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@ Reading E}

From A Plea for Phonetic Spelling (1848)

——

Dr. Johnson’s Orthographic Difficulties

Permit us, kind reader, once more to appeal to your own practice. Have
you never made a slip in orthography? Have you never felt a difficulty
about the letters which a word should contain? Have you never written
down a word on a side slip of paper, to see how it looked, before you ventured
upon inserting it in your more important document? "' Do not blush to
own yourself at fault, for the settlers of our orthography are not themselves
at one about the matter. Listen to the voice of the mighty lexicographer, Dr.
Johnson, labouring at once under an ardent desire to lay down the law, and
an inability to determine what that law should be, but contriving to display
his own etymological and linguistical ignorance.

“Of this kind anomalous formations, which, being once incorporated,
can never be afterwards dismissed or reformed, are the derivatives length
from long, strength from strong, darling from dear, breadth from broad,
from dry, drought; from high, height, which Milton, in zeal for analogy,
writes highth. ‘Quid te exempta juvat spinis de pluribus una?’ (How are you
advantaged by removing a solitary thorn from out a multitude?) To change
all would be too much, and to change one is nothing.

“This uncertainty is most frequent in the vowels, which are so
capriciously pronounced, and so differently modified by accident or
affectation, not only in every province, but in every mouth, that to
them, as is well known to etymologists, little regard is to be shewn' in the

TARBRE T IRSCH 6 IH Pk, RS sh, W shewn = shown, domestick =
domestic, Shakspere = Shakespeare, %%, (ARBHIERE, iS50 T A RTE,
BRI T G AT ST i, IR . )
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deduction of one language from another. ”

“Such defects are not errours in orthography, but spots of barbarity
impressed so deep in the English language, that criticism can never wash
them away; these, therefore, must be permitted to remain untouched;
but many words have likewise been altered by accident, or depraved by
ignorance, as the pronunciation of the vulgar has been weakly followed;
and some still continue to be variously written, as authors differ in their
care or skill: of these it was proper to inquire the true orthography, which
I have always considered as depending upon their derivation, ' and have
therefore referred them to their original languages; thus, I write enchant,
enchantment, enchanter, after the French, and incantation after the Latin;
thus, entire is chosen rather than intire, because it passed to us not from the
Latin integer, but from the French entier.

“Of many words it is difficult to say whether they were immediately
received from the Latin, or the French, since, at the time when we had
dominions in France, we had the Latin service in our churches. It is,
however, my opinion, that the French generally supplies us; for we have
few Latin words among the terms of domestick use, which are not in
French; but many French which are very remote from the Latin.

“Even in words of which the derivation is apparent, I have been often
obliged to sacrifice uniformity to custom; thus, I write, in compliance
with a numberless majority, convey and inveigh, deceit and receipt, fancy and
phantom; sometimes the derivative varies from the primitive, as explain

from explanation, repeat and repetition.

“Some combinations of letters, having the same power, are used
indifferently without any discoverable reason or choice, as in choak, choke;
soap, sope; fewel, fuel, and many others; which I have sometimes inserted
twice, that those, who search for them under either form, may not search

in vain.
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“In examining the orthography of any doubtful word, the mode of
spelling by which it is inserted in the series of the dictionary, is to be
considered as that to which I give, perhaps not often rashly, the preference.
I have left, in the examples, to every author, his own practice unmolested,
that the reader may balance suffrages, and judge between us; but this
question is not always to be determined by reputed or by real learning;
some men, intent upon greater things, have thought little on sounds and
derivations; some, knowing in the ancient tongues, have neglected those
in which our words are commonly to be sought. Thus, Hammond writes
fecibleness for feasibleness, because I suppose he imagined it to be derived
immediately from the Latin; and some words, such as dependant, dependent,
dependance, dependence, vary their final syllable, as one or another language
is present to the writer.

“In this part of the work, where caprice has long wantoned without
control, and vanity sought praise by petty reformation, I have endeavoured
to proceed with a scholar’s reverence for antiquity, and a grammarian’s
regard to the genius of our tongue. I have attempted a few alterations; '
and among those few, perhaps the greater part is from the modern to the
ancient practice; and I hope I may be allowed to recommend to those,
whose thoughts have been perhaps employed too anxiously on verbal
singularities, not to disturb, upon narrow views, or for minute propriety,
the orthography of their fathers. It has been asserted, that for the law to
be known, is of more importance than to be right. Change, says Hooker, is
not made without inconvenience, even from worse to better. There is, in
constancy and stability, a general and lasting advantage, which will always
overbalance the slow improvements of gradual correction. Much less ought
our written language to comply with the corruptions of oral utterance, or
copy that which every variation of time or place makes different from itself,
and imitate those changes which will again be changed, while imitation is

employed in observing them.” '°
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§$18

——

Hetéric and Phonetic Spelling Compared

After having thus seen how words may be distorted, it is worth while
inquiring how they are distorted. Another version of this same letter in the
received hetéric orthography, side by side with its phonetic representation,
will enable the reader to judge, not only of the gulf that lies between
hetéricism and phoneticism, but of the ease with which this gulf may be
bridged over by means of the phonetic alphabet, which we propose to

adopt.

“LOOK ON THIS PICTURE,

To the Editor of the Phonotypic Journal.

Sir,—I observe you propose to introduce
a new system of writing, by which you ex-
press only the sounds, and not the ortho-
graphy of the words; but I think you go
too far in changing our time-honoured al-
phabet, and adding so many new letters.
I make bold to say that it is quite easy to
write according to sound, with the letters
of the old alphabet, and, indeed, I havefor
many years been in the habit of doing so.
I found, as most people do, that it was im-
possible to make any thing of the common
spelling, from the total want of rules; so
I made up my mind to discard orthography,
and to spell by sound, but in a manner very
different from yours, and, I flatter myself,
very superior to-it. It appears to me, that
all the writers on this subject have alto-
gether misunderstood the peculiar character
of the English language, which I take to
be this, that every word may be spelt in
an infinite variety of ways, no one of which
is more right than another. Any person
will see that it must be so, if he considers
that every “sound” in our language is ex-
pressed in a great number of ways; and con-
sequently every ‘“word” ought to be, for
words are made up of single sounds. This
infinitely diversified plan of spelling, as just
observed, I take to be the peculiar charac-
teristic and glory of our written language.

—AND ON dIS.”

Tw de Editer ov de Fonotipic Jurnal.

Ser,—&i obzérv u propez tm intredds a
ny, sistem ov rjtiy, bj hwig u ecsprés enli de
szndz, and not de ertografi ov de wurdz;
but j tige u go tfr fqr in ganjiy =r tjm-
onurd alfabet, and adiy so meni ny leterz.
¥ mac bold tw sa dat it iz cwjt ezi tm rjt
acerdip tw sznd, wid de leterz ov de old
alfabet, and, inded, j hav fer meni yerz ben
in de habit ov dwiy se. ¥ fsnd, az mast
pep’l dw, 4at it woz imposib’l twr mac eni
tiy) ov 48 comun speliy, from de total wont
ovrmlz; 8o j mad up mj mjnd tw discqrd
ertografi, and tm spel bj s¥nd, but in a
maner veri diferent from urz, and, j flater
misélf, veri syperiur tw it. It aperz twm
me, dat el e rjterz on &is subject hav el-
twgéder misunderstiid de pecylier caracter
ov de Iyglif lapgwej, hwig j tac tw be dis,
dat everi wurd ma be spelt in an infinit
varjeti ov waz, no wun ov hwig iz mor rjt
dan anfiger. Eni persun wil se dat it must
be s, if he considerz dat everi “ssnd ”’ in
sr laygwej iz ecsprést in & grat number ov
wasz ; and consecwentli everi “wurd” et ta
be, for wurdz qr mad up ov sipg’l sznde.
dis infinitli diveysifid plan ov speliy, az just
obzérvd, j tactw be de peculier caracteristic
and glori oy 3t rit’n laggwej.

& of’n smjl hwen j red de laborius efurts
ov ertograferz tw fics de spelip ov Ipglif,
hwig woz never inténded tw be ficst, but,
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I often smile when I read the laborious |

efforts of orthographers to fix the spelling
of English, which was never intended to
be fixed, but, on the contrary, to exhibit an
endless variety. I think we may be proud
of the circumstance, that there is no other
language in the world which in this respect
can compare with ours. But the most re-
markable thing is, that while the educated
classes have lost the true idea of English
writing, we, that is, the uneducated, have
always retained it. Orthographers call our
spelling, “bad spelling”, but I say it is good
spelling, and I am sure you will agree with
me. Our method is the only one which
enables us to avail ourselves of the infinite
variety afforded by our native tongue.

Again, every one knows that one great
boast of Englishmen is, that it is impossible
for foreigners to learn our language. This,
with our so-called orthography, is, unfor-
tunately, not quite true; but if my method
were adopted, our language would be ab-
solutely inaccessible to Mownseers and all
such stupid people as cannot speak English.
The received spelling answers this purpose
tolerably well, but it is evident that on my
plan, for a foreigner to spell English, will
be, as it onght to be, quite out of the ques-
tion.

Besides, our children, at present, spend,
say, ten years, in learning to spell and read,
which is a great advantage; but on my plan,
it would take them a whole lifetime, and
after all, they would fail ; so that they would
have to work hard, not only at school, but
always; and the habits of industry thus ac-
quired wounld be invaluable.

In short, every advantage possessed by
the received system, would be found to a
far greater extent in that which I propose,
as I think this letter will prove.

I remain, your’s truly,
A Lover of Bad Spelling.

on 4e contreri, tm egzibit an endles varjeti.
& tinc we ma be przd ov de sercumstans,
dat dar iz no uder laygwej in de wurld
hwig in dis respéct can compar wid srz.
But d2 moest remareab’l tiy iz, dat hwjl de
educated clasez hav lost de trm jdea ov
Ipglif ritiy, we, dat iz, 42 unedycated, hav
élwaz retand it. Ortograferz cel sr speliy,
“bad speliy,” but j sa it iz gud spelip, and
i am Jwur y wil agre wi¢ me. Ir metud
iz de onli wun hwig enab’lz us tw aval
steelvz ov de infinit varjeti oforded bj sr
nativ tug.

Agén, everi wun noz &at wun grat bost
ov Ipglifmen iz, 4at it iz imposib’l for for-
enerz tm lern sr lapgwej. dis, wid sr
sa-celd ertografi, iz, unfertynetli, not cwjt
trm ; but if mj metud wer addpted, sr lay-
gwej wud be absolytli inacsesib’l tw Max-
serz, and el sug stupid pep’l az can not
spec Ipglif. ds resevd spelip qnserz dis
purpus tdlerabli wel, but it iz evident dat
on mj plan, fer a forener tw spel Inglif, wil
be, az it et tm be, cwijt st av de cwestyun.

Besjdz, st gildren, at prezent, spend, sa,
ten yerz, in lerniy tw spel and red, hwig
iz a grat advqntej ; but on mj plan, it wad
tac dem a hol ljftjm, and after el, da wud
fal; so dat 4a wud hav tw wurc hqrd, not
onli at scwml, but élwas; and 4s habits ov
industri dus acwjrd wud be invélnab’l

In Jort, everi advqntej pozést bj de re-
sevd sistem, wud be fsnd twm a fqr grater
ecstént in dat hwig | proposz, az j tige dis
leter wil pruv.

¥ reman, yrz truli,
A Luver ov Bad Speliy.
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§ 21

——

Hetéricism a Bar to Education

The misfortune of the hetéric system, therefore, is not so much that
it is a scientific failure, as that it opposes a great and most unnecessary
obstacle in the path of knowledge. Let it be always remembered, that
though a person is not educated who can only read and write, yet no
person can be educated without being able to read and write; no person
can even derive proper benefit from education unless reading and writing
are almost as easy to him as hearing and speaking. If the mechanical action
of the hand in writing, even in that brief and beautiful phonographic style
which keeps pace with the speaker’s tongue, be necessarily somewhat more
fatiguing than the action of the organs of speech, yet it can be kept up for
a longer time; the voice fails before the hand. And reading should never be
any effort; it should be the recreation and delight of mankind, even more
so than listening. The most honeyed words pall on the ear; the excitement
of listening wearies the brain; we long for retirement and quiet, when,
with our silent and ever-ready friend—the written word—we indulge in
communings that are inexpressibly gratifying to our intellectual existence.
Could we indeed sum up the amount of pleasurable instruction which we
have derived from spoken words, and compare it with that derived from
written sources, how small would the former appear! Without the mystic
scratches that cover the scholar’s paper, where indeed were our knowledge?
Can anyone, then, fully impressed with the immense advantage of learning
to read, in the acquirement of a knowledge of nature and nature’s God,
consent to allow of any impediments in the learner’s path, impediments
formidable enough to prevent very many from ever attaining the power—
the simple, lowest, most indispensable power, of reading? Can anyone
willingly consent to a state of things from which such effects as the
following can result? “England and Wales, with their SIXTEEN MILLIONS of
people, contain nearly EIGHT MILLIONS unable to write their names, and not
less than FIVE MILLIONS unable to read their mother tongue. This is a startling,
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an unwelcome, statement. It is natural that good men should endeavour
to escape from an admission of its truth. To ourselves it is unwelcome. We
would not believe it true, if we could avoid it. But it is a conclusion which
results, not merely from the publications of the Registrar General, nor from
any solitary testimony, but from evidence emanating from a multitude of
points, and all converging upon this issue.” "' It is not merely from want of
instruction, although this has been remarkably deficient in our otherwise
civilized country, that these lamentable results have ensued; much, very
much, must be attributed to the tediousness and trouble, “the labour and
disgust of learning to read”, which have made it, in the words of the same
sagacious educationalist who has thus characterized it, “the most difficult

of all human attainments”.

§22

——

Phoneticism a Help to Education

Our alphabet is, therefore, not merely a scientific failure, it is a moral
failure, because it deprives a large portion of our population of enjoying
one of the most indispensable blessings of civilized life, the power to read.

Change the system, abolish the hetéric mode of spelling, print
phonetically, and more will be done towards teaching the whole people
to read, than doubling or tripling the number of schools in the kingdom;
for the plan of reading on the phonetic system is so simple and so easily
comprehended and explained, that one would teach another for the
pleasure of the thing, without the necessity of the formal intervention of a
school apparatus.

We are not decrying schools, because we do not think that education
consists solely in the power to read, or to read and write. This power forms
but a very small fraction of education, which may be commenced, but

can never be conducted far, without it. Education is three-fold—physical,
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moral, and intellectual; the power to read belongs only to the elements of
intellectual education, and is in that only a means for acquiring knowledge,
and scarcely to be called knowledge itself. But education does not finish
at school; it lasts a man’s life; and much is contributed to it by the ability
to read, without which most men would be, as it were, cut off from the
world of great and good and intellectual men—men whose sayings are
worth treasuring, and whose thoughts are for all time—simply because
they have no opportunity of personal communication with such men,
or, if they have, cannot derive the same advantage from their society as
they can from their writings. We do not despise the hetéric system. We
have ever looked upon the invention of writing as one of the greatest, if
not the greatest, achievement of human intellect. Any system by which
the thoughts of men can be made evident to the sense of sight, and to last
beyond the grave, however clumsy the contrivance, or however difficult to
acquire, is an incalculable advantage to mankind. But as the carriage-roads
superseded the mule-tracks, and have themselves been in turn superseded
by the railway, the earlier and clumsier contrivance must always yield to
the new and commodious invention. The hetéric system has done its duty;
it has had its day; it must be numbered with the things we reverence for the
advantages they have bestowed upon us, and yield to the phonetic plan, as
the last year’s express gives way to the electric telegraph; and for the same
reasons, the loss of time which its retention would necessitate.

$ 26

——
The Disadvantages of Hetéricism Stated
The objections then against the hetéric system of spelling English,

so far as has been proved in the preceding pages, are contained in the
following propositions.

11
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1. No Englishman can tell with certainty how to pronounce any word
which is presented to him in the hetéric orthography, unless he has heard it
uttered by others; he may guess at its sound, and, if a practised reader, will
frequently, but neither always, nor even in a very large majority of cases,
guess correctly; the unpractised reader, on the other hand, is almost sure to

guess incorrectly.

2. No Englishman can tell with certainty how to exhibit the hetéric
orthography of a word which has never been presented to him in that
orthography. Here again he may guess, and his guess will be more likely
to be correct the greater his practice as a writer. Those who write seldom,
such as the lower classes of society, rarely guess correctly; but it is as much
guesswork with the educated as with the uneducated.

3. As a consequence of the above propositions, the truth of which
cannot be denied after a glance at the tables in the Appendix, it follows
that the pronunciation and spelling of each word of the language has to
be learned before a person can read and write the language with hetéric

correctness.

4. The great labour consequent upon attempting to commit to memory
such a number of arbitrary symbols, or rather arbitrary combinations
of twenty-six symbols, renders learning to read not only a hateful task
to the child, but, in the words of an eminent educationalist, “the most
difficult of human attainments”. ! “Spelling”, continues the same author,
“comes next to reading: new trials for the temper, new perils for the
understanding; positive rules and arbitrary exceptions; endless examples
and contradictions; till at length, out of all patience with the stupid docility
of his pupil, the teacher perceives the absolute necessity of making him
get by heart, with all convenient speed, every word in the language. The
formidable columns rise in dread succession. Months and years are devoted
to the undertaking; but after going through a whole spelling-book, perhaps
a whole dictionary, till we come triumphantly to spell Zeugma, we have
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forgotten how to spell Abbot, and we must begin with Abasement.” "% Tt
is needless to say that, although such tyranny may be practised upon the
young, the old will not submit to it; and hence the adult who cannot read
at twenty-five, is never likely to attempt learning to read all his life.

5. The dreadful consequence to the nation, of these difficulties being
thrown in the path of the vanguard of knowledge, is the astonishing
want of education among the lower classes of English society, a want
shewn by the fearful fact, that, of those who are married, only about two
men in three, and one woman in two, can or will sign their names. That
this lamentable fact is chiefly due to the absurdities, contradictions, and
consequent difficulties of the hetéric system of orthography, may be looked
upon as proved, because it is now a very laborious task, and one by no
means successfully overcome in all cases where it is tried, to teach reading
and spelling at all, by means of the costly apparatus of a school, so that it is
very rare indeed that we find one person volunteering to teach another in
his spare hours; whereas, on the phonetic plan, it is so easy to learn and to
teach to read, that we have every reason to hope working people will find
it a pleasure (although a brief one) to teach their children and comrades in
their over hours. Writing opposes mechanical ditficulties, which the rough-
handed labourer, with fingers unfortunately stiffened by the tool of his
trade, the file, the hammer, or the plough, cannot easily overcome; but even
these will find it more easy to form the simple strokes of phonetic short
hand, than the “pothooks and hangers” in which alone the hetéric spelling
admits of being exhibited, while he will have no orthographical and other
intellectual difficulties to surmount in addition to the mechanical ones just
pointed out, as he has on the present hetéric system. But there is another
mode in which the difficulties of hetéric spelling, and the consequent
length of time necessary to subdue them in order to learn to read with
any degree of fluency, acts disadvantageously on the state of education in
this country. It is found that the generality of children stop so short a time
even at the low-priced or gratuitous schools of the National and British

13
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Societies, that when they leave them, they are, in very many cases, far
from having acquired the power of reading with that facility, which can
alone induce them to take up a book for self-instruction or amusement,
and they are therefore totally unfitted for instructing others. Books are
consequently almost as much sealed to such persons after schooling as
they were before. A book may lie on their shelves, but it is rarely opened.
They cannot read, they can only spell; that is, they cannot tell the combined
values of the letters, they can only give them their alphabetical names, of
which it would require more than an (Edipus to unriddle the combined
signification. “It is scarcely worthwhile going through so much to learn
so little,” (as we are informed the charity boy said when he had learned
his alphabet), if, when the long and wearisome instruction in reading (on
the hetéric plan) has been conscientiously gone through, the poor victim
is not able to read any book with ease and certainty. What should we
think of a government which permitted half its people to remain dumb,
and at least a quarter more to stutter and stammer, when the power of
preventing it lay in its hands? But this is effectively the case in England at
the present day, where one half the people cannot read, and one quarter
can only read a very small portion of their own language, and that with
difficulty. There is scarcely an educated young lady in the kingdom (those
who have devoted themselves to literary pursuits perhaps excepted) into
whose hands you could put a scientific work on the most common subjects
of natural philosophy, and request her to read it aloud. There is scarcely
one who would accept the challenge. With educated men the case might
be different, because these have learned Greek and Latin, and hence have
more abundant means to guess at the pronunciation of scientific terms; but
there is hardly one, if one, in the British empire whose reading has been so
universal, or whose self-confidence is so great, as to allow him to risk his
reputation by attempting such a feat as we have proposed, provided only
that the subject of the treatise be thoroughly new to him. But if we proceed
beyond natural philosophy, and enter upon the mysteries of technical

terms in the various branches of trade and commerce—words whose use is
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generally confined to sets of workmen, or professionalists—then we may
hazard the assertion, without the slightest fear of contradiction, that there
is no man in the whole world, (except perhaps the author of a pronouncing
dictionary, whose business it has been to collect pronunciations from all
available sources, and even his memory may fail him), there is no man,
we repeat, in the whole world who could arrogate to himself the power
of reading with a perfectly correct pronunciation any book at hazard, in
which such expressions occurred. Listen to the landsman reading a tale of
the sea; the townsman lost in the mysteries of agricultural phraseology; the
ploughman wondering over the world of new words which pass current in
the town; the philologist reading a work on printing; the tradesman poring
over philology; the lawyer studying theology; and the theologian puzzling
his brains over the equally inscrutable books of law; the man of any one
profession opening a work for the first time which relates to any other
profession whatever, and hear what extraordinary mistakes, confusion,
blunders, or, in the case of the modest and unpresuming, confessions of
ignorance, abound. These are, all, the stutterers of the reading world. They
can get on with a certain number of written words, as the stutterer can with
a certain number of vocal sounds; but once attack the dangerous quarter,
and their mouths are closed, or they can produce naught but splutter and
gabble. We have put these down, at a very low estimate, at one quarter—
they ought to be put down at the whole—of the reading population: and
the reader will recollect that there would be no stutterers on the phonetic
plan. But the dumb! The dumb! Those to whom a book is a great unsolvable
mystery, one of the things to wonder at, but not to touch—this is the
class for which we grieve. Who will dare to deny them the help we offer,
or beat down the arm we stretch out to raise them from their prostration
of intelligence? We may sum up this objection to the hetéric system of

spelling in one short sentence: Hetéricism is the mother of Ignorance.

6. It may seem a light objection to advance after the above, but it is one
much felt by men of science, by students of languages, and investigators
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of the histories of nations, that on the hetéric plan there is no uniform
method of reducing unwritten languages to writing, or presenting names
of persons and places in those countries where either alphabetical writing
is unknown, (as China, Japan, and the barbarous countries which have no
writing, alphabetical or symbolical,) or the Roman alphabet is not used
(as in Russia, Greece, and the whole of Asia and Africa). Indeed, even in
those countries where the Roman alphabet is used, the varieties of sounds
attributed to the different letters are so great, that the mere English scholar
can never even guess at the pronunciation. We do not say that if the words
were spelt phonetically, he would be able to utter these sounds; but as there
are but about as many French sounds to be learnt as there are sounds in
his own language, he would stand a much better chance of pronouncing
them correctly, if they were extracted from the language, and symbols
provided for each, the meaning of which were taught in childhood, when
the organs of speech are most adaptable to the expression of varied sounds.
Let any teacher explain the difficulties he has felt, even if he has proceeded
no further than a map of Europe, or the history of England: may, to come
closer home, if he does not advance further than the names of the towns
in his own country, and those of the statesmen who have ruled it. Names
are proverbial for the absurdities of their orthography, the pertinacity
with which their owners cling to extravagant combinations of letters,
and the mortification they feel when addressed by a wrongly pronounced
appellation. It is felt perhaps that a strange uncouth orthography is proof
of an old descent; it is, however, only a remnant of those times when the
owners of such fine sounding titles could not write; when the seal was
considered a more valid execution of a document than the signature;
because no lord whose intellects were above an idiot’s could fail of being
able to job down the hilt of his sword upon the melted wax, while reading
and writing were rare qualities enough to save a man’s life when convicted
of a capital crime. Those unpronounceable combinations in which the
aristocracy of surnames delights, remind one forcibly of the misshapen

monsters which we owe to the wild imagination of heralds, serving to
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designate a family, and puzzle the naturalist. They were the address-cards
of olden times, and will, it is hoped, go out with shop-signs as the power
of reading extends. Even now, the words Duke, Earl, Baron, etc., would be
more generally intelligible to the many if printed on carriage-panels, than

the mysterious caps which at present adorn them.

7. Our language is continually changing. It has greatly changed,
both in its vocabulary and its construction, since the days of Wickliffe,
of Chaucer, and of Shakspere. Even the hetéric orthography exhibits very
different appearances in the works of those writers, and at the present day;
at no time did it exhibit the pronunciation so clearly that no mistake could
arise on the matter. We are still in doubt, and must perhaps forever remain
in doubt, not merely as to the pronunciation of the dead Latin and Greek,
but of the dead English of these three great English writers, dead, because
no longer used in speech or writing, dead, because we can give it no tongue
which we are certain would have been understood by these illustrious
fathers of our language, were they living to hear us. Nay, there are very
many who do not know that the pronunciation of English 100 years ago
was different to ours. The sounds of many words have been changed, and
their orthography left untouched. In all that class of words in which ea now
represents the sound ¢, as peace, tea, appear, etc., it was formerly pronounced
a. It is difficult to believe this fact. We were ourselves astonished when, on
conversing with the well-known Dr. Patrick Kelly, since deceased, he told
us that he recollected the change. It has therefore happened almost in our
own day, and yet how few will believe it. These changes of pronunciation
are in reality changes of language, which are lost forever to the etymologist
from not having been fixed by the orthography; for it is to the written
language alone, and not to the spoken one, that the etymologist in his
study is able to refer, first, because he cannot have constant access to a
number of persons perfectly well acquainted with different languages, and
speaking them as natives; and secondly, because the opinions of persons
long since deceased have to be attended to. It would occasion no difficulty

to the student, in reading old books, to see a variety of pronunciations
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represented by symbols, as we even now condescend to spell Lowland
Scotch?” differently from London English, and as in ancient times—although
all such representations are and were imperfect, owing to the imperfection
of alphabets—Herodotus, Theocritus, and Thucydides, wrote the same
words very differently, to indicate (as they may have done with some effect
to an ancient Greek) their own peculiarities of pronunciation; a very few
words of explanation would be sufficient to render such a process easy and
intelligible; but it would be of great importance for those who strive to trace
the gradual formation of language, to have a mirror in which every change
is exactly reflected.

8. Lastly, the hetéric system of representing our language, which is
such a hindrance to natives who learn to read and write, is a still greater
hindrance to foreigners. A very acute and learned German writer, who has
shown his extensive acquaintance with all the European languages of the
classical and Germanic stems, not only in their grammatical construction,
but in their phonetical development, thus introduces his remarks on
English: “French has been for some centuries the common language of
Europe for diplomatic and social purposes; but it has never gained a firm
footing in extensive tracts of country exterior to Europe; for France has
not had more enterprize® in colonization than Italy itself. On the other
hand, English may pass for the general language of all the world, with the
exception of Europe. This idiom has become incomparably flowing, from
a bold mixture and consequent resolution of the grammatical forms of its
Gothic and Roman elements; and it certainly appears destined more than
any other living tongue to play this part. The suitableness of this language
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for universal adoption (die Universalitit dieser Sprache) would be still more
evident, were it not obscured by a whimsically antiquated orthography.
The other nations of Europe may esteem themselves happy that the English
have not yet made this discovery.” ™" This is a warning which those who
are interested in the spread of our language beyond our own shores,
should lay to heart. There is perhaps no language which is now spoken as
their native tongue by a greater number of persons, none which is more
generally diffused in all parts of the world; for the sun never sets on the
British empire, and the British language is spoken wherever the British
rule predominates. Over the immense peninsula of Hindostan, on the new
continent of Australasia, the islands of New Zealand, the scattered rocks
and islands of Gibraltar, Malta, Aden, Singapore, Labuan®*, and Hong Kong;
at the Cape of Good Hope, in the West Indies, over Canada; and, above all,
in its new country, the United States of America, the British language asserts
its claim to be heard; and the commerce of our country and of America will
cause it to be heard far and wide. The English are not good linguists, their
traders require to be spoken to in their own tongue. It is a matter not of
merely national pride in extending a knowledge of our own fine idiom, it
is a matter of commercial interest, to facilitate, as far as it lies in our power,
the means and appliances for learning it. No means half so potent could
be devised as a well-constructed phonetic alphabet. Our grammar is easy,
one of the simplest in existence. We have no inflections and no genders
of nouns and adjectives, no conjugational varieties of verbs, and very few
and simple alterations in our tenses. The order of our words, proceeding
from subject to predicate, and thence to object, is that recognized as
the simplest logical arrangement. Our vocabulary is enormous, while its
capabilities for receiving or inventing new words, with the resources of
the German, Latin, and Greek at our command, are endless; nay, we can
press an Indian or Arabic word into service, and yet dress it up so that the

stranger should scarcely be discoverable. If a universal language should ever
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prevail, we seem to feel that it must be the English, or some descendant
of it. Other idioms are spoken by too few, or are too original and straight-
laced to admit of the introduction of new terms. When French, Latin, and
Greek words are Germanized, they produce a painful sensation on the
ear; their foreignism is so apparent; they seem to have no more business
where they are, than flies in amber. The French have shewn themselves
slow and unapt at incorporating new words; the Italians seem to look no
further than the Latin; the Dutch will not allow the rights of citizenship
to a single un-Germanic expression. The Slavonic languages are almost
unheard of beyond the immediate neighbourhood in which they are
spoken; the Spanish and Portuguese, although prevalent over immense
tracts in central and southern America, are so little known beyond the
countries which speak nothing else, that they can put in no claim to be
universally adopted. The great dialect of the East, the Arabic and its sister
languages, are so uncouth to European organs of speech, are founded upon
such a totally different grammatical system, are written in such a cumbrous
illegible character, and, although very copious, are so ill supplied with the
terms which are indispensable to a European, that it would be impossible
to attempt founding a universal language upon them. The Hindustanee®
language indeed, being already a mixed tongue, might have some claims, if
it did not come into such immediate collision with the English as to have
no chance of standing against it. The Chinese system of writing, and very
complex rules of accentuation and intonation, which a foreigner scarcely
ever catches with sufficient correctness to be perfectly intelligible, is not
likely to extend beyond the three or four hundred millions who at present
make use of it or its dialects. The contest lies between English and French.
Our commerce and colonial possessions must, in the course of things,
decide for the English, independently of any other consideration; but when

it is recollected that the English can appropriate all and every word in the
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