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15.2 The Alphabet

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 it came about. The earliest writing systems were of
a very 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 of the 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
symbols began to be used not just for particular words but also for other
words that had the same sounds but different meanings. It was as if the sign
for the word ‘sun’ became used for the word ‘son’ — a totally different word
that happened to have the same sound. This is an enormous conceptual step.
It means that a symbol now represents a particular sound and not a particular
meaning.

The next 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, who 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 were represented in the
writing system. Phoenician syllables were written down with symbols that de-
pended only on the consonants. (At a later time Semitic languages developed
ways of symbolizing the different vowels, 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 with a glottal stop. Greek did not have any syllables of this sort,
but they did have a syllable that began with the vowel in the most common
of these syllables, ?a. The Greeks started using this spare symbol for the vowel
a wherever it occurred. Over time they did the same with other Phoenician
syllables that had sounds that did not occur in Greek. By the fifth century sc
the Greek alphabet had 24 letters, 17 for consonants and 7 for vowel-like
sounds. Breaking syllables up into vowels and consonants was an enormous
scientific achievement, Speakers of other languages saw what could be done
and started using alphabetic characters for writing their languages, forming
many other alphabets, But the original notion that syllables could be split into
voywalia and econaosnanta occurrad onlv omee in homan BWatory
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The Chinese also invented symbols for the words of their language, e
symbols never got to represent the sounds of the sylla.bles. They stood fo '
meanings. There are advantages in having a system in which you repe "
just the 'rneaning and not the sound. The same symbol can be used for ity
down words in different languages. This is true, for example, of Canton
and Standard Chinese. These are two different languages, and :speakeri
cannot understand speakers of the other. B].lt thf.: clharacter > has the "
meaning in both languages. In Standard ’Chmese it is pr(.)ncl)unced ;s i
symbol g is much like [ (‘sh’) so the Chinese word is similar to the E L
word sheen). In Cantonese this character is pronoynced as sam, rather ke
English word sum. People in China speak many different 1anguages, but ned
all of them can read the same newspaper. When s‘omebody in Shanghai o
a newspaper out loud, somebody from Beijing will not F:be able to unde t
what is being said, just as you could not understand if .I were to "1!
instead of sum. But people all over China can get the meaning from the '!,1'5:
characters. When people in China who speak difff.:rent language*s: try o ¢
verse, they often resort to scribbling or even drawing characters in th.:'
nvey their meaning. i
COf'Jury European langguages are written in a very different way. Thet§ ol
stand for the sounds, not the meanings, of words. In former times there Wi
fairly good correspondence between the sounds and the lettfers, but al;i 'I:'
passed and the languages changed, the letter-to-soupd relation bt.eca I
clear, The best matches between sounds and letters are in languages like § Al
that have been written down more recently. . o
The advantage of a system that represents the sounds.ls that we can M
down any word using a limited set of letters, all of w.h1ch we can put”
small keyboard. Typing Chinese is a much more complicated affair, requig

the writer to find the hidden locations of thousands of .different character_d{ I
we users of alphabetically spelled languages lose out in th.at we cannot wil
oul learning another language, read newspapers published in Germany, JH
or countries. |
an‘i’zt:lz-o lose out in that our thinking about words and sounds is sti Ol ‘1“
influenced by writing. We imagine that the letters of the al‘p.h‘abet r o
separate sounds instead of being just clevgr ways of artificially b eal
up syllables. It is noteworthy that alphabetic writing has alm.osl: certaing
been invented only once, whereas there are many mdepenfient 1‘n'ventio # 4
systems for writing down syllables. Early forms of sy}labm writing inc! "
Assyrian cuneiform and Japanese hiragana. In the nineteenth century e
Cherokee chief Sequoyah invented a system for writing down the siyllabla!iil| i]
5 1 age. .
hh’il‘i:le‘g:lygpossible exception to my statement t%mt the alphabet was Il:wtm ) ‘ |
only once is the Korean writing system. There is a charming story about tI b
origin of this system. In the fifteenth century, at a time Whl.".‘.tl‘l alphabets i
fairly well known in other parts of the world (and were probably known 1
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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 [J
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 he
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 perception of
speech.

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 dear old queen becomes a Our queer old dean. Dr. Spooner was an Oxford
academic who was well known for making mistakes of this kind. When mean-
ing to say You have missed all my history lectures and wasted the whole term, he is *
reputed to have told a student: You have hissed all my mystery lectures and tasted
the whole worm. This is almost certainly an untrue story, but it is a good ex-
ample of the most usual form of these errors. They are typically confusions
involving consonants at the beginning of one syllable with consonants at the
beginning of another. Mistakes involving consonants in different parts of the






