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Voluntaryism and the
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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 reaim 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 trias 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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Potpourri From The
Editor’'s Desk

1. “Where It All Begins: Parents Are The Ones Who Plant,
or Fail To Plant, the Seeds of Character in their
Children’’

“Perhaps we might profit from a study of the family as the basic
wellspring of anarchist tendencies, instead of considering it as
the font of the inculcation of reverence for God and Country,
exclusively. For surely this is the place where we all start, and
where fundamental ideas relating to self and to mutual aid are
first engendered, the incubation place where dedication to one’s
welfare and to that of one’s closest associates is first emphasized,
and neglect or deliberatc flouting of the demands of State
abstractions and impersonal institutionalized power first is seen,
felt, and emulated.”

—James J. Martin “American Anarchism Revisited,”
THE LIBERTARIAN REVIEW, December 1979.

2. ‘I Don‘t Like What I See, ...I've Seen It All Before””

“My mind slips back to 1952. I was just a ten year old child
sitting on a stone on the south side of the barn. It was a pleasant
Sunday afternoon. A gentle breeze stirred the Michigan air. ...
There we sat, catching the sun’s rays, listening to adults talking
and discussing the events of the day.

It was just a conversation between Grandpa and Dad. No one
else was there. No one would record it for the history books. It
would not hit the six o’clock news. But it left an impact on my
life and continues to ring in my mind. In broken English, Grandpa
said, ‘I don't like what I see—I've seen it all before. Roosevelt's
New Deal and Ike’s soil bank are the same types of plans that
were implemented in Russia, where Ma and I came from. In time
it will break the farmer and destroy the Nation. This is a good
land, but it cannot remain free if these policies are to continue,
...and if America fails, where can we go’?”’

—Rev. James Patrick of the East Moline Christian School
in FOUNDATIONS OF LIBERTY (Vol. I, No. 5).

3. A World-Wide Slave State
““We are living in an age of perhaps the most sophisticated and
successful slave state in history. It is a world-wide condition that
swallows up dissenters, and the idea of freedom has returned
to the old European definition of ‘freedom to do as you are
allowed.” That kind of freedom can just as easily be taken away
and is a violation of the fact that we are born...to pursue
knowledge (it’s our nature). Unable to pursue knowledge, bound
by permission, we die via ignorance, self-imposed disease,
starvation, violence, war and genocide.”
—From “Your Children’s Future in the 21st Century,”
(Vol. 1, No. 2)
Published by 4R’'s Academic Method International.

4. The Noose Tightens

(but Nobody Recognizes the Violation of Property Rights)
The U.S. Justice Department intends to prosecute lawyers who

fail to report detailed information about clients who pay them

in cash. Anyone who receives $10,000, or more, in cash, from a

client or customer in one or more related transactions is required

to provide the Internal Revenue Service (on Form 8300) with
names, Social Security numbers, and details about the service(s)
provided. Some criminal lawyers have refused to comply,
claiming the disclosure violates their attorney-client privilege,
and that some of their clients have reasons for not wanting the
government to know that they have retained criminal attorneys.

The law, passed in 1984, was alleged to be a tool in the war
against drug money, but also conveniently serves as a tool in
catching tax evaders who deal in large amounts of cash. Cash
is one element in the financial network of statist creations that
cannot be easily traced. Hence, its use and ownership is to be
discouraged. While concerns about financial privacy and
attorney-client privilege may be warranted, nobody recognizes
that a system of taxation violates property rights, and inevitably
leads to further encroachments on ownership and possession.
Where will it end? (THE WALL ST. JOURNAL previously reported
(Sept. 14, 1989, p. Al) that under the Anti-Drug Abuse Act of
1988, the Treasury has the authority to target certain geographic
areas and “require that every bank and financial institution
report all cash transactions” (“‘theoretically from $1 on up”).)

5. ““Choir Member Sings the ‘Write’ Notes”’

THE WALL STREET JOURNAL (November 17, 1989, p. B1) recites
the oft-told story of the creation of “‘those stickum-backed note
pads turned out by 3M Company.” Arthur Fry, a product
researcher at 3M, was concerned about loose bookmarks in his
choir hymnal. He recalled a readily-detachable adhesive invented
by a co-worker at 3M, and by the time he had a workable
bookmark, he realized he had also stumbled upon a new system -
of note writing.”

This is how voluntaryism on the free market works. No one can
know in advance what new products will be invented, nor which
of these new products consumers will use. It is simply impossible
in a planned economy for planners to make allowances for such
unknowns. Let us be thankful such events can still take place
(sometimes) in our own economy, without being stifled by
government regulations and taxation.

6. “A Story About Drugs Carries A Potent Warning
About the State”

“Many years ago, Indian youths would go away in solitude to
prepare for manhood. One such youth hiked into a beautiful
valley, green with trees, bright with flowers. There he fasted. But
upon the third day, as he looked up at the surrounding
mountains, he noticed one tall rugged peak, capped with dazzling
snow.

I will test myself against that mountain, he thought. He put on
his buffalo-hide shirt, threw his blanket over his shoulders and
set off to climb the peak.

When he reached the top he stood on the rim of the world. He
could see forever, and his heart swelled with pride. Then he heard
a rustle at his feet, and looking down, he saw a snake. Before
he could move, the snake spoke.

I am about to die,”” said the snake. “It is too cold for me up
here and I am freezing. There is no food and 1 am starving. Put
me under your shirt and take me down to the valley.”

“No,” said the youth. ‘I am forewarned. | know your kind. You
are a rattlesnake. If I pick you up, you will bite, and your bite
will Kill me.”

“Not so,” said the snake. I will treat you differently. If you
will do this for me, you will be special. I will not harm you.”

The youth resisted for a while, but this was a very persuasive
snake with beautiful markings. At last the youth tucked it under
his shirt and carried it down to the valley. There he laid it gently
on the grass, when suddenly the snake coiled, rattled, and leapt,
biting him on the leg.

“But you promised—"’ cried the youth.

“You knew what [ was when you picked me up,” said the snake
as he slithered away.

And now, wherever I go, I tell that story. I tell it especially to
the young people of this nation who might be tempted by drugs.
I want them to remember the words of the snake: You knew
what I was when you picked me up.”

—Native American Indian, Iron Eyes Cody
in QUIDEPOSTS, July 1988 and November 1989. M
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