVTC, not the other way around. All of them can talk about the national security implications of Unicode, the universal character-encoding standard I wrote about in the September issue of TR. 
 On travel: The NVTC doesn’t exist physically anywhere, and the Washington, D.C. office space won’t be finished until October. However, Monterrey, California is often regarded as the “American language capital,” because both the Defense Language Institute and Language Line, the largest private sector provider of phone-based translation services around the world, are located there. That would provide a chance to see other “virtual translators” in action, as well as visit training ground for the bulk of military and intelligence translators and linguists. 
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		Pitch: The story of Ethnologue and the discovery of languages

								

	
				(I pitched this to the New York Times. It ran in the science section. At the time, around 2003 or so, many journalists were doing endangered language stories but had missed a seemingly paradoxical trend: more new languages were being described and “discovered” by, it turned out, the only organization that was set up to track such things globally—which was also a missionary organization. Its backstory, as well as the source of language “discoveries” were fascinating to me.)
  
  About once a week, a new human language is discovered. From the Solomon Islands, the jungles of Borneo or Surinam, the reports filter in, by letter or e-mail, at the offices of Ethnologue, a publication based in Dallas that since the 1950s has tracked the number of languages in the world and how many people speak them. As the issue of “endangered languages” became more visible during the mid-1990s, Ethnologue was often quoted as the final authority on how many languages there were in the world. This number is often rounded off to “around 6,000.” Those who raise the alarm that more than half of that number will become extinct in the next 100 years always point to Ethnologue’s count as the definitive one. But they should be careful: this spring, when Ethnologue’s 15th edition appears, it will list more languages than the 14th edition, not fewer. How can this be? 
 In a 3000-word feature on Ethnologue I want to explain how new human languages can be discovered, and describe the part that Ethnologue plays in the process. It’s not, of course, that new languages are being produced; evolution doesn’t work that quickly. It’s also not the lost tribe in the jungle kind of thing, either. “It’s what happens when you get on the ground and try to figure out what it would take to develop literature in a language,” says Gary Simon, an associate vice president with SIL International, the missionary organization that operates Ethnologue. Rather, it’s something more like discovering new species of animals, by using new techniques to conclude that known differences are more significant than you thought. Discovering new languages doesn’t mean that linguistic diversity on the planet is safe – sometimes they’re “discovered” just as the last speakers are on their deathbeds.
 Affiliated with a missionary organization called the Summer Institute of Linguistics whose goal is to translate the Bible into all the languages of the world, Ethnologue is also unique because it provides the secular, modern world with its sense of itself. When the latest edition (the 15th in 44 years) comes out in mid-2004, it should provide an updated number of languages that have died or disappeared and give us another way of quantifying how far the modern world and its major languages—English, Spanish, Arabic—has encroached. 
 The 15th edition will also contain updated maps of where the known languages are spoken, which is itself a sizable technological feat. Think about it: how would you make a map of where English is spoken? The resulting maps involve layers of cross-hatches and dots that presume the geographical centers of each language population. (I can also talk about proposed new methods of mapping languages that don’t presume a fixed center.)  
 Ethnologue started out as a list of all the languages that didn’t currently have a Gospel; sometimes it was a list of languages that didn’t even have a way to be written down. Under the hand of Barbara Grimes, the book grew. Now it is widely used in the translation and localization industry for planning and development purposes; it’s also used by the intelligence community for basic information about field operations. 
 Ethnologue has also applied to the International Standards Organization to provide the basic list of three-letter language codes that will be used in all recordings and software, providing the future a record of language diversity. Simon told me he was once contacted by the Library of Congress music cataloger, who was frustrated using 400 existing codes to catalog music from all over the world—much of which fell into “MAL,” or “miscellaneous African languages.”
 The Summer Institute of Linguistics, which is affiliate with the Wycliffe Bible Translators, has an extremely controversial history, particularly in the eyes of people who believe that Christian missionaries are responsible for destroying local cultures. But this is not the focus of my piece.  What I am interested in is the global scope of this work, and the basic irony that this religious organization is now deeply involved in so many secular projects.
 I have written about language for numerous publications, including the New York Times, the Atlantic Monthly, Technology Review, Lingua Franca, Brill’s Content, and Legal Affairs, and am currently working on a book, Wonderful Blunderful, about verbal blundering in America. I also have a Master’s in linguistics and have taught linguistics at the University of Texas at Austin.
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		Pitch: China's newest export, Chinese

								

	
				(This pitch went to Wired. The magazine sent me to Beijing and Shanghai to report it.)
  
  When Joss Whedon salted the dialogue in his cult tv show “Firefly” with Mandarin curses and laments, he was just making his characters seem more sci-fi courant. But “Firefly” (and the subsequent movie, “Serenity”) is only one example of the increasing visibility of the Chinese language in the US. Consider that many of the 1000 neighborhood Chinese schools are enrolling more non-Chinese students, and that more than 2400 US high schools told the College Board that they plan to offer Chinese, in preparation for the first Chinese Advanced Placement exam in 2007. Don’t assume that this is happening by chance or through the push of a popular culture increasingly obsessed with all things Asian. Rather, take a look at the Chinese government and its latest export: Chinese. 
 The Chinese government has ambitious plans for the Chinese language. Over the next five years it wants to expand the global number of people studying Chinese to 100 million, from the current estimate of 30 million, and according to College Board officials attending private talks, it’s budgeting tens of millions of dollars to do it. This is more than the talk of a paper tiger. Last year the government established the China National Office for Teaching Chinese as a Foreign Language (NOCFTL), which sponsored a Chinese teaching conference attended by representatives from 66 countries. It also sends volunteer teachers abroad—last year alone 600 went to South Korea and 500 to 30 other countries. In the works are 100 centers, called “Confucius Institutes,” to promote Chinese culture and language—five of which already exist in the US (at the University of Maryland), Sweden, France, Uzbekistan, and South Korea. Among its various partnerships with the US Department of Education are “flagship” Chinese programs at American universities and new online learning technologies, called “Chengo Chinese” and “Great Wall Chinese,” now used by 15,000 middle-school American kids. This software will someday incorporate speech recognition in a game-like environment. 
 This isn’t a story about whether or not Chinese will become a global language or if Chinese can overtake English. It’s about the Chinese government’s actual efforts right now to spread Chinese around the world. Why? And why now?         
 In a 3000-word feature I want to tell the story of China’s investments in the inevitability of Chinese among its Asian neighbors, its major trading partners like the US, and its potential competitors. For decades China has welcomed English. The switch reflects its economic power and its attempt to raise its profile on the world’s stage. Economics also play a role. According to Oded Shankar, an international management expert at Ohio State, China is beginning a shift from products to services – and finance, engineering, computing and consulting only succeed if clients and providers share the same language. If it’s Chinese knowledge, why shouldn’t it be in the Chinese language?
 This isn’t a yellow peril story, either, because the spread of Chinese—and the government’s involvement—is a good thing. Without China’s help, the demand for Chinese language teaching could never be met in places like the African country of Mauritius—or even the US, given the current shortage of qualified teachers. The more people who know Chinese, the more transparent the country will seem—which will make its global intentions more clear. Arabic may be the sexy language for spies, but Chinese is the longer-term bet for business. 
 I’ll talk to people at the NOCFTL, as well as the College Board, which has developed numerous Chinese initiatives. David Graddol, an expert on the spread of English at the British Council, will provide historical perspective, and Rebecca Mackinnon will talk about the impact of the Chinese on the Internet. I will also talk to China experts at the Council on Foreign Relations. I currently write mainly about language topics—an interest I developed teaching English in Taiwan, where I also learned Mandarin. 
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		Pitch: Sign language Bible translations

								

	
				(Evidently I wrote this to someone I knew, whom I’d worked with before; hence the breeziness of the last paragraph. But I never reported such a piece. I might not have even sent the pitch.)
  
 This is a science/religion/culture piece that would work perfectly in your section.
 Christians who are committed to translating the Bible into all 7,000 languages of the world are beginning to encounter what some call an obstacle, what others call an opportunity: there are around 400 sign languages used in the world, each of which are distinct from each other. They are used by about 30 million deaf people around the world, according to Mark Sorenson, a deaf missionary with Deaf Opportunity Outreach (DOOR) whom I saw last week at a Bible translation conference in Dallas; Sorenson said (through an interpreter) that the deaf “represent the largest group of unreached people in the world.”
 Yet sign languages pose a sizable challenge for Bible translators. Most of the languages haven’t been described scientifically, nor are they really taught in schools. If there are any languages in the world to be “discovered,” they’re likely to be sign languages. Moreover, the Bible translation tradition, especially the contemporary push to start a translation project in the 2200 languages without a Bible by 2025, is largely based on spoken or written languages, which operate very differently from signed languages. For instance, signers use facial expressions, so when they translate they need to know the appropriate facial expression and emotional tone of certain stories. In some sign languages, there is no word for “brother,” only “older brother” or “younger brother,” so it’s necessary to know whether Simon Peter was the younger or older brother of James. Also, in many places, the sign languages are perfectly evolved for everyday life but lack words for abstractions like “faith” or “sin.” “Sometimes, the language doesn’t even have a sign for a concept, so we have to invent words more often than what you’d have to with a spoken language,” Sorenson said.
 But why do the translations have to be signed? Can’t deaf people also read? Some of them can. But the latest trend in evangelism is to acknowledge that not everyone is literate, and not everyone learns by reading, so there’s a move to translate, teach, and spread oral Bible stories. (No one wants to talk openly about this, either, but oral Bible stories makes it easier to preach in Muslim countries, where proselytizing and passing out Christian literature is a serious crime.)
 I’m compelled to do this piece because I’ve been doing some research at the intersection of religion and language. It provides a new way to talk about what’s going on in the mainstream of Bible translation, which delights some people and terrifies others. Sign language is also an attractive topic in and of itself; discussing it through this particular effort multiples that factor. There’s also the basic tension between, on one hand, the evangelical commitment to translate the Bible into every human language and, on the other, the proliferation of languages like these, which are small, hard to get to, and difficult to learn.
 I haven’t written this pitch as I might write the piece for your section, but I wanted to put this together in a quick way to show you the guts of the idea, in a way that would save both of us time. Thank you for reading, and I look forward to hearing from you.
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		The last word (Undark, 2016)

								

	
				Stories about endangered languages are incredibly popular in the modern age. What does that tell us about ourselves?
  
 At the beginning of each semester, Lise Dobrin asks the undergraduates who take her Languages of the World class at the University of Virginia if they’ve ever heard or read about endangered languages. Fifteen years ago, only a few had; nowadays everyone raises a hand.
 Why the shift? Because the popular media has done so many stories about the extinction of thousands of minority languages. In mid-December, Google News listed 3,870 articles containing the phrase “endangered languages”—and only about 130 with “emerging languages” or “hybrid languages,” a term that refers to emerging tongues. Clearly extinction and death are the more popular topic.
 What does this popularity say about us? (By “us,” I mean people in industrialized countries who consume media in languages that aren’t endangered.) We love stories about dying languages and their last speakers for the same reasons that we love stories about the last buffalo, the last passenger pigeon, or the last cowboy: They confirm an evolutionary story we tell ourselves about what’s fit for the modern world. Sure, we might seem to be mourning the passing of these worlds gone by, but the eulogies implicitly tell a social Darwinist story in which minority languages succumb to modernity because they’re unsuited for the times.
 This literature of “Last Things,” in which the modern civilization and its imperatives are unquestioned, is not a recent phenomenon. As the anthropologist Genese Marie Sodikoff writes in the foreword to the 2011 book The Anthropology of Extinction, a “discourse of nostalgia” reigned among Europeans of the 19th century, who “waxed nostalgic over the ‘primitive races’ killed by firearms and foreign germs” and “elegized what they perceived to be living relics of their evolutionary past and regretted the violence done to cultural diversity.” We fetishize vanishing species or cultural forms, even as we’re complicit in their demise. The anthropologist Renato Rosaldo called this an “imperialist nostalgia:” “A person kills somebody, then mourns the victim.”
 When I entered graduate school for linguistics in the early 1990s, linguists were already starting to raise the alarm about language extinction. In “The World’s Languages in Crisis,” an academic piece for the discipline’s flagship journal, Language, Michael Krauss wrote that “The Eyak language of Alaska now has two aged speakers; Mandan has six, Osage five, Abenaki-Penobscot 20, and Iowa has five fluent speakers.” Krauss, who has since retired from the University of Alaska, Fairbanks, urgently addressed his fellow linguists: “We must do some serious rethinking of our priorities, lest linguistics go down in history as the only science that presided obliviously over the disappearance of 90 percent of the very field to which it is dedicated.”
 A decade later, I had finished my degrees and was writing about language and linguistics for magazines and newspapers, but I never did a straight-up story about endangered languages because I couldn’t bear to repeat the usual tropes: the magical indigene, a wrinkled elder sitting by a fire, the last living repository of cultural knowledge encoded in the language that was about to vanish forever; the heroic linguist who made sacrifices to capture the last shreds of the language with dictionaries, grammars, video, and audio; and the divided youth from the community who knows he or she should speak the language but still doesn’t.
 You would be hard-pressed to find a piece of journalism about endangered languages that doesn’t invoke these tropes. In a 2011 paper in the journal Public Understanding of Science, the media studies scholar Nancy Rivenburgh at the University of Washington looked at 595 news articles about endangered languages to analyze how the issue had been presented or framed. The articles appeared between 1971 and 2006 in outlets in 15 western industrialized countries (and all were written in English). Nearly 40 percent began with a personal story about last speakers, and only half of the articles viewed language extinction sympathetically.
 Throughout the articles, three frames predominated, Rivenburgh found. One placed the roots of the problem with speakers of the language. If they didn’t want to speak their language anymore, that was depicted as their choice. A second frame put language endangerment in the context of intractable global forces, such as modernization or pressure from major languages like English, Spanish, or Chinese. This suggested that extinction was inevitable. And the third frame concerned the role of historical forces, like governments refusing to provide education in mother tongues or even punishing people for speaking them.
 To be sure, these framings may have changed; media tropes are durable but they can also shift. In recent years, more stories have focused on technologies—apps, websites, fonts, Unicode—that aid revitalization and increase a language’s online presence. Still, it’s clear that the “news” of language extinction has long since ceased to be truly new. This coverage can’t be about calling people to any sort of action. In fact, Rivenburgh concluded from her study that media coverage “treat[s] the radical disappearance of languages in a way that would promote public complacency.”
 In August, New York Magazine ran a story titled “The Race to Study a Dying Sign Language Before It Disappears.” This one was about the al-Sayyid Bedouin Sign Language, or ABSL, which spontaneously arose several generations ago in a community in the Negev desert. What makes ABSL fascinating is that scientists are able to see the evolution of a new language as it happens. (I know because I wrote about ABSL for New Scientist and about young sign languages in Mexico for Al Jazeera America.) 
 Then, about two-thirds of the way through, the New York Magazine story pivots to the Last Things tropes: “But as globalization corrodes the borders that once insulated these small communities, their languages are vanishing.” In quick succession, here they come: the threatened way of life, the pragmatic native speaker (“We can’t preserve everything”), the languages as precious treasures. (“But, he adds, when ABSL dies, so too will an opportunity to understand ‘everything that comes with it.’”)
 I’m not saying that language endangerment and extinction shouldn’t be deeply significant to native communities and to linguistic science, or that threatened languages aren’t important to celebrate and sustain. But when issues like these are so visible in mainstream publications whose audiences don’t or didn’t speak minority languages—and when there are real advances in scientific understanding other than death and extinction—something else has to be going on. Shaylih Muehlmann, a linguistic anthropologist at the University of British Columbia, articulated what that might be in a paper about the countdown of last things—speakers, birds, fish, water resources—in a Mexican indigenous community she studies: “It is hard to avoid the impression that there is a certain pleasure with this spectacle of extinction, or at the least a powerful anticipation,” she writes.
 As another linguistic anthropologist, Alexandra Jaffe of California State University, Long Beach, recently told me, “Expressing support for endangered languages is ‘cheap.’” These speaker populations are so small that they do not represent a real threat to any cultural or political agendas. Contrast this, she says, with how little journalism is done about how languages of cultural heritage, such as Spanish, are spoken less often. Such reportage might explore the impact of that decline from the community’s perspective. “These groups of speakers are larger and more troublesome, and supporting them raises real budgetary issues,” she wrote in an email.
 §§§
 So what new frames and tropes could journalists use for telling stories about minority languages? One possibility lies in asking the question “For whom does it matter?” Linguists and anthropologists generally object to portrayals of languages and cultures as having some natural essence that looks the same for all users and observers. All languages are changing and aren’t somehow magically frozen in time. So don’t portray them as immutable, priceless treasures that will be lost forever when the last speaker goes. Those looking for models might also look at this article from a newsletter from Listuguj First Nation in Quebec. The writer interviewed many people actively engaged in learning Mi’gmaq and didn’t use the tropes of endangerment, extinction, or death.
 Rather than focusing on death, journalists might also write about resilience: What is it that helped a community’s language survive as long as it did? Stories of linguistic and cultural resilience might be useful to audiences outside of indigenous communities.
 Dobrin, the linguistic anthropologist at the University of Virginia, pointed out that language revitalization projects often fail to increase the use of the language. So if their success is measured by how much more a language is spoken, then the story has to be that these projects shouldn’t be undertaken.
 Still, from another perspective, they are very much worth it, Dobrin said—if language revitalization is seen as something people do because they like to do it together, whether or not a large group of native speakers end up with more of the language. “These efforts may not be about language at all,” she said. “They are about drawing upon the past to make a satisfying present.” In fact, it’s about culture-making. As the conventions of journalism seem to be currently arranged, such a story would be an affront, because it says that indigenous communities aren’t going away, and that they don’t need outsiders’ help.
  
 This piece ran in Undark on December 29, 2016.
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		What happened to Schwa Fire? and the state of the language beat

								

	
				What the fuck happened to Schwa Fire? is something I should have written long before now. 
 [image: a logo. in orange flame, a schwa in white]The Schwa Fire logo  
 If you’re not aware of Schwa Fire, here’s a quick sketch. It was an online magazine that I launched in 2014, an experiment in language journalism and publishing whose tagline was “language in life, life in language.” In six issues over a year, a handful of talented writers, artists, photographers, editors and myself did some solid work in content and form. A lot of people seemed to have their eye on it. Here, for the first time, I’m going to explain why it only lasted for a year. 
 This essay will be more than a mea culpa. Anything that you might say about me, I’ve shouted at myself, and probably worse. I’m also going to try to sketch the language journalism landscape, then and now, in the broader cultural and informational environment in which we find ourselves. After all, Schwa Fire didn’t occur in a vacuum. Neither was the language beat static when it came along. What amazes me is that the language beat is almost everything now, subsuming culture and politics as well as technology and business reporting. And yet language and the people who know about it remain strangely invisible in it all, present and yet absent. 
  
 §§§ 
  
 If the language beat found me, I created Schwa Fire. The rationale for the project came directly out of my own experiences as a freelancer. 
 My Atlantic Monthly story about the closed-caption maven, mentioned in the introduction, marked a significant professional transition. It also ended up being the only piece I wrote for the magazine’s new section, because in the aftermath of the attacks of September 11, the magazine environment fell apart.[1] The Atlantic reorganized, eliminating the “Notes & Dispatches” section after only a few issues; Lingua Franca and other magazines shut down. 
 The attacks ripped America’s attention from its self-satisfied navel toward a world far more hostile and complex than it realized. On the wall next to my desk I kept a list of potential story ideas that would, I thought, keep me in rent for months; by the end of September I ripped it down, disgusted by this proof of a collective ignorance. I had barely gotten started. Now I had to start all over. 
 Fortunately, language stories proliferated in the new environment, many of them national security related. I got back on my feet and learned how to stay afloat. In the long term, it proved difficult to sell more than one language story per year to the same outlet; the appetite, especially for long-form work, was often overwhelmed by current events. Still, I kept at it, and over the next twelve years, I had some amazing experiences as a journalist, an author, and a researcher. That time was also checkered with challenges, from the financial vicissitudes of freelancing and changing personal and family circumstances. My output dropped with new parenthood; a home in a new region of the US brought social isolation. Great language stories whizzed by as I pecked away on two books, a language writer with a day job. Eventually I wanted to get back to the beat. 
 Over that same period, the forces unleashed by the internet were eroding the pillars of my way of working. Language journalism mattered, I thought, because it improved the discourse about language in American society, which would shore up civic democracy. A population that better understands the linguistic investments of its many constituents can better make decisions together. The vehicle for my work in this direction would be high-profile print media. 
 However, the emerging information environment made my ambition obsolete in several ways. Firstly, the decline of mainstream media outlets and proliferation of digital information channels, both of which have been amply described and commented upon, fragmented a general public into disparate tribes and fandoms, corralled by algorithms and served by news aggregators, podcasters, bloggers, and YouTubers. Goodbye, public marketplace of ideas; hello, asymmetric information battlespace. These dynamics were already in place when I launched Schwa Fire. 
 Secondly, I had oriented myself as a bridge between academic communities of language scientists and a non-academic public. This gap had been labeled a “structural hole” by network theorist and sociologist Ron Burt, who found that actors who moved ideas across the gaps could create value and impact in networks where such ideas hadn’t yet circulated. Social media reoriented the structural holes. Algorithms and platform functions (such as re-posting to one’s own network) replaced the network bridgers. The system now incentivized attention-grabbing and parasocial relationships in exchange for various forms of measurable “engagement,” because the platforms sold ads and grabbed personal data. 
 It had always been difficult to sell certain ideas and approaches. It didn’t get easier.
 None of this is meant as criticism. It’s a description of the landscape and the adaptations that it relentlessly demanded into which Schwa Fire was born.
  
 §§§
  
 In the meantime, the language beat had grown, and I was increasingly in touch with others working in the same space. The first such person was Patrick Cox, a radio journalist at BBC’s “The World” who had been reporting language-themed stories with increasing frequency since 1999, and in 2008 had established journalism’s first language desk and launched a BBC podcast, “The World in Words.” When I met him shortly thereafter,[2] I didn’t realize what a pioneer Cox was. He would go on to win a journalism award from the Linguistic Society of America, the LSA. We’ve worked on some projects together.
 Then the digital magazine Matter burst onto the internet. It was 2012, and two journalists raised US$140,000 from over 2500 people on Kickstarter (itself only three years old). Their publication was focused on long-form science journalism. In its rebellious DNA were crowdfunding (a new concept), optimistic tech-enabled democratisation (one selling point was an online platform, All Our Ideas, to gather community input about potential stories), and liberation from the legacy gatekeepers of the print magazine world. Every issue they ran only one story, and every one was a gripping piece of work.[3] This, I realized, was the model I wanted to use. 
 I had already been discussing possibilities for a language magazine with various people like Jeffrey Kittay, who founded Lingua Franca; Mark Liberman, founder of the blog Language Log (which I wrote about for the New York Times in 2006); and Ben Zimmer, a linguist and writer who took over William Safire’s “On Language” column in 2010.[4] The Matter model freed the project from the three most noxious sticking points. One, you could do the long-form story and only the long-form story, not the other trappings of “magazine,” like reviews and op-eds. Two, you could lower costs by making it digital-only (which was a further advantage because you could easily do video and audio). Three, you could crowd-fund some of the capital. It seemed easy and frictionless. I decided to take the plunge. 
 When I dig in my archives, I find a magazine pitch that I wrote in 2013, “Why America has no language magazine.” In it I explained why: 
 You can’t have a proper language magazine that exists only in print; the phenomenon of language is mainly about how it sounds (or how it’s signed), and for whatever reason, the multimedia capability of the web hasn’t been properly applied to the problem. For another thing, even though language is a commodity along the lines of food and sex, it doesn’t have the aspirational immediacy of topics like, say, shoes or restaurant reviews… if one were to try to pull out what’s aspirational and immediate about language and try to transform this thing that’s so mundane into something exotic (and, what’s more, do it through a capitalist matrix), one would have to have such a flair for story-telling and advertising that if your average linguist or lexicographer had it, they wouldn’t be a linguist or lexicographer. 
 
 I could do this, I thought. At the time, I worked for a think tank, but I planned to leave and launch Schwa Fire. While it grew, I’d do consulting work in the private sector for my household contribution. 
 Prepping the Kickstarter and researching digital platforms was a delightfully manic time, which anyone who has ever built anything from scratch will recognize. I felt I could be my true self, creative and decisive. But I didn’t recognize that you need other traits, like resilience and humility. You don’t run a magazine like you write a book, hiding in your hole; you have to be connected, you have to ask for help when the time comes. I thought I knew how to do that. 
 Around the same time, another language magazine launched, called Babel, from the UK. When I announced Schwa Fire, people pointed out that Babel already existed. Why did we need two magazines? In a discussion thread on Language Log, I replied this way:
 I know about Babel, and I think it does something different. For instance, in Babel‘s first issue, it didn’t have a story about forensic linguistics, it had an article about the topic. When Schwa Fire does a story about forensic linguistics, the reader will be in the courtroom, will meet actual people on all sides. Let me put it this way: would you rather read an article about Unicode and localization, or about the grad student who is hunting little-known half-disappeared writing systems in archives in north India and trying to fight for them to get a Unicode encoding? If you say the latter, then Schwa Fire is for you.
 
 I think this remains true of Babel and other publications, including Onze Taal, a very good Dutch language magazine: they focus on language topics, less so on stories. If that’s what their readers want, then they’re doing their job. But it’s not language journalism. As I wrote somewhere, I wanted my publication to “locate the human part of the language world and pull out the language part of the human story,” which is as encompassing a slogan as I could ask for. 
 I set a goal of US$25,000 for the Kickstarter, which generated a lot of enthusiasm. Fast Company wrote a profile, BoingBoing did a shout-out, and io9.com even included it in a crowdfunding wrap-up. Ben Zimmer wrote about Schwa Fire, as did linguist and namer Nancy Friedman. Other language blogs, such as LanguageHat, Glossographia, Superlinguo, and the blog of translation company Altalang all talked about it. The Texas Observer wrote about the project, and I went on Texas Observer Radio to talk about it. I even wrote a guest post for The Language Documentation Crowd blog. 
 By the end of the campaign on Dec. 11, 2013, 646 people had committed $27,105. Nearly five months later, we launched the first issue. There was a founder’s note, a puzzle, and a lovely long-form story about the fortunes of a Yiddish atlas project by Arika Okrent,[5] and a personal essay by Lane Greene about meeting and wooing the Danish woman he’d marry and the multilingualisms of their lives.[6] The tone of the issue was, to my eye, perfect: personal, wistful, mundane, real. If someone had ever criticized language journalism as mere inside baseball about the field of linguistics, here was evidence to the contrary, as the characters were parents, children, lovers, their aches real. And yet the pieces were inflected with aesthetic and moral values of the linguistically informed. Arika’s piece ends with a scene in which Gabi Weinrich, brother of famous linguist Uriel Weinrich, hears a recording of his brother’s voice. She’d found the recording and played it for him. “I thought he might be touched to be able to hear his brother’s voice again. And he was,” she wrote. “But he was also ‘overjoyed to hear that absolutely genuine Vilna Yiddish again.’ A transcript just wouldn’t have been the same.” That kicker (the journalistic term for the final line of an article, often a twist) was perfect for the language beat. 
 I was excited to put this issue out—to get started, to demonstrate what Schwa Fire could be. I was enraged when, as soon as the issue launched, someone in the linguistics community hacked the magazine site and posted the content on Twitter. I knew people they knew and got them to take it down. They apologized but the tone was set. Yes, you have supporters. You have underminers too. 
 We pressed on. The stories were diverse and really imaginative. I was very happy. David Wolman contributed a piece about spellcheckers; Emily Liedel wrote about a Chinese scholar who specializes in giving Chinese names to Westerners. Greg Uyeno wrote about his exploits finding the phonetically most effective name to write on a coffee cup and be called out by a barista. Gretchen McCulloch wrote a puzzle about poetic meter in different languages.[7] Carla Seidl did an incredibly moving piece about her husband, who was losing control over his voice because of ALS; we included recordings she had made, our first audio piece. Jessica Weiss wrote a personal essay about girls’ language; Julie Hochsegang wrote a personal essay about her doctor’s failure to get adequate ASL interpretation for her. Debbie Nathan, whose work in the late 1990s had inspired me, wrote about accent tags. There was also a piece on the phonetics of the command voice, which people in the military are trained to perform. 
 You might wonder where the money went. Before I lay this out, I should say there was no such thing as Patreon at the time; Substack and other newsletter operators that were built to manage subscriptions and content were still years away. So I paid monthly fees to Creatavist, a platform that provided a multimedia content management and publishing system and managed subscriptions. I hired a designer to build a website. There were hosting costs and domain registrations. I paid an audio engineer for one story, and a copy-editor and line editors for others. I paid the Kickstarter video producer. And I paid writers—of course I paid writers, $1000 to $1500 per main article, which was too much for a start-up, but I wanted to attract good writing. It’s worth saying that I didn’t pay myself anything—I put that off for the future.
 A couple of things became immediately clear:
 One was that with precarious employment, I couldn’t keep this up. I know that referring to mental health seems like an excuse, but it’s 2026 and we can talk more openly about these things now, thankfully, because the impact is real. The stress around work triggered some latent mental health issues, including some unresolved grief around a situation I wrote something about in Bye Bye I Love You. To do Schwa Fire properly, I needed more stability, while my family needed more financial contribution, not less. One uncomfortable consequence was that I still wrote for other publications, doing stories about language that could have lived happily in Schwa Fire. 
 I also sensed that Schwa Fire, along with every other publication on the planet, was engaged in a wider attentional war in which certain topics and approaches were going to have to figure out how to bust above the noise. We were very small players, but the battlespace was real. I was willing to work hard but I couldn’t fight as hard as was needed to build a subscriber base and, at the same time, try to get businesses and organizations to sponsor the content. I saw that the money would run out before I could convert enough Kickstarter supporters into subscribers. Again, since I’m being real: I was plagued with so much anxiety that I came to dread working on Schwa Fire. 
 Then the money ran out. It was time to stop. 
 I approached various people to ask if they wanted to take it over and got fairly far in one set of discussions. You’d get the backlog of stories, the Creatavist account, the subscriber list, all the other assets. But this didn’t go anywhere, so I pulled the plug on the publication. I felt justified in doing so—the great majority of the Kickstarter supporters funded two seasons, which is what they received. 
 Many experiments fail, I realize, particularly ones in publishing, and I don’t feel badly about that part of it. But I handled the wind-down poorly and didn’t communicate about the reasons adequately, which I regret. I’ve been ashamed of that, not about the failure, but how I handled it. The author’s bio in this book is the first time I’ve listed Schwa Fire on any sort of CV.
 I also regret that the Schwa Fire content is no longer available. I thought the pieces would remain up so subscribers would always have them, but Creatavist was acquired in 2018 and all inactive accounts scrubbed. I can’t recall what happened; I might have misread communications from Automattic, or missed them, or ignored them. If I was motivated to collect my language journalism because my physical archive arrived, then it’s fitting to close the personal reflections acknowledging the betrayal of the digital and how it amplifies human weakness. Eternal vigilance is the price of the internet.
  
 §§§
  
 Without Schwa Fire, the language beat didn’t die or dwindle, and since then I’ve learned about a host of other language writers and linguistics popularizers. When I moved to the Netherlands, I met Marc van Oostendorp, a linguist and language writer who began writing for non-academic audiences in the late 1990s, starting part-time with Onze Taal; he’s written several books for general audiences. Through him I met other Dutch language writers, like Gaston Dorren and Sterre Leufkens, and I’ve come to admire the work of Julie Sedivy, Malwina Gudowska, and Lynne Murphy, all linguists by training who have seen the benefits of writing about language topics for a broader audience. 
 From the perspective of 2026, the world of language content, at least in the Anglophone world, looks richer than ever. In a way, it’s a golden age. Language memoirs and histories of language are published more regularly. There are dozens of podcasts and YouTube channels about lexical curiosities, learning languages, linguistic fieldwork, the history of linguistics, speech-language pathology, emojis, and other language topics, not to mention how each social media platform has its own resident language poster. “Lingcomm” (a take-off of “scicomm,” or communications about linguistics to non-academics) is a widespread thing. A new Europe-wide magazine, the European Review of Books, often runs articles about unique language experiences; Rest of World, an online publication, has published compelling articles on a global scale as well. Planet Word, a language museum in Washington, DC (full disclosure: where I am on the advisory board), does an amazing job at embodying languages for diverse audiences. Movies, too: Ellen Jovin and Brandt Johnson’s documentary, “Rebel with a Clause,” has proven popular among American audiences.
 When I was a pre-teen interested in language, nothing existed to read or watch. Now there’s so much, it would take a lifetime to consume. 
 And yet I notice a couple of things. 
 The most significant is that language journalism, for the most part, comes from traditional outlets, whether Science or the New Yorker or The Guardian or The Atlantic, done by writers who don’t seem to specialize in language per se. No publication has had a language desk since the BBC shut down “The World in Words.” Greene keeps things in check at the Economist. Patrick Cox produces podcasts independently in the key of journalism; at this writing, he’s received six grants from the National Endowment for the Humanities and is working on a podcast series about Bible translation. (Full disclosure: I am an advisor to that project.) For most journalists, language seems to be a flyover topic—you parachute in, you extract your quotes and local color using your default filters, you get the fuck out. No one sticks around to find out what happens next. 
 The trajectory of language as a journalistic topic has tracked closely its economic role in people’s lives. In Safire’s time, language was literacy, which was education, which was prescriptive; doing the correct things with language was a class matter. It mattered most to certain segments of society. As knowledge work became more prominent, language ability became celebrated, and the importance of developing it was linked to how we acquired it in the first place. Steven Pinker’s The Language Instinct became a bestseller by striking this chord. Then the age of globalization transformed language and language skills into commodities. It was good to “have” French. Maybe it would be good to “have” Mandarin too. Finally, thanks to the web and smartphones, language turned into infrastructure. We were texting each other emoji and basic architectures of interaction were getting built into everything. As I argued in an essay for The Atlantic (not included here), the word was doing unimaginable new forms of work.
 Language matters tremendously to more and more people as a matter of class, commodity, and infrastructure, and yet the underlying mood about language remains connected to moralizing and the instrumental. I’m not against moral stances or practical approaches, but I think about the stories that don’t appear in the press releases and don’t fit neatly into LinkedIn posts. With a few exceptions, no one seems to be writing those. 
 The question is, did the work of language journalists change anything? Did my work do anything to make editors more attuned? Is it easier to pitch stories from the language beat? If it is easier, I’d say it’s more because the culture changed, not because the conventions and priorities of journalism did. It’s possible that quality language content’s easy availability drew more people into linguistics courses, sensitizing them; some of them grew up to work in media. But it’s more likely that because editors fumble emoji and punctuation quirks in text messages as much as everybody else, they became attuned to language as infrastructure as much as anyone. But no one is pushing for linguistics expertise on staff, not these days, a time of the collapse of journalistic institutions. 
 I still believe that journalistic tools and platforms are necessary for telling stories that locate the human part of the language world and pull out the language part of the human story. In a period characterized by migration and displacements, rising nationalisms, and the disruptions from artificial intelligence, the language beat is going to be critical. Schwa Fire isn’t here as a venue for it. But the need for such a venue for telling those stories survives.  
 

	A second assignment about the translation of the US Census form into Ebonics was killed when my reporting uncovered it to be only a rumor spawned by a stupid joke at a meeting. I didn't get another chance to write for The Atlantic for a decade. ↵
	He interviewed me after I published a review of Derek Bickerton’s memoir. ↵
	In 2013 it was acquired and folded into a publishing platform called Medium, and in 2016 it became the first digital-only magazine to win a National Magazine Award. ↵
	Later he became a columnist for the Wall Street Journal and won the inaugural LSA's journalism award. ↵
	Okrent is a linguist and author whose first non-academic piece was “A Visit to Esperantoland” in 2005 in the American Scholar, and her book, In the Land of Invented Languages, came out in 2009. She'd go on to win the journalism award from the LSA. ↵
	Greene, an Economist editor and now the author of three books, was doing journalism about language by 2008; his Economist blog about language became an online column titled “Johnson” in 2013 and then moved to print in 2016. He also won the LSA journalism award. ↵
	McCulloch, now a best-selling author of pop linguistics book Because Internet, began blogging in 2012, and started the podcast Lingthusiasm in November 2016 with linguist Lauren Gawne, who'd started the language blog Superlinguo in 2011. ↵



	

			
			


		
	
		
			
	
		VIII

		The New and The Old

	

	
		This small group of articles concerns the beginnings and ends of languages and speakers, and how they stretch linguistics in new directions. I was fascinated by new languages, so I wrote several times about the rural or village sign languages that have emerged around the world. (The longest, most comprehensive piece was the Mosaic Science story, included here, which describes some challenges linguists faced. I also wrote a long piece about a village sign language for New Scientist in 2005.) My fascination with the new led also to the article “Sillyspeak” in section 5. You might think it would make sense for me to write about Hollywood conlangs. They’re cool, but they were hot topics, and I avoided them, just as I stayed away from endangered languages. It’s a paradox, I know, but I wanted to make (part of) a living my own way.
 The collection also ends where Bye Bye I Love You (and my career moving forward) picks up: considering language at the end of life. It’s another topic I believe linguists need to give more attention to. I do it because it’s an obvious topic to tackle if you write about language in life and life in language.
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		A cultural history of first words (Paris Review, 2019)

								

	
				A baby’s first word seems as if it ought to be universally fascinating. Laden with the promise of a new life, a first word is a new person’s first expression of self, even if it’s just to label the dog, ask for food, or say hi. First words are more than cute; they’re existentially profound. They represent the threshold where noise becomes signal, the moment that interiority breaks its confines to greet the outside world.
 And yet, for much of history, infant language wasn’t regarded as worthy of attention, and in many contemporary cultures it still isn’t. All babies, across time and space, transition from babbling to language at about twelve months of age, in spoken languages as well as signed ones, but not all parents and caregivers pay attention to that transition. That supposedly irresistible thing we call a “baby’s first word” is a romanticized milestone, shaped by social and economic circumstances, and it is surprisingly recent. The natural state of first words is to be disregarded, misheard, or entirely overlooked. Doting over them isn’t perverse—it’s just a modern, underappreciated luxury.
 I was inspired to attempt a cultural history of “first words” by Germanist Karl Guthke, who wrote a definitive book about last words in the early nineties. He saw them as artifacts of each era’s conception of death. “There are styles of dying,” he noted, “so are there corresponding styles and fashions of last words?” In an aside, he dismissed first words, arguing they couldn’t tell us much about individual lives. They belong, he wrote, “with anecdotes of childhood, whose biographical value is inversely proportionate to their charm.” He had been musing on 1988 U.S. presidential candidate Michael Dukakis whose reputation as a cold fish technocrat seemed to have been predicted by his alleged first words, in Greek: monos mou, or “all by myself.”
 But first words, from the semiformed babble to the perfectly adult, have a tremendous amount to tell us about society. There are “styles and fashions” to first words, just as there are of last words, in the sense of what gets heard, recorded, or passed down. More importantly, the emergence of an interest in first words tracks closely with how Western industrialized societies became what anthropologist David Lancy calls “neontocracies,” or societies organized around the imperatives of caring for the very young. If you want to know how and why babies became their parents’ cognitive projects, tracking what those parents made of first words is a good metric.
 In the cultural history of first words, we can say with confidence that they’ve always existed. But early utterances are rarely mentioned in historical materials. When they are recorded, it’s mainly been in more modern media, such as baby books, diaries, and scientific observations. By contrast, last words appear as far back as the Old Testament. The first recorded first word, were it to be found, would be a marker of modernity’s dawn.
 In the eighties, Linda Pollock, now a professor at Tulane, examined dozens of English-language diaries from the sixteenth to nineteenth centuries for evidence of how adults thought about their offspring. She found that only nineteen out of ninety-one diaries noted infant and child speech at all, and only nine diaries mentioned first words.
 The earliest came from a Puritan judge in Massachusetts, Samuel Sewall, in early 1686, who recorded in his diary that his eighteen-month-old son, Hull, “speaks Apple plainly.” The father may have shown interest because for the sickly son to say anything at all was remarkable. The boy died three weeks shy of his second birthday. His first word was one of his last.
 Sewall’s record of Hull’s “Apple” isn’t the oldest one I’ve found. The oldest comes from 1602, when a French physician named Jean Héroard was assigned to keep a diary about the growth and development of the first legitimate heir to the French throne in eighty years, the dauphin who would become Louis XIII. That first word, as Héroard wrote it, was hé, or, as we’d translate it into English today, “hey.” After Héroard, we have no record of another first word for another eighty-four years.
 More than half of the mentions of children’s speech in Pollock’s diaries date from the nineteenth century. After the dauphin’s hé and Sewall’s “Apple,” the next first word was recorded in 1839, when Charles Darwin recorded his first son’s development, including his first word, “mum.” It meant “food” or “give me food,” Darwin tells us.
 Such a banality was more significant for what Darwin made of it. He published his notes in 1877, and their appearance in German, Russian, and French simultaneously created a fad of diary-keeping among other natural historians, suddenly making the study of child development “a respectable branch of human biology,” as Dutch psycholinguist Willem Levelt put it. Many, if not most, of the diarists were men. “This new zeal for psychological knowledge has taken possession of a number of my acquaintances,” wrote British psychologist James Sully in 1881. “These are mostly young married men to whom the phenomenon of babyhood has all the charm of newness, and who import a youthful enthusiasm into their scientific pursuits.” Their diary studies fed the argument that the development of the individual follows a path along which the species had evolved. Thus first words provided a window into the minds and abilities of human ancestors in evolutionary time. “Mum” was, in a sense, a living fossil.
 Darwin’s account was a response to one published a year earlier by French historian Hippolyte Taine about one of his daughters, including detailed notes about her early vocalizations. Taine wrote that her first words were “papa” and “tem,” which he took as her attempt to say tiens. He unpacked this word lovingly, considering it a “remarkable” word. It meant many things—“give, take, look.” “In fact,” Taine wrote, “she says it very decidedly several times together in an urgent fashion, sometimes that she may have some new object that she sees, sometimes to get us to take it, sometimes to draw attention to herself. All these meanings are mixed up in the word tem.” Taine’s delight is matched by his sadness when she stops saying it. “This is no doubt because we did not choose to learn it, for it did not correspond to any one of our ideas … we did not use it with her and therefore she left off using it herself.” Yet for a time, the word marked the arrival of an “outbreak of volition,” which the father reveled in.
 Both Darwin and Taine granted firstness to certain phonetic strings that (they decided) the child invented rather than imitated. Darwin was sure that Doddy (as he called his son) “invented” his “mum.” They believed the first words of a child mirrored the emergence of language in our distant ancestors. “Speaking generally,” Taine wrote, “the child presents in a passing state the mental characteristics that are found in a fixed state in primitive civilizations, very much as the human embryo presents in a passing state the physical characteristics that are found in a fixed state in the classes of inferior animals.”
 Around the same time that Darwin, Taine, and other Europeans were grappling with children and the evolutionary history of language, the first commercial baby books for recording important moments, including first words, began to appear in America. This is where noticing first words really began to take off. Where for Darwin and Taine the first word marked the baby’s transition into a human, in the baby book age it marked the arrival of an individual, not just a creature distinct among animals but a singular personality distinct from other selves.
 At the time, an estimated one in four or five babies died before they reached twelve months old. Capturing various firsts, including words, encouraged parents to invest more in their children, who were now emotionally more valuable. At first, the baby books were aimed at upper-class women, descended from the tradition of recording baby gifts from family and friends. As their popularity grew among middle- and working-class families, they made it easier to think that individual babies and children mattered. At the turn of the century, local health departments began to offer their own versions of baby books. First words became one important moment in a baby’s development, which could only happen when infants had a good chance of surviving into childhood.
 Online library records for about twenty baby books from the early twentieth century in a UCLA special collection showed that about two-thirds of them provided space for a “first word” or “first words.” The most effusive, a book from 1910, asked, “What were the first wonderful words?” One asks for “baby’s sayings” and another asks for “speech” and “vocabulary at 18 months.” About a third of the books prompted nothing of the sort, asking instead about first pictures, birthdays, Christmases, teeth, and trips. For example, The Biography of a Better Baby, published in 1910, figures that “better babies” eat, grow, wear clothes, get fresh air, and walk. (Note the absence of “talk.”) A French book from 1906, Le Livret de L’enfant, merely asks when the baby started to speak (“a quel age l’enfant a-t-il commencé a parler?), and The Edwardian Baby from 1908 gives language milestones (“should use syllables, such as ma, pa, na, ta, without any distinct meaning), but says nothing about first words.
 This was also the apparent beginning of the belief that a baby’s first words could foretell their lives. In Babies Made Us Modern, a history of babies in America from the 1890s to the end of the baby boom, historian Janet Golden relates the various cues, both scientific and folkloric, which parents used to tell their babies’ futures. A baby book from 1912 tracked “first definitive signs of emotion at visible things,” “first attempt to reach for something,” and “first signs of reason.” Some other books mentioned the popular belief that if a child’s first movements were upward in space, it would ensure a rise in social station, which led to the practice of carrying newborns up the stairs. If the house had only one floor, the baby was carried up a ladder.
 In the late sixties, my mother, on noting that my first words were “money” and “dubbaday” (after the defunct publishing house, Doubleday), erroneously predicted I would have a lucrative career in publishing. She remembered these words without writing them down—my baby book was Catholic and asked, instead, for my “first prayer,” “first Christmas,” and “first Mass.” I suppose that putting prayers in children’s mouths was better than letting them spontaneously jabber their unsocialized, profane thoughts. Though my first words were perhaps not prophetic, Picasso’s first word was “piz” (for the Spanish word for “pencil”) and Julie Andrews’s was “home.”
 In some cultures, first words are prescribed—no matter what else the baby might be able to say, they’re not considered to be speaking until they say certain things. In American and Western Samoa, the first word is said to be tae, meaning “shit.” In Samoan culture, children are seen as, “cheeky, mischevious, and willfull,” as anthropologists Elinor Ochs and Bambi Schieffelin put it, and such a word seems apt. Elsewhere, early utterances reflect a child’s otherworldly status. Anthropologist Nigel Barley notes that the Chamba of Cameroon and Nigeria believe that the babbling of infants and the very old is the language of the spirit world. “The former have not yet forgotten it, the latter are resuming it, hence their affinity with each other,” he writes. Meanwhile, the Baule of Ivory Coast maintain that babies babbling the ancestral language should be kept apart lest they use it to plot against the living.
 In the well-loved children’s book Knuffle Bunny, by Mo Willems, a little girl, Trixie, loses her stuffed rabbit and then gets it back. When she’s reunited with her toy, she blurts out something she’s never said before, which her father considers to be her first words. Spoiler alert: they are “knuffle bunny.”
 The book is a reminder that a “first word” is a product of the intersection between a baby’s intention to mean with an adult’s willingness to comprehend. “Knuffle bunny” isn’t actually the first thing Trixie says in the book. She had already tried to tell her father that her bunny has been left behind. “Aggle flaggle klabble!” she cried. “That’s right,” replied her father. “We’re going home.”
 What’s true for “knuffle bunny” was also true with Darwin’s “mum,” Taine’s “tem,” Sewall’s “Apple,” and maybe even Héroard’s “hé.” The status of a first word as “first” is always somewhat arbitrary, dependent on an adult’s willingness to bestow meaning on the utterance. As linguist Catherine Snow noted in 1980, “The first word is a reflection of the culture’s decisions about many matters—the status of child versus parent, the attribution of intentionality, language socialization beliefs and practices, and beliefs about the social and communicative capacities of prelinguistic members, as well as theories of language and of meaning.”
 She and other linguists solved this problem in a variety of ways: some ignored the single first word and counted instead the first four, ten, or fifty words (which the average child achieves by eighteen months), while others marked a first word stage. What became de rigueur were checklists of words given to parents to fill out. What that approach sacrificed in idiosyncratic detail (you would not be able to record that your child’s first word was “hé” or “tem,” for example), it made up for in scientific usefulness, because interesting patterns emerged nevertheless from the banalities.
 Most early words are nouns, for instance, and girls appear to say more words than boys, no matter the language they are speaking or the culture they’re in. And we can venture to say that first words throughout time, whether they’ve been heard or not, have probably not differed much from the ones that contemporary babies say: animal sounds, names of pets and family members, food items, and greetings. Your first words were everyone’s first words, spoken over and over by endless generations of babies trying to break through.
  
 This piece was first published in the Paris Review online, 2019
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		A sign language is born (Al-Jazeera America, 2014)

								

	
				The discovery of a new language can help explain how we communicate.
  
 Most of the news about minority languages is that they’re endangered or dying off, and the only new languages we hear about are those created for Hollywood sci-fi blockbusters. But sometimes, linguists discover a new language and when they do, it’s a sign language.
 The reasons for this aren’t mysterious. “Because of the sporadic incidence of deafness, the generation-to-generation transmission of language is disrupted,” says Richard Meier, a linguist and sign language expert at the University of Texas at Austin. “Deafness may appear in communities that had not previously had it. Because of their hearing loss, the deaf are likely unable to acquire the local spoken language. But the community may lack an established sign language.” The result? People make languages.
 On her first fieldwork trip in 2010, linguist Lynn Hou, who is deaf, and her colleague at the University of Texas at Austin, Hilaria Cruz, from the southern Mexican state of Oaxaca, visited the villages of San Juan Quiahije and Cieneguilla. Cruz had grown up signing to deaf family members. On their trip, Hou, met some deaf adults and learned the signs they use. She suspected that they weren’t using Mexican Sign Language.
 Several years later, Hou returned to Oaxaca where she confirmed that people were using a unique sign language that they’d invented. In the spring of 2014, Hou received grants from the National Science Foundation and the National Institutes of Health to study “Chatino Sign Language.” (Chatino is the Spanish name for the indigenous people of the area as well as the name for their spoken language.)
 Hou’s discovery is one of about a dozen sign languages that have been described for the first time in the last decade, and more are popping up. Most recently a group of American and Israeli linguists have been studying two new sign languages in Israel, one of which arose only four generations ago in a Bedouin village with an unusually large deaf population. Such “village sign languages,” as they’re called, appear all over the world. There is Ban Khor, a sign language used by about a thousand people in a village in Thailand; Adamorobe, a language in Ghana, used by about 1400 people, shares a number of traits of other West African sign languages, like loose hand shapes and sweeping gestures; and Kata Kolok (literally “deaf language”), which developed in Bengkala, Indonesia, where villagers share a belief in Bhatara Kolok, a deaf god. Linguists are also investigating new sign languages in the Yucatan Peninsula of Mexico as well as Turkey.
 These sign languages help scientists understand how humans create a new language. Because they are so new, they don’t have the same complex structure that older, more established spoken and signed languages have. Nevertheless, they are fully functional languages, used by hearing and deaf people to share information, tell jokes and stories, make speeches, and share emotional intimacies.
 “It is natural to assume that there can be little direct evidence that casts light on the evolution of language, because its origins are lost in the prehistory of our species,” said Simon Kirby, who studies the evolution of language at the University of Edinburgh. “But recently there has been a growing realization that not only biological but also cultural evolution has an important role to play in understanding language origins.”
 These new sign languages are also challenging some long-held assumptions about what is universal in human languages. One characteristic of most languages is that speakers are able to build very complex structures, such as sentences, out of a simple set of more basic units, like words.  In spoken languages, the basic units are sounds; in sign languages, they are shapes of the hand. But some of the village sign languages don’t have this property, which has long baffled linguists. One proposal is that the signs haven’t been fully shared for conventional signs can often “look like” objects or actions, a quality that young languages exploit early in their lives. But linguists don’t yet know when this structure emerges or how.
 It was also assumed that all sign languages use the space around a signer’s body to change what verbs mean (such as when they occurred, or whether they are ongoing), but some of the sign languages that have been found in villages don’t do this. Researchers are looking at what it means if they’re the only sign languages without it. Is it a function of their young age? Or is there some other reason?
 Linguists of the past, inspired by the work of Noam Chomsky, would have tried to figure out some innate, uniquely human order in these sign languages. Nowadays, contemporary scientists like Simon Kirby look at language as a complex adaptive system that is influenced by numerous factors—not only the limits of the human brain but the size of the groups, the number of deaf people in each family, even social interactions based on gender.
 “I hope this research will reveal more precisely how initially improvised communication becomes conventional and then systematic through a process of cultural evolution,” Kirby said.
 To study this, researchers are comparing descriptions of the language environment with computer models and laboratory experiments. For instance, Tessa Verhoef, a computer scientist at the University of California-San Diego’s Center for Research in Language, is studying how people simplify a sequence of slide whistle sounds when they teach it to others. She is also running experiments in which people learn and teach sequences of gestures. “We are creating chains of transmission which would simulate the way that languages are passed from generation to generation,” Verhoef said. These simulations can be compared to findings from the field made by people like Hou.
 On her initial trip to Chatinoland, Hou suspected that the sign language wasn’t Mexican Sign Language because people didn’t do fingerspelling for proper nouns. They didn’t mouth Spanish words along with their signs, and she didn’t detect any initialized handshapes. In Mexican Sign Language, the handshape for the letter “l” means Monday, because the Spanish word for “Monday” is lunes. Chatino signers didn’t have this sign.
 As far as they’ve been able to tell, the Chatino Sign language was started by a deaf woman, now in her 50s, and her younger brother, who was also deaf. The youngest deaf signers are several girls, the youngest of whom is 4. Yet hearing people use the sign language as well, even if they don’t have deaf family members.
 Because Chatino Sign Language is probably only two generations old, the signs haven’t become fully conventional yet, which means that not all signers use the same sign for a certain meaning. This has led to comedic consequences for the researchers. One morning, Hou and her collaborator, Kate Mesh, went to a deaf signer’s house for a breakfast of meat tamales. The filling had a distinct smell which they couldn’t identify, so they asked their hosts what the meat was. He replied by flapping his arms, which they interpreted as a sign for “bird.” But Hou and Mesh were surprised to later learn that their tamales had been filled with iguana meat—the man’s flapping arms weren’t wings, they were the arms of an iguana.
 Chatino Sign Language is also unique because it draws on a much older repertoire of gestures that serves as a lingua franca in a linguistically diverse part of the world. Imagine the “thumb’s up” gesture that many people share—dozens of such gestures evolved across southern Mexico because there was no other shared language. The researchers are looking at the possibility that this has been one resource for the deaf Chatinos, who turned simple gestures into nouns, verbs, and adjectives that can create more complex sentences.
 The opportunity to watch this process unfold in real time reveals how simple symbols may have evolved into something more complex around 150,000 years ago. And if we ever get to teach our language to aliens, we’ll have to draw on the understanding of humanity’s deep linguistic past that comes from languages being born today.
  
 This piece was first published in Al-Jazeera America, April 17, 2014.
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		What people actually say before they die (The Atlantic, 2019)

								

	
				Mort Felix liked to say that his name, when read as two Latin words, meant “happy death.” When he was sick with the flu, he used to jokingly remind his wife, Susan, that he wanted Beethoven’s “Ode to Joy” played at his deathbed. But when his life’s end arrived at the age of 77, he lay in his study in his Berkeley, California, home, his body besieged by cancer and his consciousness cradled in morphine, uninterested in music and refusing food as he dwindled away over three weeks in 2012. “Enough,” he told Susan. “Thank you, and I love you, and enough.” When she came downstairs the next morning, she found Felix dead.
 During those three weeks, Felix had talked. He was a clinical psychologist who had also spent a lifetime writing poetry, and though his end-of-life speech often didn’t make sense, it seemed to draw from his attention to language. “There’s so much so in sorrow,” he said at one point. “Let me down from here,” he said at another. “I’ve lost my modality.” To the surprise of his family members, the lifelong atheist also began hallucinating angels and complaining about the crowded room—even though no one was there.
 Felix’s 53-year-old daughter, Lisa Smartt, kept track of his utterances, writing them down as she sat at his bedside in those final days. Smartt majored in linguistics at UC Berkeley in the 1980s and built a career teaching adults to read and write. Transcribing Felix’s ramblings was a sort of coping mechanism for her, she says. Something of a poet herself (as a child, she sold poems, three for a penny, like other children sold lemonade), she appreciated his unmoored syntax and surreal imagery. Smartt also wondered whether her notes had any scientific value, and eventually she wrote a book, Words on the Threshold, published in early 2017, about the linguistic patterns in 2,000 utterances from 181 dying people, including her father.
 Despite the limitations of this book, it’s unique—it’s the only published work I could find when I tried to satisfy my curiosity about how people really talk when they die. I knew about collections of “last words,” eloquent and enunciated, but these can’t literally show the linguistic abilities of the dying. It turns out that vanishingly few have ever examined these actual linguistic patterns, and to find any sort of rigor, one has to go back to 1921, to the work of the American anthropologist Arthur MacDonald.
 To assess people’s “mental condition just before death,” MacDonald mined last-word anthologies, the only linguistic corpus then available, dividing people into 10 occupational categories (statesmen, philosophers, poets, etc.) and coding their last words as sarcastic, jocose, contented, and so forth. MacDonald found that military men had the “relatively highest number of requests, directions, or admonitions,” while philosophers (who included mathematicians and educators) had the most “questions, answers, and exclamations.” The religious and royalty used the most words to express contentment or discontentment, while the artists and scientists used the fewest.
 MacDonald’s work “seems to be the only attempt to evaluate last words by quantifying them, and the results are curious,” wrote the German scholar Karl Guthke in his book Last Words, on Western culture’s long fascination with them. Mainly, MacDonald’s work shows that we need better data about verbal and nonverbal abilities at the end of life. One point that Guthke makes repeatedly is that last words, as anthologized in multiple languages since the 17th century, are artifacts of an era’s concerns and fascinations about death, not “historical facts of documentary status.” They can tell us little about a dying person’s actual ability to communicate.
 Some contemporary approaches move beyond the oratorical monologues of yore and focus on emotions and relationships. Books such as Final Gifts, published in 1992 by the hospice nurses Maggie Callanan and Patricia Kelley, and Final Conversations, published in 2007 by Maureen Keeley, a Texas State University communications-studies scholar, and Julie Yingling, professor emerita at Humboldt State University, aim to sharpen the skills of the living for having important, meaningful conversations with the dying. Previous centuries’ focus on last words has ceded space to the contemporary focus on last conversations and even nonverbal interactions. “As the person gets weaker and sleepier, communication with others often becomes more subtle,” Callanan and Kelley write. “Even when people are too weak to speak, or have lost consciousness, they can hear; hearing is the last sense to fade.”
 I spoke to Maureen Keeley shortly after the death of George H. W. Bush, whose last words (“I love you, too,” he reportedly told his son, George W. Bush) were widely reported in the media, but she said they should properly be seen in the context of a conversation (“I love you,” the son had said first) as well as all the prior conversations with family members leading up to that point.
 At the end of life, Keeley says, the majority of interactions will be nonverbal as the body shuts down and the person lacks the physical strength, and often even the lung capacity, for long utterances. “People will whisper, and they’ll be brief, single words—that’s all they have energy for,” Keeley said. Medications limit communication. So does dry mouth and lack of dentures. She also noted that family members often take advantage of a patient’s comatose state to speak their piece, when the dying person cannot interrupt or object.
 Many people die in such silence, particularly if they have advanced dementia or Alzheimer’s that robbed them of language years earlier. For those who do speak, it seems their vernacular is often banal. From a doctor I heard that people often say, “Oh fuck, oh fuck.” Often it’s the names of wives, husbands, children. “A nurse from the hospice told me that the last words of dying men often resembled each other,” wrote Hajo Schumacher in a September 2019 essay in Der Spiegel. “Almost everyone is calling for ‘Mommy’ or ‘Mama’ with the last breath.”
 It’s still the interactions that fascinate me, partly because their subtle interpersonal textures are lost when they’re written down. A linguist friend of mine, sitting with his dying grandmother, spoke her name. Her eyes opened, she looked at him, and died. What that plain description omits is how he paused when he described the sequence to me, and how his eyes quivered.
 But there are no descriptions of the basics of last words or last interactions in the scientific literature. The most linguistic detail exists about delirium, which involves a loss of consciousness, the inability to find words, restlessness, and a withdrawal from social interaction. Delirium strikes people of all ages after surgery and is also common at the end of life, a frequent sign of dehydration and over-sedation. Delirium is so frequent then, wrote the New Zealand psychiatrist Sandy McLeod, that “it may even be regarded as exceptional for patients to remain mentally clear throughout the final stages of malignant illness.” About half of people who recover from postoperative delirium recall the disorienting, fearful experience. In a Swedish study, one patient recalled that “I certainly was somewhat tired after the operation and everything … and I did not know where I was. I thought it became like misty, in some way … the outlines were sort of fuzzy.” How many people are in a similar state as they approach death? We can only guess.
 We have a rich picture of the beginnings of language, thanks to decades of scientific research with children, infants, and even babies in the womb. But if you wanted to know how language ends in the dying, there’s next to nothing to look up, only firsthand knowledge gained painfully.
 After her father died, Lisa Smartt was left with endless questions about what she had heard him say, and she approached graduate schools, proposing to study last words academically. After being rebuffed, she began interviewing family members and medical staff on her own. That led her to collaborate with Raymond Moody Jr., the Virginia-born psychiatrist best known for his work on “near-death experiences” in a 1975 best-selling book, Life After Life. He has long been interested in what he calls “peri-mortal nonsense” and helped Smartt with the work that became Words on the Threshold, based on her father’s utterances as well as ones she’d collected via a website she called the Final Words Project.
 One common pattern she noted was that when her father, Felix, used pronouns such as it and this, they didn’t clearly refer to anything. One time he said, “I want to pull these down to earth somehow … I really don’t know … no more earth binding.” What did these refer to? His sense of his body in space seemed to be shifting. “I got to go down there. I have to go down,” he said, even though there was nothing below him.
 He also repeated words and phrases, often ones that made no sense. “The green dimension! The green dimension!” (Repetition is common in the speech of people with dementia and also those who are delirious.) Smartt found that repetitions often expressed themes such as gratitude and resistance to death. But there were also unexpected motifs, such as circles, numbers, and motion. “I’ve got to get off, get off! Off of this life,” Felix had said.
 Smartt says she’s been most surprised by narratives in people’s speech that seem to unfold, piecemeal, over days. Early on, one man talked about a train stuck at a station, then days later referred to the repaired train, and then weeks later to how the train was moving northward.
 “If you just walk through the room and you heard your loved one talk about ‘Oh, there’s a boxing champion standing by my bed,’ that just sounds like some kind of hallucination,” Smartt says. “But if you see over time that that person has been talking about the boxing champion and having him wearing that, or doing this, you think, Wow, there’s this narrative going on.” She imagines that tracking these story lines could be clinically useful, particularly as the stories moved toward resolution, which might reflect a person’s sense of the impending end.
 In Final Gifts, the hospice nurses Callanan and Kelley note that “the dying often use the metaphor of travel to alert those around them that it is time for them to die.” They quote a 17-year-old, dying of cancer, distraught because she can’t find the map. “If I could find the map, I could go home! Where’s the map? I want to go home!” Smartt noted such journey metaphors as well, though she writes that dying people seem to get more metaphorical in general. (However, people with dementia and Alzheimer’s have difficulty understanding figurative language, and anthropologists who study dying in other cultures told me that journey metaphors aren’t prevalent everywhere.)
 Even basic descriptions of language at the end of life would not only advance linguistic understanding but also provide a host of benefits to those who work with the dying, and to the dying themselves. Experts told me that a more detailed road map of changes could help counter people’s fear of death and provide them with some sense of control. It could also offer insight into how to communicate better with the dying. Differences in cultural metaphors could be included in training for hospice nurses who may not share the same cultural frame as their patients.
 End-of-life communication will only become more relevant as life lengthens and deaths happen more frequently in institutions. Most people in developed countries won’t die as quickly and abruptly as their ancestors did. Thanks to medical advances and preventive care, a majority of people will likely die from either some sort of cancer, some sort of organ disease (foremost being cardiovascular disease), or simply advanced age. Those deaths will often be long and slow, and will likely take place in hospitals, hospices, or nursing homes overseen by teams of medical experts. And people can participate in decisions about their care only while they are able to communicate. More knowledge about how language ends and how the dying communicate would give patients more agency for a longer period of time.
 But studying language and interaction at the end of life remains a challenge, because of cultural taboos about death and ethical concerns about having scientists at a dying person’s bedside. Experts also pointed out to me that each death is unique, which presents a variability that science has difficulty grappling with.
 And in the health-care realm, the priorities are defined by doctors. “I think that work that is more squarely focused on describing communication patterns and behaviors is much harder to get funded because agencies like NCI prioritize research that directly reduces suffering from cancer, such as interventions to improve palliative-care communication,” says Wen-ying Sylvia Chou, a program director in the Behavioral Research Program at the National Cancer Institute of the National Institutes of Health, who oversees funding on patient-doctor communication at the end of life.
 Despite the faults of Smartt’s book (it doesn’t control for things such as medication, for one thing, and it’s colored by an interest in the afterlife), it takes a big step toward building a corpus of data and looking for patterns. This is the same first step that child-language studies took in its early days. That field didn’t take off until natural historians of the 19th century, most notably Charles Darwin, began writing down things their children said and did. (In 1877, Darwin published a biographical sketch about his son, William, noting his first word: mum.) Such “diary studies,” as they were called, eventually led to a more systematic approach, and early child-language research has itself moved away from solely studying first words.
 “Famous last words” are the cornerstone of a romantic vision of death—one that falsely promises a final burst of lucidity and meaning before a person passes. “The process of dying is still very profound, but it’s a very different kind of profoundness,” says Bob Parker, the chief compliance officer of the home health agency Intrepid USA. “Last words—it doesn’t happen like the movies. That’s not how patients die.” We are beginning to understand that final interactions, if they happen at all, will look and sound very different.
  
 This piece was first published in The Atlantic, January 16, 2019. 
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