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What is a Primitive Language?
Eugene A. Nida

"The language of...... is very primitive. There are no more than
three hundred words and no grammar". a missionary wrote recently
concerning a new Asian language which he claimed to have studied.
Similar statements have often been made concerning so-called 'primitive'
languages in other parts of the world. But are such statements true?
What are the facts? We all are inclined to speak of primitive languages.
but is there such a class of languages? Do they have special charac­
teristics of vocabulary and grammatical structure? Are the languages
spoken by primitive peoples structurally different from the languages
spoken by so-called civilized persons? Linguists have been assembling
data on such languages for a long time. and despite the popular opinions
and wide-spread prejudices, the facts simply do not bear out the
common belief in the structural inferiority of so-called 'primitive
languages', What are some of the prevalent ideas of these aboriginal
languages and what are the actual facts?

"The Vocabularies Consist of Only a Few Hundred Words"
It is perfectly true that languages spoken by aboriginal peoples

(generally defined as those who have not employed a system of writing
their language) do not have the extensive vocabularies of many European
languages, None of the primitives has ever acquired the vocabulary used
by a person like Woodrow Wilson, who employed more than seventy
thousand different words in his writings. But Wilson set an all-time
record in the use of English, and though much of what he wrote is
very significant, nevertheless. there is no direct relationship between
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the extent of vocabulary and profundity of ideas. Shakespeare used
less than half that many words. and the Greek New Testament has
only around five thousand six hundred different words.

On the other hand. aboriginal languages are not entirely destitute
of adequate vocabularies. A recent Zulu dictionary has more than thirty
thousand entries; and if words in this dictionary were listed in the
same way as they are in English, (Le., with separate entries for corres­
ponding nouns, adjectives. verbs. etc.) this Zulu dictionary would have
well over ninety thousand entries. Zulu appears to have a rather heavy
vocabulary. in comparison with many aboriginal languages; but no
primitive languages which have been studied SCientifically have failed
to have less than about ten thousand words (or closely knit phrases
which have the functional value of single words). In some languages
there is a tendency to borrow foreign words for identifying new objects
and ideas. Other languages may build up new words with the word­
making roots and affixes of the language. In still other languages one
finds the tendency to describe new objects and features by means of
descriptive phrases. But regardless of the particular way in which a
language describes the phenomena of its culture and adds new words
or phrases as they are needed, there are always thousands and thousands
of words.

Where the missionary is often deceived with regard to vocabulary
is that he tries to use a dictionary of some European language as a basis
for finding words in the aboriginal language. He calculates the per­
centage of words which he is finding, and then takes the same percentage
for the entire dictionary and concludes that the language in question is
terribly poverty-stricken in vocabulary. This is entirely the wrong way
of going about such an investigation. for a dictionary in a European
language is more or less a reflection of Western European culture.
The aboriginal culture cannot be expected to have the same words.
However. there are often amazing areas of vocabulary which are
completely untouched by our dictionaries. For example. in Palauan,
spoken in the Western Caroline Islands. there are thirteen entirely
different words for various types of fishing - not to mention all the
multitude of words for distinct kinds of fishing. The Marshallese people
in Micronesia have over sixty different words for the cocoanut tree and
its products. In order to appreciate the vocabularies of aboriginal
languages, we must study their cultures. A careful analysis of these will
indicate that in general they have just as many terms proportionately
to identify significant features of their culture as we have to identify
correspondingly significant features of our culture. That is to say, this
problem of vocabulary is not fundamentally a matter of language at all,
but one of culture. People who have a rather limited material culture
will also have a proportionately limited vocabulary with which to speak
about this culture. One thing is certain: every tribe of people has a
vocabulary sufficient enough to talk about any feature of their culture
which is significant to them. The fantastic idea of 'natives' getting
across their meanings with grunts and squeals and weird gestures is
just plain nonsense. If there is any limitation in vocabulary. it is one
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imposed by the nature of the culture itself and is not fundamentally
attributable to the language in question.

"Primitive Languages Have No Grammar"

Some missionaries have declared in all seriousness that the language
which they had been learning has no grammar. This is, of course, just
ridiculous. However, what the missionaries really meant to say was
that they had not discovered any genders like Greek nor any tense
system like English, nor any set of cases like Latin. Not finding these
bothersome characteristics of Indo-European languages, they have con­
cluded that the aboriginal language in question was devoid of grammar.
Their descriptions of such languages give the impression that one can
toss words around in any order and they will make sense. It is true
that some missionaries tend to speak in just that way, but they are often
violating all the rules of grammar which the language has. They have
forgotten-or never realized-that every language has its classes of
words and certain preferred orders and definite patterns for the forming
of grammatical constructions. No language is a hit-or-miss conqlomer­
ation of words.

When one first begins to study a language which is quite different
from an Indo-European one, there is always the impression that every­
thing is topsy-turvy in the language, but that is only because our
knowledge of the language structure is so limited and we are constantly
comparing this language with others which we already know. The person
who complains that a language has no .grammar' either does not
understand what grammar is or he does not speak the language well.
Any language well spoken inevitably creates a profound respect for its
remarkably intricate structure.

"The Grammar of Primitive Languages Is Too Complicated"

It seems incredible that one should encounter exactly opposite ideas
about so-called primitive languages. For the number of persons who
complain because certain languages have no grammar, there are perhaps
an equal number that complain because the primitive languages have too
complicated a grammar. They insist that such languages reflect the
"jumbled thinking of primitive minds". This accusation is more often
than not a defence mechanism for having failed to analyze the intricacies
of the linguistic structure.

It is quite true that many aboriginal languages have exceedingly
complex grammatical systems. The verb structure of the Navajo
language consists of roots occurring in a number of different forms
(to indicate momentaneous, imperfective, perfective, progressive, op­
tative, and iterative action) and preceded by eleven different possible
sets of prefixes, indicating number. subject. object, tense, mode,
and voice. The resultant combinations with anyone verb are well
over ten thousand different possibilities. In the Aymara language
of South America, initial roots may be followed by about twenty different
sets of suffixes and enclitics and the possible combinations run to well
over fifty thousand different forms for each verb in the language.
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Many of the Bantu languages of Africa indicate in the verb itself the
subject, object, tenses, aspects, negation, voice, and mode. In comparison
with such heavy word structure as some aboriginal languages have,
the relatively simple forms of Greek and Latin seem almost naive.
It does not mean that some of these aboriginal languages are necessarily
superior because they have so many subtle refinements of linguistic
usage, or that they are structurally inferior because they include so
many features that other languages get along perfectly well without.
Some languages seem to lend themselves more easily to precise
statements and others appear somewhat more round about, but the
evaluation of such differences is so largely subjective that we are in
no position to denounce or praise languages on the basis of their
structure alone. What is more important is that so-called primitive
languages exhibit all kinds of structure. That is to say, there is no
structural type or types of languages which are spoken by primitive
people. We cannot grade societies or the intelligence of the speakers
on the basis of the languages which they speak. There is simply no
correlation between the structure of the culture and the structure of
the language. The fact that one culture has a kind of monosyllabic
language (short words and what seems to be very simple grammar)
and another culture has a type of polysyllabic language (long words
with complicated grammatical forms) is an 'accident' of history. Of
course, there are certain historical 'reasons'-the same kinds of reasons
which explain why Western European men wear neckties and Dinka
men in the Sudan wear beads, but neither the beads nor the neckties
indicate anything about intelligence of the speakers.

"The Verbs and Nouns Are All Mixed Up in Primitive Languages"

Some persons who admit that primitive languages have a grammar,
nevertheless, insist that it is all mixed up, Even the classes of words,
e.g. nouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs, etc., seem to be all confused.
Because missionaries cannot find the traditional eight classes of Indo­
European words and because what classes do exist seem to be quite
contrary to the usage of English, they conclude that the language in
question is 'primitive' and that such lack of organization has something
to do with intellectual inferiority of the people who speak the language
in question. The trouble with such arguments as these is that Chinese
is precisely one of those languages which seems to shift words easily
from one class to another (I.e. grammatical function). and Chinese has
no neatly defined eight classes of words. However. no one in his right
mind would accuse the Chinese of primitivism, either in language or
culture. The value of a language does not consist in either the number
of classes of words or in their conformance to Indo-European usage.

"Primitive Languages Are Very Old Languages"

This is true. But so are all other languages very old languages. All
humans have talked and so all languages are equally old. When people
declare that "primitive languages are very old languages", what they
really mean is that such languages do not change, or if they do, only
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very slowly. This, however. is quite wrong. They do change and often
they change quite rapidly. especially when they are subjected to intense
cultural pressures from culturally dominant groups. The rates of change
in various languages are different. both as between languages and at
different historical periods of the same language. The history of
languages seems to bear out the view that accumulated small changes
set in motion rather drastic modifications. and when once these have
worked themselves out through the language. there is another period
of less active change. During one historical phase of a language. there
may be a number of changes of sounds. while at another period. the
changes may be mostly grammatical. This is similar to cultural changes
in general. One period may be characterized by considerable modific­
ations in the material culture. while social changes may lag considerably.
or vice versa. However, there is nothing true about primitive languages
which is not equally true of the languages spoken by non-primitives,

"Primitive Languages are Constantly Changing"

This is also true. but equally true of all languages. What people
mean. however. is that primitive languages are supposed to change much
more than others. (Note that this is the very opposite of the argument
noted just above). At the time when missionaries are studying some
primitive languages, these languages are often in process of being
subjected to very intense pressures from foreign languages and cultures.
By necessity. the people are having to acquire many new words and
they often make adjustments to the ignorance of their rulers by adopting
a kind of pidgin variety of speech when talking to the foreign. ruling
class. However. it is doubtful if any primitive languages have changed
any more rapidly than English in the transition from Middle to Modern
English. Furthermore. changes are still going on-witness the increasing
number of identifiable local dialects of English.

There is still much that we need to learn with regard to the speed
with which languages change. but it is generally held that languages
change almost directly proportionate to the density of communication.
That is to say. the more a language is used. the more it tends to change.
That means that so-called civilized languages are likely to change much
more rapidly than those spoken by primitive peoples scattered in more
isolated parts of the world. If there is any substantial difference between
the relative rates of change of primitive and civilized languages. probably
the latter change more rapidly.

"But There Are No Standards; Each Aboriginal Speaks in a Different
Way"

This type of complaint is a superficial observation. based upon
inadequate data. The reasons for such statements are that in general
the missionary does not know the language well himself and he is
confused. as well as unnecessarily misled, by slight differences. which
exist in all languages. The average aboriginal community has just as
much conformity in speech as a similar community would have in English.
Of course, lack of communication with nearby villages may mean that
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there are dialect differences within a very small radius, but this does
not mean that the structure of anyone dialect is incoherent or lacking
in an accepted standard. What the average missionary is looking for is
some 'literary' standard which will be accepted by all. This is a kind
of 'paper dialect', which no one speaks, even in English-unless he
happens to be painfully pedantic. Such a literary dialect has some
advantages, but we cannot expect such a development in the average
aboriginal society. However, even here we do get some surprises, for
in some cultures there is a highly developed traditional form of the
language used for recounting legends and in the reciting of folk poetry.

A careful study of any aboriginal language will reveal just as much
conformance as exists in any comparable community speaking any
language.

"Primitive Languages Have No Abstract Words"

This statement has more truth in it than any of the previous con­
tentions. However, some primitive languages do have abstract terms or
they can readily form them. Nevertheless, it is a fact that many aboriginal
languages lack abstract terms. But this is not a reflection on the mentality
or the intelligence of the speakers. It is only a commentary on the
culture. The fact that people do not speak of 'love' in the abstract but
rather pin down this abstraction or process to particular persons and
specific times is no failure of the linguistic structure. It is just that people
prefer to speak in specific terms rather than in generalities, The use of
abstract terms is a special development closely related to speculation
about philosophical themes. In a number of languages of South-east
Asia such abstracts have been imported with Hinduism and Buddhism,
but this is purely an historical development related to the culture. It does
not mean that accordingly a language such as Balinese (which has
such terms) is intrinsically superior to one of the small languages of
central Mindanao in the Southern Philippines, to which Balinese is
linguistically related.

While it is true that most aboriginal languages seem to be weak
in the number and variety of abstractions, this is not to be attributed
to any basic deficiency in the language structure or to any mental
defect or inferiority of the people, It is fundamentally a matter of culture
and not of language.

What Is a Primitive Language?

We come back to our first question, "What is a primitive language?"
Are we justified in speaking of aboriginal languages? Yes and no, Yes,
if we mean only that such languages are spoken by persons who are
classified by anthropologists as aboriginals. No, if we mean that in
some way or other such languages have certain structural characteristics
in common. There is actually no such thing as a 'primitive language',
Rather, it is a language spoken by so-called 'primitives'. The trouble
with the word 'primitive' is that it is a weighted word. It conveys
the idea of inferiority and is a kind of value judgment based upon racial
pride and ethnocentrism, with which the white race is terribly plagued.
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If then these so-called aboriginal languages have all the types of
words and syntactic structures as any other kind of language, is there
anything which we can say about these languages to justify our frequent
use of such statements about 'primitive languages'? Yes. We can say
that (1) they do not have as extensive vocabularies as Western
European languages, (2) they tend to be more concrete and specific
in speaking about qualities and processes, and (3) they often lack some
of the elaborate rhetorical devices (their esthetic tastes may have
developed along lines of dancing and carving rather than speaking or
writing). But whatever we say about these languages is fundamentally
an observation about the cultures which they reflect. A thorough study
of any aboriginal language and culture will convince anyone that humans
are all fundamentally alike. It is just that so-called civilized man is
primitive in a more complicated and hectic manner.

Translation of the Future Tense into
Colloquial Japanese

as it is Related to the New Colloquial Translation of the Bible by
The Japan Bible Society

W. A. McIlwaine

In glancing through the published portions of the Japan Bible Society's
Colloquial Translation of the Bible, it has been increasingly borne in
upon me that a lonq-standinq but mistaken idea about expressions
indicating future time in English and Japanese is likely to have very
serious effects in the dissemination of Scripture's truth and of Christianity
unless the problem is solved by thorough study and decisive action very
soon. Briefly, there is a widespread idea that the deero, deshb, mesho,
and other forms of similar signification are equivalent to the simple
English future.

For example, in a text used in Japanese schools a few Years ago,
"Turn the tap and water will flow out", is translated, Kokku wo
hinetinesei, sa sutebe mizu ga detti desha, also "Open the window and
you will see the cherry trees", is Mado wo ekenesei, sa surebe sekure
no ki ga miette desha. These translations are idiomatic, but they are not
true to the original. In the mind of the English speaker there is no doubt
whatsoever that the result named will occur, but the Japanese expresses
probability rather than certainty. That is, there is no intention to deny
that the result is certain, but certainty is not expressed. Certainty can
be expressed in Japanese in these cases simply by using detu instead
of deru desha and mietu instead of mieru desha. But a Japanese sees
no need for expressing certainty in these cases. As far as possible he
avoids positive statement for which he might be held responsible, and
he also tries not to be self-assertive in making statements.
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