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15.2 'The Alp~abet

The symbols:of the alphabet represent segments of speech, and it is ,probably
from thinking in terms of these symbolized segments that we get the idea that
there are separable sounds. But it is worth looking a little more closely at the
alphabet and the way that ihcame about. The 'earliest writing systems were of
a ve.ry different kind.

All writing systems began by having symbols in the form of little pictures
that represented words. One,of the earliest systems was that bfthe Sumerians,
who lived in what is now Iraq. They developed a set of picture, symbols that
eventually became stylized representations of words. There are two great steps
in going from that stage to an alphabetic system. The first came when some
symbQls began to be used not just for particular 'words but also for other
words that had'the same sounds"l:Jut ,different meanings. It was as if the sign
for the 'word 'sun' became used for the'word :,so'n' - a"totally different word
that happened to Have the saine sound. This is ,an enormous conceptual step.
It means that a symbol now represents a particular soun4 and not a particular
meaning.

The!illext 'great step was'the recognition that syllables - the most commonly
symbolized sounds - could be broken. down into their component segments.
This amazing, idea arose from the lucky chance of the Greeks getting together
with the Phoenicians, ~ho,lived on the shores of the Mediterranean and spoke
a Semitic language similar to Hebrew. In the eighth century BC,the Greeks
were trading with the Phoenicians. At the time, Greek had seven vowels and a
fairly small number of consonants. Phoenician, like Hebrew, had a large number
of consonants and,'only three vowels, none of which ~ere represented in the
writing system. PhoeI).ician syllables were written down with symbols that de-
pended only on the consonants. (At a lqter time Semitic languages developed
ways of symbolizing the different Nowels, but the "vowels were never written
in the early writing.)

The Greeks realized that they' did not need all the symbols used by the
Phoenicians. "The symbol, called aleph" for examPle, represented syllables
beginning wit:il a glottakstop.€;re,ek did not haveany syllables of this sort,
bututhey did have a syllabl~ that begai). with the vowel i~ the most common
of these syllables, la. The Gnieks started using this,spare symbol for the vowel

a ~l}erever ifoccurre~. "Over~ime Jhey did tRe same "Yith ot~er Phoenician
syllables""that<hall s<tmndsJthat did not occur in Greek. By the fifth century BC
the qf~e!k:1a~phabet",Itadl 24! le'tte(s? 1'7ifon consonants and 7 for vowel-like

souncd$oBrlakin~' sy\P.a.li?les'ti(p&irit6vowels and consonants was an enormous
s<:ie~~idiicaql;ti~va1i!ft~t\~~.spea;ke17sof pt1ite;l1,lan,g'tJiagessaw what could be done
ana1!'startl!!l:l1!t$~g,a1p:ha'$u~iccmarMtit!lrs,forwrwing theimlahg1i1ag$s,formi.ing
1mtltl:ybth~n'l!I]ph'!lhctll, But U~C1'bJ:)gtl'U\l1ICIUonthlflitHyllfilbJc8cmdd'bespHt Ja'lto
1Jt)w,~I!iI'\rid (!tmll/',,'lIInhL fh""UI'IOlllrl,m hI' ,'IIW'; 11'1hlll'tUIII hlwl'(uOv
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Tlw Chinese also invlmtl~d~ymbolAfor the words of their langua~l'. Th~tlil"
~ymbols never got to representLhe sounds of the syllables. They stood fOl'Lilli "
meanings. There are advantages in having a system in which you rl'p l't!l11Ll1II
just the meaning and not the sound. The same symbol can be used for wrlth,"
down words in different languages. This is true, for example, of C(\nl<lI\l1"~
and Standard Chinese. These are two different languages, and speakl'rs or. lfiel!:'1111
cannot understand speakers of the other. But the character Ie.,has tlw IIIl\tl'~II
meaning in both languages. In Standard Chinese it is pronounced as pin (H\AII
symbol," is much like f ('sh') so the Chinese word is similar to the EIlj:\lh.~ ,

word sheen). In Cantonese this character is pronounced as sam, rather Ilk.. 1h411 I,
English word sum. People in China speak many different languages, but IWjlltl~'
nil of them can read the same newspaper. When somebody in Shanghai f.'lIdt ::
11newspaper out loud, somebody from Beijingwill not be able to und~'flll~II'I"il.

llllll

.

.
what is being said, just as you could not understand if I were to suy II}II','.II
instead of sum. But people all over China can get the meaning from the wd! l"j~,.11I,
characters. When people in China who speak different languages try to l'n~'"l
verse, they often resort to scribbling or even drawing characters in tlw IIIr IKh::

conveytheir meaning. i '
Our European languages are written in a very different way. Thl' 1(.(I:I~,,*',1111111

"tand for the sounds, not the meanings, of words. In former times then' WIIII4"
fairly good correspondence between the sounds and the letters, but 1\111!Imlll
passed and the languages changed, the letter-to-sound relation becaml' ~*
cIcl'Ir.The best matches between sounds and letters are in languages like swuhm
that have been written down more recently.

The advantage of a system that represents the sounds is that we can wl'l1~
d.own any word using a limited set of letters, all of which we can put WI 41

111111111keyboard. Typing Chinese is a much more complicated affair, rcqulrll'~
I:hewriter to find the hidden locations of thousands of different character!!, [ILlI
we LIsersof alphabeticallyspelledlanguagesloseout in that we cannot,WU:hi'
oullearning another language, read newspapers published in Germany, Fr(lm:m,
I\nd other countries.

We also lose out in that our thinking about words and sounds is stronl~I~1
influcnced by writing. We imagine that the letters of the alphabet rcprl~III.'111
!It'parate sounds instead of being just clever ways of artificially br(~..ldnm
IIp syllables. It is noteworthy that alphabetic writing has almost cCl't!1I1\I~
b~I't:I.invented only once, whereas there are many independent inventiontll,11
syst('ms for writing down syllables. Early forms of syllabic writing if\(;lIhh,
Allsyrian cuneiform and Japanese hiragana. In the nineteenth century Ihe'
Clwt'okel' chief Sequoyah invemted a system for writing down the syUnbll:!1iI(;1/

his langung('.
TIt(' only possible l~xl'eption to my stEltemtmt that thl' alphabC3twas Inwl'hl,1

only l)\H'(~il' tl\(' Korel'1n wl'iting system. Thert' iH" charming story ,1bout thc'
ol'igln of Ihid!sytHom. In 1'111'fifll'l'll,l:h~-ont\1l'Y,III ,I tin\(' wlwn nlphabot!4 WI'I'C'
fcltrly wI'1I known In othl'I' )'fll'tlolof till' world ("'Id WI'r\' pt'obilbly i\known III
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scholars in Korea), Korean was written with thousands of Chinese characters.
The king of Korea, realizing the greater efficiency of an alphabetic system,
devised an appropriate set of letters that represented the ways in which the
sounds of Korean were made. His symbols had a phonetic basis. For example,
all the sounds that were made with the lips had symbols that included a 0
shape, reminiscent of the lips.

The king was worried that the people might not accept the new alphabet,
and thought that it should appear to have a magical origin. So one evening hc
used some honey to paint large leaves with the shapes of the new letters. Next

day he took a walk with his soothsayer, who saw the leaves. Just those parts of
them that had been painted with honey had been eaten by insects, making it
seem as if the letters had been etched into the leaves. The soothsayer thought
that the letters were gifts from Heaven, and adopted the king's suggestion
that they should be used for writing Korean. From that day on the Koreans
have celebrated the invention of their alphabet. October 9th is a national holi-

day. As far as I know, Korea is the only country that has a national holiday
celebrating a linguistic event. Perhaps we should all join in and make this an
international linguists' festival. (My Christian friends have suggested that
a possible contender for such an event might be Pentecost, the miraculous

moment 40 days after Easter, when all the apostles were heard accurately
pronouncing many different languages.)

The fact that the alphabet has been invented only once (assuming the king
of Korea got the idea from the Indian scholars with whom he had been in
contact) shows that the division of the syllable into vowels and consonants Is
not a natural one. Alphabets are scientific inventions, and not statements of

real properties of words. There is additional evidence for this from the study
of speech errors, as well as from various experiments on the percept-ion ofspeech.

15.3 Slips of the Tongue and the Ear

We often make mistakes when we talk; and the interesting point is that the

mistakes are not random segmental errors. One of the most common types
of error is the spoonerism, the interchange of sounds as when, for example,
Our dearold queenbecomes a Our queerold dean.Dr. Spoonerwas an Oxford
academic who was well known for making mistakes of this kind. When mean-
ing to say You havemissedall my history lecturesand wastedthewholeterm,he is .

reputed to have told a student: You have hissedall my mysterylecturesand tasted
the wholeworm. This is almost certainly an untrue story, but it is a good ex-
ample of the most usual form of these errors. Theyare typicallyconfusions
involving consonants at the beginning of one syllable with C'onsonuntsI'lltIlt'
beginning of,an()thE~r.Mistakes invo]vinFl('OnSOHantsin dtffl,t'onl'purLsof i'lli'




