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Voluntaryism and the
English Language

By Carl Watner

English Is a Crazy Language
Language is not only one of mankind's oldest social and

cultural phenomena, but, as George Orwell and others have
pointed out, it is also one of the most subtle and powerful means
of social control. The development of language, its evolution,
and its transmission by conquest, assimilation, migration, and
other ethnic movement, is a complex and enigmatic process.
Viewed historically, the evolution of the English language is one
of the best examples of voluntaryism. English is clearly a "crazy"
language just because no one person or group of people ever
sat down and decided to invent it. It is one of those institutions
which, as Friedrich Hayek has described, is "the result of human
action but not human design." Language, like money, falls in
the realm of "the spontaneous order" because by its very nature
it is a growing, evolving thing. It may be studied and cultivated,
but it may not be fixed without stifling and killing it. The balance
of this article will present an overview of the history of the English
language (and some of its related areas, such as English
dictionaries and grammatical rules) in an effort to demonstrate
how one of the world's longest uninterrupted experiments in
voluntaryism has proceeded.

The tone for this stage of our inquiry is taken from Richard
Lederer's new book, CRAZY ENGLISH (1989). Well into the book
(but after many, many examples of crazy English), he asks us
to consider the foreign couple who decided to name their first-
born daughter the most beautiful English word they had ever
heard. They named the child Diarrhea. Despite this faux pas, the
fact is that English is probably the most widely spoken language
in the history of our planet. That, however, does not keep it from
being full of paradoxes and vagaries. How can a darkroom be
lit, silverware be plastic, or tablecloths be made of paper? Why
do we drive on the parkway but park in the driveway? Why does
your nose run, but your feet smell? Why do we fill out a form by
filling it in, or chop a tree down and then chop it up? Why do
alarm clocks go off by going on?

The English language is a crazy "quilt" because it was created
by great numbers of people over the course of nearly two
thousand years. No one sat down with the purpose of inventing
it. Consequently, our language reflects the creativity and
asymmetry of the large part of the human race that uses it. One
out of seven people in the world speaks, writes, or reads it; half
the world's books, and the majority of international telephone
calls are made in English. Eighty percent of computer text is
stored in English, sixty percent of the world's radio programs
are in English,and seventy percent of all international mail is
written in English. Perhaps one cause for this widespread usage
of English is that it has the largest vocabulary of any tongue on
earth. THE OXFORD ENGLISH DICTIONARY documents over
500,000 words, of which nearly one-half are still in use. By
contrast, French speakers have access to less than a third of that
number, while Russians make do with only a quarter. Primitive
peoples, in comparison, make do with vocabularies of about
20,000 words.

The Origins and Roots of English
From where do our words come? They come from almost

everywhere. Robert Claiborne, in his handbook of word origins

(THE ROOTS OF ENGLISH, (1989)), cites the following examples:
"Alcohol" and "alkali" come from Arabic; "amok" from

Malay; "bizarre" from the mysterious Basque tongue of
northern Spain. "Coach" comes from a Hungarian town;
"parka" from the Samoyedes of the norther Urals; "skunk"
and "chile" from the Native Americans; and "taboo" from
Tahitian. "Okay" was brought into English by slaves from
West Africa; "corral" by Mexican cattlemen-who learned it
from Portuguese sailors, who learned it from the Hottentot
herders of southern Africa.

But though English has plundered the whole earth for
words, such exotic birds of passage account for only a
small fraction of its oversized lexicon.

The large majority of English words have come from three root
sources. These are: Primitive Germanic; Latin and its
descendants, the Romance languages; and Greek. The first of
these, Primitive Germanic, is the ancestor of English, as well as
modern German, Dutch, Yiddish, and the Scandinavian tongues.
It is responsible for giving us words for body parts (arm, head,
eye, brain), family terms (brother, sister, etc.), many of our every-
day verbs (have, be, come, go, etc.), and every one of our English
pronouns (I, you, she, he, etc.). Latin, the language of the Roman
empire, has given us French, Spanish, and Italian, and through
these sister languages, has contributed more than half of the
words in the English language. The third root of English is the
Greek language, which was spoken in the eastern Mediterranean
during the Roman era. Greek indirectly influenced English by way
of Latin, but also had a direct effect by being the source of most
of our medical and scientific vocabularies.

The interesting feature of these three roots is that they,
themselves, can be traced back to a common origin. At least half
of the languages spoken today (mostly those in the western
world, including the Indian sub-continent) can be traced back
to a remote ancestor language. This common taproot has
contributed at least 80% of the words in English. Since this
parent language was never written down, for ages it was lost to
scholars. Its modern rebirth began with Sir William Jones, a man
of letters and an English judge in India during the late 18th
Century. Jones was interested in Sanskrit, and also knew Latin
and Greek. As his linguistic studies progressed, he could not help
but notice many similarities among the three. The Sanskrit trayas
(three), the Latin tres, and the Greek trías all resembled one
another, as did the Sanskrit sarpa (snake), and the Latin serpens.
The Sanskrit word for god, devas, was close to the Latin divus
(divine). Sir William found hundreds of other parallels, which led
him to conclude that there had been some "universal" language,
which later philologists termed Indo-European. Since then,
scholars have identified some of its oldest components: Sanskrit,
Hittite, Old Latin, Gothic, and Old English.

The ancient Indo-Europeans probably lived in the area of the
valley of the middle Danube and flourished in the centuries after
6000 B.C. They were farmers, raising grain crops, vegetables, and
domesticated animals. Archeological evidence indicates that
they were among the first people to use animal power to till their
fields. By 3500 B.C., groups of Indo-European migrants had
spread all over northwestern Europe, and by 2000 B.C. they had
conquered what we now refer to as Greece, Italy, and the rest
of the Mediterranean basin. As they fanned out toward Asia Minor
and India, they took their native language with them, but their
tongue split into dialects, which eventually evolved into the
distinct languages, some of which were the direct precursors of
our modern day English.
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