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Dear language lovers, 
For those who haven’t had the pleasure of
reading one of our magazines yet, perhaps
we should take a step back. You might be
wondering, “What is KAT Blad?” Well, with a
new era, it’s a good time for a quick
reminder. KAT Blad is the student magazine
of the (Sign) Linguistics Department of the
University of Amsterdam. KAT itself comes
from Katern Algemene Taalwetenschap, though
even the Dutchies don’t really get why it’s
called that. Still, it is fun that both the
linguistics magazine and study association,
VOS, have animal names! This magazine is a
place for students and staff to share their
passion for language and to enrich our own
little community at the UvA with linguistic
insights, research, and discussion. We are the
future of the field and we hope KAT Blad
inspires you to get more involved as you
continue your studies and/or career in
linguistics!

This year, the magazine includes a variety of
articles ranging in topics from phonetics to
language and cognition, in addition to a
number of interviews and thesis popular
papers (to hopefully inspire your own
projects!). We also wanted to give a platform
to those among us who like to express
themselves through art and photography –
something we hope to expand in the coming
years! We’ve put our heart and soul into this
edition and can’t wait for you to read it. So
strap in, and enjoy over 50 pages of
Linguistics-goodness!
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Welcome to the 115th edition of KAT Blad!
After a bit of a hiatus we are back and
excited to keep the KAT Blad tradition alive
and well! Since it has been over a year since
our last publication, we wanted to make sure
this edition was well worth the wait. It has
turned out to be quite the volume, and we
cannot thank our writers enough for their
contributions. We got more submissions
than we could’ve ever dreamed of and are so
grateful for the continued interest in our
little linguistics magazine. The editorial team
has worked incredibly hard to bring you an
interesting, fun and good-looking magazine
– and it sure has been a journey! We had a
bit of a difficult start this year trying to
rebuild KAT Blad as we all tried to move
forward from the shadows of the pandemic.
After getting a late start, working to revamp
KAT Blad’s presence, and lots and lots of
paperwork, we have a dedicated team who is
committed to help KAT Blad grow and bring
it back to normal (well, whatever normal
means nowadays).   

Lots of love,

LETTER  FROM  THE  EDITORS

Linn, Sanne, 
Sayuri, & Zoe



BEYOND THE SURFACE: 
EXAMINING THE CASE OF JONBENÉT

RAMSEY THROUGH FORENSIC LINGUISTICS
B Y  L I N N  B E R K V E N S
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someone very close to the family killed her
and tried to cover it up. Considering both
theories, undoubtedly the most intriguing
piece of evidence in the case is the
aforementioned ransom note. This ransom
note would, over the years, be analyzed by
many experts versed in the field of forensic
linguistics.

Forensic linguistics is a broad field that
encompasses many aspects. Mostly, it has to do
with the language of the law, as well as
investigating forensic texts and linguistic
evidence. Ransom notes or demands can be
categorized as such. Ransom notes have been
present as important evidence in many notable
cases, such as the 1932 Lindbergh kidnapping.
Forensic linguists consider many factors when
analyzing these notes; even the smallest
irregularity or idiosyncrasy matters. In the case
of JonBenét Ramsey, the deliberation on a
suspect is almost completely dependent on
how the forensic linguist interprets the note. 

Warning! This article discusses a murder case and
therefore contains mentions of possibly shocking
content. Reading discretion is advised. 

It was early in the morning the day after
Christmas, 1996, when former beauty queen
Patsy Ramsey, wife of businessman John
Ramsey and mother of two, found a two-and-
a-half page long ransom note on the kitchen
staircase. The note detailed how the youngest
Ramsey child, six-year old JonBenét, had been
kidnapped and would be returned to the
parents after a transfer of 118,000 dollars in
ransom money. Upon discovering the note,
Patsy immediately contacted the authorities.
Despite the ransom letter indicating a
kidnapping done by an outside party, JonBenét
was found murdered in the basement of the
Ramsey house in Boulder, Colorado about
seven hours later. 

To this day, the case hasn’t been solved. It’s
been more than 25 years, and it still remains an
open investigation with the Boulder Police
Department. It is one of the most infamous
unsolved cases worldwide and is still widely
discussed amongst people. From the beginning,
its popularity was predominantly due to the
fact that the Ramsey family were quite well
known figures in the Boulder community. John
Ramsey was a successful businessman and
Patsy Ramsey was a retired pageant queen.
From a very early age, Patsy entered JonBenet
into beauty pageant contests as well, following
in her footsteps. 

The aspect of the family’s status combined with
bizarre pieces of evidence and different
theories thought up by the public makes this
case an extremely intriguing one. At this point,
there are two main theories about the death of
JonBenét Ramsey. There is the intruder theory,
that an outsider killed her, and the family
theory, that a member of the family or
someone

IMAGE:  JONBENÉT RAMSEY (SOURCE: WIKIPEDIA)
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note counts approximately 380 words. While
re-investigating the case for the documentary
The Case of: JonBenét Ramsey (2016), a team of
experts wrote out the note to see how long it
would take them to write it. It took them an
estimated 20 minutes to write it out in full.
This is very curious, taking into account that
whoever wrote the note, and presumably
committed the murder, was in the house all the
while writing it.

This sparks a few questions. Mainly, if one
were to plan out a kidnapping, why write the
ransom note in the house? Writing it up front
makes infinitely more sense. If not that,
wouldn’t it be logical to make it as short and
concise as possible? The note has a lot of excess
information that was not necessary. An
example of this is the multiple reiterations of
“... she dies,” where the author of the note
could have just stated this threat once. A higher
word count also provides more linguistic
evidence. Seemingly, most kidnappers seem
aware of this, which is why many notable
ransom notes are short and concise. James
Fitzgerald, one of the aforementioned experts
and a seasoned forensic linguist, stated that
“It’s clear that all of it could have been written
in about three sentences. ‘We have your
daughter.

The Ransom Note
There are several ways to look at the note, as
pictured above, using a forensic linguistic
viewpoint. The note can be analyzed on a
surface level, where the length and the tools
that were utilized to write are taken into
consideration. Further, the content of the letter
needs to be examined based on vocabulary,
grammar, spelling, stylistic patterns, and
punctuation. Lastly, the handwriting used in
the note can be telling of who wrote it in
various ways. 

The Pragmatics 
The first thing to note about the JonBenét
ransom letter is that it was written using pen
and paper from a pad in the Ramsey home.
After the perpetrator used the writing
equipment, it was subsequently placed back to
its original place on Patsy Ramsey’s desk. There
were also numerous practice notes done, as
evidenced by the several torn out pages in the
notepad. 

Considering this, the length of the ransom note
is one of the most peculiar things about it; it is
unusually long. The note in the Lindbergh case
was only about 70 words long, whereas this
note

IMAGE: THE RANSOM NOTE FROM THE JONBENÉT RAMSEY CASE (SOURCE: WIKIPEDIA)
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John. The presumed narrative here is that the
writer of the ransom note is a jealous colleague
or employee from John’s business. 

What’s more is that there are several
expressions and words used that could be
considered popular in use in the southern
states of the US. Sentences like “make sure you
bring an adequate size attaché to the bank,”
“you will also be denied her remains for
proper burial,” “use that good southern
common sense of yours,” “the delivery will be
exhausting, so I advise you to be rested,” and
the usage of “hence.” Since John and Patsy
lived in Atlanta, Georgia before moving to
Boulder, this southern style lingo could have
been used purposefully to plant the idea that
the writer was someone from their past. Take
note of the fact that the usage of “hence” is
incorrect, revealing that this sort of language
does not come naturally to the author.

Another interesting detail about the choice of
phrasing is that there were several movie
quotes used. This fact doesn’t connect to a
certain persona but is definitely fascinating.
The movies that were quoted were Dirty Harry
(1971), Speed (1994), and Ransom (1996), which
was still in theaters at the time of JonBenet’s
killing. All of these movies are crime movies to
do with terrorism, kidnapping, and killings.
Investigators looked into the Ramsey's movie
collection and former rentals made at the
video store and found no exact correlations,
however this is hard to prove. Though, the
writer seemed to be a fan of movies. 

in about three sentences. ‘We have your
daughter. We want $118,000, or we’ll kill her.
We’ll call tomorrow.’ That’s all that was
needed.”

Setting up a Narrative
Looking at the vocabulary used in the letter,
there are certain ideas about ‘personalities’ that
could be derived from the penmanship. These
personalities embody certain motives for the
crime. Whether this was intentional on the
author’s part to throw off the police and derail
the investigation is hard to prove. However,
through analysis, it is clear that some ideas
brought forward are a facade, and therefore it
can be assumed that there was definitely some
intent behind the word choices and stylistic
patterns used. 

The first and the most clear idea that the writer
wants to convey is that they are part of some
sort of a terrorist group, deemed a “small
foreign faction.” This is most clearly shown by
the introductory sentence and the ending note
‘S.B.T.C.,’ which was never proven to mean
anything. It comes across as strange that a
supposed foreign faction would consider
themselves ‘foreign’ and call themselves such.
This ‘foreignness’ is further emphasized by the
misspellings of the words “business” and
“possession” both words that have a double
consonant s. Interesting to note is that only
these two words are misspelled, but several
other words that could be seen as complicated
are not. For example, “adequate,”
“countermeasures” and “deviation” are all
spelled correctly and used in the appropriate
context. The usage of these words and
expressions indicate English-speaking nativism.

Other phrases in the ransom letter bring forth
the idea that the writer, and therefore the
murderer of JonBenét Ramsey, could be
someone who was involved with John Ramsey’s
company. The first indicator is the amount of
the ransom money demanded; $118,000 was
the exact number of the end-of-the-year bonus
that John Ramsey had received only a few
weeks before the murder of his daughter.
Furthermore, the personal addressing in “don’t
try to grow a brain John” as well as the phrase
“you are not the only fat cat around” suggests a
personal relationship that the writer has with
John 
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IMAGES FROM LEFT TO RIGHT:  "DIRTY HARRY" POSTER (SOURCE:

PATHE-THUIS.NL), "SPEED" POSTER (SOURCE: IMDB), "RANSOM" POSTER

(SOURCE: IMDB) 
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Evidently, there are many directions that the
authorities could have taken when connecting a
suspect to the ransom note. However, since the
fallacies in the letter so patently indicated a
pretense, the focus on the family as the suspect
only became more clear. And while the author
of the ransom note was trying hard to fabricate
personas to throw off the investigation, analysts
could read between the lines. 

Forensic linguist James Fitzgerald attempted to
look past all these fabricated personas and
create a linguistic profile based on the language
used in the letter. He hypothesized that the
writer had a high writing ability and English as
a first language. According to vocabulary, the
age of the author was estimated to be about 30
years old. Although gender is difficult to
assume, Fitzgerald speculated that the writer
was a woman and most likely a mother. This
was concluded due to the multiple instances of
maternalistic language being used. Case in
point, the opening sentence, “Listen carefully!”
This is an odd phrase to be used in a written
note,

JUNE  2022  |  ISSUE  # 1 15  |  PAGE  8  

note, but it fits perfectly if you imagine a
doting mother speaking to her child. Further,
in the sentence “when you get home,” the word
“home” is used instead of “house.” Another
example is the phrasing of “The two gentlemen
watching over your daughter do not
particularly like you.” The language is familiar
and shows far less animosity towards John
Ramsey as would be expected from a supposed
terrorist group who harbors great hatred
towards his company.

Handwriting
Handwriting analysis is a whole other branch 
and a very complicated one at that. Each
individual letter needs to be analyzed and
characterized. However, some general things
can be noted about the handwriting in this
particular ransom note. Since the letter is
extremely lengthy, there is a large amount of
material to analyze. With practice, the writer
becomes more versed in altering certain traits.
However, over time, the handwriting also
becomes more natural and some of the writer’s
unconscious habits reveal themselves. The
most clear case of this is the wavy line quality
slowly transforming in a more steady
handwriting. 

Taking everything into account, it becomes
clear how much can be deduced from a
ransom note as a piece of evidence. It’s
intriguing to see how forensic linguistics can
reveal incredibly much  and consecutively
point towards certain suspects. However, as
readers, it is important to note that this ransom
note is just one piece of evidence, and a
conclusion about this case and who the
perpetrator was should not be drawn on
information concerning merely the ransom
note. Information about other forensics,
testimonies, and witness accounts were left out
in this article to focus on the linguistic aspect
of the case. Sadly, more than 25 years after the
fact, this case is still an open investigation, but
thanks to forensic linguistics, plenty of things
have already been revealed about the suspect.
Hopefully one day, JonBenét Ramsey will be
able to get the justice she deserves. 

IMAGE: JAMES FITZGERALD (SOURCE:

HTTPS://WWW.JAMESRFITZGERALD.COM)
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ENCODING SIGNS FROM THE PAST
ŠIFROVANJE ZNAKOVA IZ PROŠLOSTI 

B Y  S O F I A  L E E

For proof of how big of a deal multilingual support
was for computers, one need not look further than
Mac OSX 10.3 Panther’s intro animation. Set to synth
music with drum loops, the word ‘Welcome’ zooms
towards you in a dozen languages. Such an animation
reflects the tech industry’s promise of globalisation,
localisation, and internationalisation of the time: in a
world where everyone uses computers, no one is left
behind.

Nearly all digital text is currently encoded as a series of
ones and zeros in the Unicode Transformation Format -
8-bit, or UTF-8 for short. Under this specification,
each character—a single unit of text such as the letter
a, a Euro sign €, or the period at the end of this
sentence—contains one to four bytes of data. When it
was first presented in 1993, UTF-8 was a major
introduction because it allowed many different
languages to be written simultaneously in the same
document. As important as UTF-8 was, however, it did
not immediately take off. Computers were less
powerful at the time, and large parts of the world still
did not have access to the Internet. Language
communities were still much more segregated online,
making simultaneous multilingual support less
necessary.

UTF-8 would not become the most prevalent
encoding on the Web until 2008. Prior to this,
webpages generally followed the ASCII-based
character encodings, a system introduced in 1987 in a
joint publication by the International Organisation for
Standardisation (ISO) and the International
Electrotechnical Commision (IEC). These encodings,
known as the ISO/IEC 8859, were based on regions
such as Latin-1 Western Europe, Latin-2 Central
European, Latin-3 Southern European, Latin-5
Turkish, and so on. Each encoding represented only a
limited number of characters, or a ‘character set’. For
example, Latin-1 contained characters such as the
letter í used in Spanish and Italian but not characters
such as the letter ź used in Polish, which appeared in
Latin-2. Even with these limitations, the default
character set, Latin-1, officially supported most
Western European languages, Nordic languages
including Faroese and Icelandic, a majority of African
to
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IMAGE: MENU WITH ORANGE PAPER

A MENU IN A RESTAURANT IN LJUBLJANA,

SLOVENIA BORROWS Č FROM A DIFFERENT

TYPEFACE, BREAKING OTHERWISE UNIFORM

TYPEFACING. (TAKEN BY AUTHOR, 2018)

IMAGE: SIGN WITH PIXELATED TEXT

A SIGN IN A PUBLIC LIBRARY IN ZADAR, CROATIA

ANNOUNCES 2018'S ‘MONTH OF CROATIAN BOOKS’.

UNICODE REPLACEMENT CHARACTERS REPLACE

BOTH Š AND Ž, LEAVING LARGE GAPS IN THE

MIDDLE OF WORDS. (TAKEN BY AUTHOR, 2018)
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IMAGE: BOOK TITLED "HRVATSKI ZA POČETNIKE"

ON THE COVER OF CROATIAN FOR BEGINNERS, THE

HÁČEK DIACRITIC ˇ IN THE WORD POČETNIKE

(‘BEGINNERS’) IS MISSING A SHADOW. THIS

SUGGESTS Č CHARACTER MAY HAVE BEEN MISSING

IN THE CHARACTER SET AND THE DIACRITIC WAS

ADDED LATER MANUALLY. (TAKEN BY AUTHOR,

2018)

languages, Latin-based Astronesian languages, as well
as languages of the United Kingdom such as Manx and
Scottish Gaelic. Looking at this list, one is left to
wonder why some of these languages were chosen
over others. If Latin-1 had been intended to be the
default character set, why was maximising speaker
support not the top priority? For example, exchanging
ð, þ, and ý for č, š, and ž would mean losing Faroese
and Icelandic, but two million more speakers would be
supported through the inclusion of Slovene (1). This
would also give partial support to a handful of other
languages such as Bosnian, Croatian, Czech,
Montenegrin, Serbian (latinica), Slovak, and Sorbian.
Even within Western Europe, this implementation was
inconsistent (2). Picard and Walloon, two seriously
endangered languages spoken in France and Belgium,
have over a million speakers combined, yet to this day
their alphabets are still not fully implemented—not
even in Unicode (3).

Dividing the Latin alphabet-using world into regions is
no easy task, and such a task is fraught with
sociopolitical implications. One may note how divided
the world really was back in 1987, the same year
Ronald Reagan said in West Berlin, ‘Tear down this
wall!’ Since then, walls have been torn. Walls have
been built. All these shifts notwithstanding, signs of the
past trickle down into our reality today. Font
designers, guided by the ISO/EEC character sets, often
covered the characters from Latin-1 and left
everything else to be implemented down the line by
other designers. Many fonts designed before Unicode
became widespread still lack letters beyond Latin-1.
When these fonts are used in an unsupported
language, missing letters are either replaced by
placeholders such as "�" or a similar letter (i.e. s
instead of š) or trigger a fallback to another typeface,
typically Times New Roman. Whatever the
workaround, the cost is in readability.

In this photo series taken in Slovenia and Croatia, now
both members of the European Union, glitches in text
remind us of the promises that remain unfulfilled.

IMAGE: POSTER FOR A PARK CLEAN-UP EVENT

A POSTER FOR A NEIGHBOURHOOD PARK CLEAN-

UP EVENT IN RIJEKA, CROATIA. IN ALL THE FONTS

USED, THE CHARACTERS Č, Ć, Š, AND Ž CAUSE A

FALLBACK TO TIMES NEW ROMAN. (TAKEN BY

AUTHOR, 2018)

1) As a matter of fact, the 1999 revision to Latin-1, known as Latin-15, would
introduce ž and š, but presumably because Finnish used it in loanwords.

2) In practice, the implementation of both Latin-1 and Latin-2 failed to
fully serve many of the languages aside from English. Some notable
examples: German lacks capital ß (used in all caps), Danish is missing ǿ,
Dutch is missing the digraph ĳ, and French is missing both the common œ
and the rare capital ÿ

3) For a particularly egregious example of this, the Picard version of the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights is riddled with no less than 36
formatting hacks.
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J O I N  V O S !
VOS is the study association for Linguistics and
Sign Language Linguistics at the University of
Amsterdam. In addition to hosting study events
and linguistic seminars they organize ton of
fun social events! Joining is a great way to get
more involved during your studies and to get
to know your peers! 

If you have questions or want more info get
connected via email or social media:  

voslinguistics.nl

vos.uva@gmail.com

@voslinguistics

THE LANGUAGE YOU
SPEAK ALTERS YOUR
PERCEPTION OF THE
WORLD

If you are multilingual, you might experience
changes in your personality or how you think,
depending on the language you are speaking.
Personally, I associate my mother tongue with
nature and family, since I grew up on a farm in
the middle of nowhere, getting homeschooled
and spending all my time outside. My formal
education since has taken place fully in English,
and thus I gravitate towards my second
language in more academic or intellectual
situations. To a certain extent, I feel less
intelligent when speaking my mother tongue,
since my vocabulary is limited to naturalistic
contexts and thus I struggle to express more
nuanced thoughts in areas such as politics.
Depending on the language being spoken, I
adjust my thought pattern

B Y  F R A N T I Š K A  B E R Á N K O V Á

adjust my thought patterns, shifting how much
I insert myself into conversation, changing and
spinning my self expression, but always
returning to my true self, like a dancer on the
floor. This ever-changing dynamic of language
has always been innately present in my life, but
I only fully understood it after hearing of the
Sapir-Whorf hypothesis.

The Sapir-Whorf hypothesis has long been
disputed, with some believing languages bear
some influence on our thoughts, and others
that language has a much stronger effect and
can even determine thought fully.  Linguistic
determinism begs the question whether there
are thoughts we do not have access to because
of the language we speak. If I were to say that
being more or less likely to save for retirement
is dependent upon the language you speak, this
would read as an unlikely statement. However,
languages differ in how much they distinguish
between the present and the future; English
requires speakers to grammatically encode a
distinction between present and future events
such as I will, while other languages such as
German do not (Chen, 2013, p. 690). The
behavioural economist Chen (2013) found that
speakers of languages with marked future tense
indeed engage in less future-oriented
behaviour; ranging from savings, smoking,
condom use, to health lll



condom use, to health care (Chen, 2013, p. 721).
This suggests that speakers of languages which
do not markedly distinguish between the
present and the future view them as
interconnected, rather than dissociated (Chen,
2013, p. 691). Although Chen (2013) provides
evidence for a correlation, a causation is more
difficult to prove, and thus does not yet prove
the hypothesis. What is supported by extensive
linguistic research, however, is that colour and
spatial orientation are two main domains in
which the language we speak affects how we
process the world around us (Hodžić-Čavkić,
2021, p. 77). 

Linguists such as Perlovsky (2009) suggest that
one’s colour perception is determined by the
colour words available in their language (p.
518). Most notably, lighter and darker blues are
obligatorily distinguished in Russian and not in
English, and research conducted by Winawer et
al. (2007) shows that Russian speakers perform
better in identifying and discriminating
perceptual colours than English speakers (p.
7780). This is not to say that English speakers
cannot distinguish between shades of blue; but
rather, the linguistic experiment suggests that
Russian speakers cannot avoid distinguishing
them when speaking the language (Winawer et
al., 2007, p. 7783). The communicative
requirement of perceiving colour is, in turn,
found 
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found to be habitually used by the language’s
speakers even when they perform a non-
communicative perceptual task (Winawer et
al., 2007, p. 7784). Overall, this aligns with other
studies such as Boroditsky (2001) concluding
that "habits in language encourage habits in
thought" (p. 12). If our way of thinking is
dependent on what can and cannot be
expressed in the languages we speak, then
intrinsically our identity is shaped by language.

Beyond the academic field of linguistics, the
phenomenon of our language influencing the
way our mind works is incredibly fascinating,
so much so that it is explored through various
art forms. In Rebecca Solnit’s (2005)
autobiography A field guide to getting lost, her
experience of life itself is rooted in the level of
language. Solnit (2005) writes about the Native
American Wintu tribe, describing how their
language does not "use the words left and right
to describe their own bodies but use the
cardinal directions. Behind this description of
a language is a cultural imagination in which
the self only exists in reference to the rest of
the world, no you without mountains, without
sun, without sky. In that language, the self is
never lost the way so many contemporary
people who get lost in the wild are lost, without
knowing the directions, without tracking their
relationship not just to the trail but to the
horizon and the light and the stars, but such a
speaker would be lost without a world to
connect to. In Wintu, it’s the world that’s stable,
yourself that’s contingent, that’s nothing apart
from its surroundings" (p. 7).

BERÁNKOVÁ -  THE  LANGUAGE  YOU  SPEAK

IMAGE: RUSSIAN BLUE EXPERIMENT (SOURCE:

HTTPS://WWW.NEWSCIENTIST.COM/ARTICLE/DN11759-RUSSIAN-

SPEAKERS-GET-THE-BLUES/)



the film, which in turn allows her brain to
follow the heptapod language’s temporal
circularity (Hodžić-Čavkić, 2021, p. 85). In
other words, whilst our experience is bound by
time moving forward linearly, Arrival depicts
an alien language not limited in this way, and
simply learning to speak the language allows a
human brain to surpass temporality and see
into the future.

As explored through both art and linguistic
research, there is clearly an interdependent
link between how the language we speak
affects our spatial and temporal orientation in
the physical world. Although this sheds light
on innate limitations to our thoughts, the
question remains to what extent we can shift
and mould our current minds to allow for new
ways of thinking with the help of new
languages. Perhaps language holds the key to
unlocking the ways of the universe.

In this language, human beings exist entirely
orientated by their surrounding environment,
expressing oneself in relation to the world. This
is similar to the aforementioned findings that
languages with different conceptions of time
influence the speakers’ behaviour and long-
term planning. Native American tribes can
orient themselves even in darkness, specifically
owing to their language marking spatial
orientation geographically, rather than
egocentrically as in European languages
(Hodžić-Čavkić, 2021, p. 78). This gives rise to
the notion that the way we spatially orientate in
the world is dependent upon the language we
speak; English limits us to directions such as
left and right from where our body is standing,
in contrast to other languages where the
linguistic point of orientation is the sun and the
sky. This subsequently determines our very
existence, with language as the basis for how we
orientate and move in physical space, and thus
(unfortunately) how likely we are to get lost on
hikes.

Cinematography is another popular art form
which explores such notions. Perhaps most
well-known is the film Arrival (2016) directed
by Denis Villeneuve, which explicitly refers to
the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis when displaying
the linguist Dr. Louise Banks learning an alien
language (heptapod) so fluently that her mind
begins to work in the same way as the aliens’.
The film explores how, given the fact that the
existence of the human body is undeniably
associated with localisation, spatiality and its
three-dimensionality are of great importance
for the way our minds work and inevitably this
connection is reflected in language (Hodžić-
Čavkić, 2021, p. 81). What is shown in Arrival as
a bold implication of the Sapir-Whorf
hypothesis is the possible influence of spatial
organisation of language; the linearity of
human language is influenced by how human
beings experience the fourth dimension; ie.
how we experience the fusion of three spatial
dimensions and one temporal dimension
(Hodžić-Čavkić, 2021, p. 82). Thus, the alien
language in the film is constructed in a circle,
allowing its speakers to completely surpass the
linearity of time, ie. the organisation of the
past, present, and future as human beings
experience them (Hodžić-Čavkić, 2021, p. 83).
This is what happens to Dr. Banks, who studies
heptapod and learns to speak it throughout
allllllllllll
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A DIACHRONICAL OVERVIEW OF ENGLISH
NEED FROM A GENERATIVE APPROACH
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1 Introduction
This squib will examine how the English verb
need developed since its early form from both
a semantic and syntactic viewpoint. It will then
examine the competition of the usages of need,
and the niche it fills in the English language.

2 A Diachronical Overlook of ’need’

2.1 Need (neódian) in Old English
The earliest form of need as an English verb can
be found in old English as neódian/neádian.
From its morphology, it appears to be derived
from the OE noun neód/neàd ‘need, necessity’,
which is derived from Proto-Germanic *naudiz
’necessity’ (cf Dutch nood ‘necessity’ and
Norwegian nød ‘idem’). Despite the scarcity of
attestations for this particular verb (like many
Old English attestations), we can see from the
entry below (1), from the St. Benedict Rule that
neódian had an original (*1) meaning of ‘to be
necessary’.

If we are to follow Lightfoot (1979) and Warner
(1993), what became modals in Standard
English were still main verbs in OE and ME.
The function of neodaþ can be interpreted as an
impersonal deontic main verb that signifies a
certain necessity or obligation. This impersonal
usage can be seen from the 3sg ending -aþ,
which would not conjugate from the clause
plural subject reafes ‘clothing’. What is further
evidence of this usage is that the Old English
tolllllllllll

version of the Saint Benedict Rule is translated
from Latin, in which neodaþ is translated from
indigetur, which is a 3SG passive form of indigeo
‘to need’, which would translate to ‘to be
necessary’. Passive 3SG forms were used in
Latin to express modality like evidential,
epistemic, and deontic modality.

2.2 Need (neden) in Middle English
Old English neódian developed into Middle
English neden. It is in this period that corpora
give us more insight into the general usage of
neden. Here we see the (emergence of?) the
current meaning of need. Due to attestation
poverty in OE, it is unclear whether this
meaning emerged during this period or
whether it was already in use during OE. What
can be shown from the extensive corpus on
Middle English provided through Lewis
(2000–2018) is that the syntactic properties of
neden can vary. Below are provided examples
which show neden with a CP complement in (2)
and (3), as a VP with a subject NP in (4) and with
a NP complement in (5).

IMAGE: CANVA 
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2.3 Need in Modern English
In Modern English, the verb need knows two
distinct meanings. The first meaning is that of a
deontic nature, shown in examples (6a-b). The
second meaning is that of desire/requirement,
as is shown in example (6c). What differs
between (6a) and (6b) is how (6a) closer
resembles (3) with an impersonal form.

When we view these three examples in order,
we can theorize how this shift in meaning from
a deontic marker to a verb of requirement
could have ocurred. Between Old English and
Middle English, there came an increase need
for the usage of pronouns as different verb
forms 
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(2) shows a similar structure to (1), and we can
see that little has changed in terms of meaning.
What is most noteworthy about (3) is the usage
of to in combination with the infinitive form,
which was losing its distinctiveness during this
period (Roberts & Roussou, 2003). Also, here
we can see that nedeth precedes the NegP noght.
It will keep preceding this NegP even after the
rise of do support (see Section 3.1). (4) is the first
example we see with a single TP. This form of
neden is no longer found in Standard English.
(5) shows the meaning of neden as is most
common today, namely that of
requiring/having a desire to. It is important to
note that corpus data by Lewis (2000–2018)
shows that in terms of usage frequency, the
form shown in (5) is still less common (N=45)
than the form shown in (3) (N=127). It is the
forms described in (3) and (5) that we see
(partially) today in Modern English.
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the T position in negated declaratives,
affirmative questions, negated questions and
negated imperatives. Some verbs during Late
Middle English managed to keep this spot,
particularly modal verbs (Roberts & Roussou,
2003). Need is a special case as it managed to
avoid some of these developments. Unlike
most main verbs, need can still precede not and
be the first word in a question. This, however,
might be changing.

3.2 Need not vs Do(es) not need 
Though section 3.1 discussed how need survived
the emergence of do support to be a T-V
doublet (Roberts & Roussou, 2003), corpus data
(*2) might show us how this is subject to
change. Forms like ’They need not hear that’,
with need preceding not, has slowly declined as
is shown in (8). What is an even more striking
figure is the rapid increase of do not need, with
the usage of do support. This increase is shown
in (9).

Though gradual from the beginning of the 19th
century, do(es) not need appears to have
increased exponentially starting from the
1970s. What would have caused this surge is
unclear, yet it would be a great topic for further
research. Roberts and Roussou (2003) discusses
how grammaticalization (something need could
have undergone) can be a chain of events
entailing movement and reanalysis of lemmas.
A possible explanation for this sudden
generalization of the verb can be that need was
still in a movement state, but not (yet)
reanalyzed. These are mere hypotheses, and
would require further research to ground. 

4 Conclusion
By taking a diachronic approach, we have been
able to see that need holds an interesting
position within the English language field.
Being a doublet between a lexical verb and a
marker for deon- ticity, it is no surprise that
corpus data would show movements between
syntactical properties and meaning. The recent
development discussed in section 3.2 brings
interest and potential for further research. It is
evident that a deeper understanding of the
current state of the English language would be
required to clarify these developments and
potentially confirm certain predictions about
the future of English.
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forms became less distinct. This would need to
add it to impersonal forms, like (1-3). This
pronoun could have been reanalysed from an
impersonal form to referring to the subject.
This resulted in the agency of the verb to
switch from something being necessary to
requiring (a similar active-passive distinction
we saw in Latin indigetur), allowing for forms
like (5) (6b), in which the verb can take any DP
as a subject, with the second CP as a
complement. This then can be reanalysed to a
form in which the complement does not need
to be a CP, but any DP. This would allow for
forms like (6c). This shift is not absolute and if
we are to follow Kroch (1994), these forms
partake in a competition over multiple niches
in the English Language. This middle ground is
described in Roberts and Roussou (2003)
where the authors describe need as a T-V
doublet. This will be further discussed in
Section 3.2.

3 do support

3.1 The emergence of do support in the
16th-18th century 
This section will briefly discuss the emergence
of do support in English between the 16th and
18th century, and how need was affected by this.
The extensive corpus research by Ellegård
(1953) has provided us with a figure which
displays this emergence and complete overtake
of do in clausal structures. This figure is shown
below in (7).
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FIGURE 1: THE EMERGENCE OF "DO" IN CLAUSAL

STRUCTURES (ELLEGÅRD, 1953)

Here we can see that in this 300 year period, do
came to be a somewhat default placeholder of t
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FIGURE 2: THE CURRENT FIGURE SHOWS A STEADY DECLINE IN USAGE OF THE FORM "NEED NOT" BETWEEN

THE BEGINNING OF THE 18TH CENTURY TO TODAY.

FIGURE 3: THE CURRENT FIGURE SHOWS THE INCREASE IN THE USAGE OF THE FORM "DO(ES) NOT NEED".

*1) neódian is derived from its respective noun after Anglo-Saxon
split from the other West-Germanic languages. This is especially
evident by that neither German nor Dutch (Historically) have a verb
of ’to be necessary’ that derives from *naudiz. -ian is an derivational
ending with a denominative ’to be N’ function. Since this innovation
took place shortly before this attestation, we could speak of an
‘original’ meaning.

*2) This data is curated through a database of over a million
digitized book, as part of an ambitious project by Google LLC
(Michel et al., 2010)
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the same time, I was also learning something. I
taught her for 2 years. When I came to
Amsterdam, I met with some other Korean
people and one of them proposed to me that I
teach at The Korean School of Amsterdam. I
interviewed for the job and very fortunately
got it!"

Has it been a positive experience?

"Yes, I definitely learned a lot. I also felt slightly
pressured to, because the students were paying
for it." 

Hamin Lee (23) is a third-year student of
Linguistics at the University of Amsterdam. For
the past 2 years she’s been teaching her native
language Korean at The Korean School of
Amsterdam as a side job. During a sit-down
interview, she spoke a little on her experience
as a language teacher and how her status as a
Linguistics student has contributed. 

How has your experience as a linguistics
student been? What courses did you like
best?

"I really enjoyed learning about semantics and
pragmatics, as well as the philosophy of
language and syntax."

Why these courses?

"I was just amazed by how we can put aspects of
linguistics into formulas. It’s so intriguing. Also,
for one course, I really liked my teacher. He
was patient and passionate. I thought his best
quality was his willingness to understand. I
definitely think teachers are very important. "

Tell me a little bit about your history as a
language teacher

"I first started tutoring when I lived in Canada,
in 2017. I worked at Starbucks and a regular
customer approached me, asking me where I’m
from. I told her I’m from Korea. She said her
daughter was really interested in Korean
culture and language, and if I wanted to teach
her. I didn’t know what language teaching was
back then, but she was paying me for it, so I
was like ‘why not?’. It’s been 5 years now. When
I was teaching her, I started looking up
information about the Korean grammar. I
made notes and I actually studied the grammar.
Just because I knew the language, didn’t mean I
could explain it well. So I was a teacher but at
the same 
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find them boring. It honestly really helped
me to look at professors at UVA when
considering my teaching methods. I took
stuff that I liked and left stuff out that I
liked less. There are so many things that I
integrated. One of my professors used to
put a lot of difficult terms when explaining
simple stuff, I try not to do that. I don’t
make it harder than it has to be, I try to
make it concise and clear."

Do you imagine language teaching
coming back in your future? If not, do
you see how this job helped you and gave
you certain qualities?

"I’ve never stopped teaching since 2017. I’ve
recently quit at The Korean School of
Amsterdam, but at the moment I’m still
tutoring someone online. I also recently started
tutoring another person, but in English instead
of Korean. This private tutoring is all the
language teaching I do at the moment, and I
will just see how it plays out in the future. I
think I will definitely keep it as my side job,
I’m experienced now. I learned a lot of
qualities from this job. As a teacher, I had to
stand in front of a classroom and talk. I was
scared at first, but I forced myself to have this
mindset of ‘I can do this!’. I had to make it
work. I tried to become another person,
someone who is confident and knows what
they’re saying. That really helped me when I
had to present at uni, and now I feel less
nervous. I also learned how to interact with an
audience."

Do you have any fun stories about
teaching? 

"Yes! My students were struggling with Korean
numbers, and we tried to compete with me
saying Dutch numbers, since I’m still learning
Dutch. It was a really fun time. I told them to
write down Korean numbers from 1-50, and I
wrote the Dutch numbers. I was trying to make
the classroom environment a bit more fun and
playful. I don’t want it to be too heavy and
serious. "

How does it feel to teach your native
language?

"Every time the students asked me stuff that
seemed very obvious to me, I was amazed.
When I searched for explanations on the
internet, there were always reasons! I never
knew these before because it seems so natural.
There were a lot of things that I never thought
about."

Has your experience as a linguistics
student helped you and contributed to
your language teaching experience? 

"Definitely, a lot, actually. Especially with
phonology. When I try to explain how a word
sounds, I can just tell the students exactly how
to position their tongue and teeth in order to
pronounce correctly. It’s very interesting to
hear the students’ problems and why they
struggle with certain things. Sometimes I let
my students teach the other students. Two
Dutch students can have pretty similar
problems because of the structure of their
native language. This is something I recognize
due to studying Linguistics. If one of the
students understands a problem well, there’s a
higher probability that the other one will
understand as well. I will let them explain to
each other. It’s important to put problems into
words."

How do you think learning in a classroom
compares to learning in an immersive
setting? What are your preferred methods
to teach? 

"I’ve thought about this, and I think it really
depends on the student. Everyone has different
approaches. I have multiple methods. I don’t
like using presentations because I personally
allllllllll
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But how does a child who does not yet share an
adult’s world knowledge or cognitive
development make sense of the  thousands o  f
novel words he or she hears? Everyday,
children hear about 700 words and learn about
6 novel words on average for the first six years
of their life. They do so, but not without
encountering some hurdles along the way.

Captain Not-So-Obvious
Say you are travelling abroad and, eager to
mingle with the locals, you decide to join them
on a day trip, despite the fact that you do not
speak the language. A local points at something
to your left and utters a novel word. Following
their gaze, you look and see a house, trees, a
dog and a few birds flying above. How on earth
are you to make sense of this word’s meaning,
when it could refer to any of the above? Or, it
might even be a state: the sun shining, or a
breeze blowing from that direction?

This  referential ambiguity  is one of the biggest
hurdles children have to overcome. At the
same time, and quite surprisingly, it is actually
very beneficial for long-term retention of new
words.

Children are tough little troopers and
overcome these hurdles by (unconsciously)
that

You might think that learning a language is
easy, since babies can do it? Well, think again.
This post will take you through the many
processes and stages of language learning that
babies and toddlers go through that is nothing
short of a marvel!

Let’s take things from the start: how does one
in the hearing world learn a new word? Well,
you need to hear the sound of the word first (in
other words, its phonological form). So you
need to perceive the sound first and segment it
from other sounds or words in the same
utterance. Now that you have pinpointed the
novel word, you need to associate it with a
particular meaning. Then your brain can
successfully file it away as a single unit in the
huge database that is your lexicon. For this to
happen, you rely on your short term memory
and long term memory as well as your
knowledge of the world. It is thanks to the latter
that you can understand that the word “dog”
can refer to the cute mixed breed that is next
you playfully wagging its tail but can also refer
to all dogs of all breeds in general. Knowing
what the word “dog” refers to in the first
instance requires in-the-moment learning,
whereas the latter involves long-term learning.
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employing a number of strategies, so to speak.

Mutual exclusivity
Children realize early on that one of the most
important rules in language is economy: it has
been found that children acquiring a single
language avoid having two words for the same
thing. They would prefer to assign a novel
word to an unknown object, rather than to a
known one. Simply put, you are not likely to
catch a child choosing a novel word (such as
“scissors”) for their shoes next to a pair of
scissors, assuming they have already acquired
the word shoe as a unit in their lexicon. Pretty
clever, right?

In with the new
Although the jury is still out on the exact role
and importance of novelty in language
processing, it is safe to say that novelty draws
children’s attention and can thus facilitate
retention, to a certain extent. There’s some
truth to the saying about new toys after all.

Oh look!
Children also learn new words by following
their care-takers’ gaze and are quick to assign a
novel word to an unknown object when the
adult is looking at it. This social-pragmatic
aspect of learning also involves, apart from eye
gaze and joint attention, pointing and
understanding social intent and primarily helps
children with at-the-moment learning. If an
adult utters a novel word at the same time the
child is holding or touching the unknown
object it corresponds to, it is much easier for
the child to create a link between the two. This
has also been found to help with long-term
learning. Double strike!
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Mix it up a little
It might seem counterintuitive but children
also benefit greatly from learning a new word
in conjunction with its different variations. For
example, the word “ball” also occurs in the
words “golfball”, “football” and “basketball” and
has a slightly different meaning. So if you are
trying to teach a new word to a child, don’t be
afraid of bringing up any word variations as
well, as it really helps them build a more
flexible lexicon.

These are some of the learning strategies that
children have been found to use in order to
navigate the flood of novel words in their
everyday lives. Although the child’s degree of
reliance on these varies, depending on the
developmental stages he or she is going
through, it must be said that it is pretty
effective, all things considered.

A look at the timeline of vocabulary expansion
will convince even those most skeptical: from a
modest average of 86 words up till the 18th
month of their life, children of 18-24 have
generally acquired 297 words and are capable
of making creative combinations. This spurt of
vocabulary growth peaks at the 30th month of
life, when children’s lexicon now holds more
than 550 words and allows them to form
complete sentences!

It’s fascinating to see how these tiny humans
are actively engaged in language learning so
early on and base their learning strategies on
their physical and cognitive growth until they
can fully communicate in the language -as well
as make formidable opponents at word
scramble games!
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When learning a new language, we often spend
a lot of time trying to rid ourselves of our
mother tongue, we try tocover up our accent
and worl extra hard to not make any mistakes
that would give away our first langauge. But our
native languages are actually a very valuable
source of information that we needn't shy away
from.

Knowing a language is a lot like having a map in
our brain.  When we are navigating a new
language, it can be easier to take the roads that 
 already exist rather than trying to make new
ones from scratch, especially since we can never
completely erase the original language maps we
devloped as children.  

You can think of this as using a road from our
English language map to make a new stop on
our Arabic map. Many past studies have shown
that this technique of comparing different
languages is an effective tool when learning a
new one (1).

IF YOU'RE A NATIVE ENGLISH SPEAKER, MANY OF

THE SOUNDS IN ARABIC WILL FEEL COMPLETELY

NEW, SUCH AS THE LETTER "HAMZA" OR     

 BUT READ THIS SENTENCE OUT LOUD: "UH-OH

ARABIC IS HARD!" DID YOU HEAR THE PAUSE YOU

MADE BETWEEN THE "UH" AND "OH"? THAT'S THE

HAMZA!
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LEARNING A
SECOND LANGUAGE
WITH THE FIRST 
B Y  B R I T T  D A I Z E

When implemented into classrooms, students
who received lessons that referenced their first
languages to understand the second language
did significantly better than students who were
taught using only the second language.

In 2010, a group of researchers in Canada
observed language classrooms to see if
teachers already used this technique to help
French-speaking students learn English (2).  It
turned out that they almost never did. The
researchers did, however, realize that there
were a lot of chances where the teachers could
have pointed out similarities and differences
between French and English. So, they
developed activities that compared the two
languages that teachers could use in their
classrooms. 

While not all teachers felt comfortable enough
to use the activities, those who did saw that
students were well-engaged and felt confident
when their first languages were used. This
study is a good example of how changing the
way language is taught is very difficult if
language teachers aren’t on board, since
designing teaching activities doesn’t guarantee
they will be used. 

Realizing the importance of understanding the
teacher’s perspective, survey studies have
looked into language teachers’ attitudes
towards teaching a foreign language using the
languages students already speak (3).  What
they’ve found is that, even though teachers
don’t necessarily agree on the best way to use
other languages in the class and are rather
unfamiliar with how multilingual teaching
strategies work, they are generally open to the
idea of them. However, many teachers stick to
the traditional, monolingual way of teaching
“out of principle”. 
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benefit the most from having their first
language  referenced. One significant drawback,
however, is that the study didn’t have enough
participants who didn’t attend the workshop to
be sure that this was what caused teachers’
beliefs to change. 

There are two important takeaways from this
study: Firstly, teachers’ beliefs on this issue are
multi-faceted, meaning that, for some aspects of
multilingual teaching strategies, their beliefs can
be positive while for other aspects, they are
more negative. Knowing this, future researchers
can concentrate on which specific aspect of
teachers’ beliefs they would like to investigate to
gain a more thorough and accurate
understanding of their perspective. Secondly,
giving workshops about multilingual teaching
can influence what teachers believe is possible
and useful. Continuing this research could
involve focusing more on how such activities
are practically implemented into lessons, so
teachers feel more comfortable with using these
strategies. 

It seems that there is still a long way to go
before other languages can fully be accepted
into the language teaching and learning process.
But there are already some great resources out
there for language teachers to create and
implement multilingual classroom activities,
and hopefully more will be developed. If
teachers can continue to be made more aware
of how valuable students’ language knowledge
is, multilingualism in language teaching
practices may finally be embraced! 

But what if teachers could be made more
aware of multilingual teaching strategies and
the resources that already exists to help
teachers incorporate the linguistic knowledge
of their students? Would that change their
beliefs? This is what I wanted to find out. But
before I could do this, I needed to know what
teachers initially believed before any
information was given on how first languages
can be a resource for the classroom.
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MOEDERTAAL IN NT2 (4) IS A WEBAPP THAT COMPARES DUTCH

WITH OTHER LANGAUGES! TEACHERS CAN USE THE INFORMATION

FROM HERE TO LEARN ABOUT THEIR STUDENTS' FIRST LANGUAGES

TO BUILD THEIR OWN MULTILINGUAL LESSIONS.

C H E C K  I T  O U T

24 language teachers were recruited for this
study from various Dutch language schools
across the Netherlands who spoke Dutch
natively. Each participant filled out the first
questionnaire which was made up of 17
questions on different aspects of multilingual
classroom activities. 

About one week after the first questionnaire,
17 teachers participated in a half hour online
workshop about multilingual activities. This
included online resources which can help
teachers build their own activities using their
students’ languages. After this, all participants
filled in the second questionnaire, which was
identical to the first. Roughly one week later,
teachers completed the same questionnaire
for a third time in order to measure whether
any changes in beliefs lasted over time. 

The results showed that teachers’ attitudes
were fairly positive towards using
multilingual strategies in the language
classroom but were more negative about the
consequences and limitations of doing so,
such as teaching a class where students speak
many different first languages. Their beliefs
about how useful these multilingual strategies
for different types of students were also
rather negative. For example, teachers
believed that using a student’s first language
only helps students with certain types of
learning styles.

These more negative beliefs did become
more positive after the workshop. Especially
the beliefs about which groups of students can
language

1) Kupferborg, I., & Olshtain, E. (1996). Explicit contrastive instruction
facilitates the acquisition of difficult L2 forms. Language Awareness, 5(3-4),
149–165.

1) Laufer, B., & Girsai, N. (2008). Form-focused instruction in second
language vocabulary learning: a case for contrastive analysis and translation.
Applied Linguistics, 29(4), 694–716.
https://doi.org/10.1093/applin/amn018

2) Druce, P. M. (2013). Attitudes to the use of L1 and translation in second
language teaching. Journal of Second Language Teaching and Research, 2(1).

2) Erk, M. (2017). English language instructors’ beliefs about the role of L1 in
English language development and formal instruction in Croatia: A survey.
ExELL, 5(2), 95–121. https://doi.org/10.2478/exell-2019-0002

3) Horst, M., White, J., & Bell, P. (2010). First and second language
knowledge in the language classroom. International Journal of Bilingualism,
14(3), 331–349. https://doi.org/10.1177/1367006910367848

4) Universiteit Utrecht Digital Humanities Lab. (n.d.). Moedertaal in NT2.
https://www.moedint2.nl/home. 
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Now, obviously not everyone who games
speaks fluent English, that would be nearly
impossible. It would also be a big ask to learn a
whole new language just to spend your leisure
time. The result of this is that there are people
with little to no knowledge of English who now
have to speak English many hours a day. The
solution is of course to learn just a little bit of
English; to curate a lexicon containing every
word they need to have a productive time
gaming online, but without much other
vocabulary. For example, someone playing
Minecraft might know the word “portal”, but
might not know the word “cup”, or perhaps
they learn a word without knowing the
definition. In the game Apex Legends, your
character has abilities, and the most powerful
one is called your Ultimate. Apex players
therefore know the word ultimate, “ult” or
“ulti”, but might not know its context in English
outside its meaning of  “strong ability”. 

Certain words have been adopted by the
gaming community that mean the same thing
across many different games. “Heaven” always
means a higher area in an arena, a “Smurf” is
someone who’s been playing a game a long
time, but makes a new account to play against
weaker opposition, and of course, “F” is a
display of sympathy. These are examples of
terms that are heard frequently, sometimes
multiple times in a game, however in the “real
world”, we don’t nearly talk about smurfs as
much (which is a shame). All of this leads to a
scenario where I can be talking to someone
online and say “Omen, one shot heaven, camp
site and stall” and a 12-year-old German kid
will know exactly what I mean, but if I then ask
him “What kind of weather you having” he
wouldn’t really know how to respond in
English. Because gaming is gaming, it’s nothing
more. There’s always a round of “hey”’s and
“how’s everyone doing” before a game, and
people will ask where you’re from in the hopes
of finding someone from their country, but
nothing much more in depth than that. The
language used in gaming is simple to those in
the know, but mystifying to those outside it. In
this way, the lexicon of gamers is a mirror to
the entertainment they so enjoy.
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When you date someone for a long time, you
adopt many of their habits, their mannerisms,
and their language. However, there is a certain
part of my lingo that my girlfriend does not
want to pick up: the language I speak when I’m
gaming. Online gaming is, by definition, online
(duh) which offers an anonymity that certain
people take advantage of by using slurs, but it
also removes a kind of barrier that a lot of us
face in real life. Online you can be whoever
you want to be, for better or worse. And when
this new arena of entertainment came to the
forefront, English was chosen as the lingua
franca for all things online. This means that 15-
year-old Polish kids and 30-year-old
Portuguese men (my gaming experience is very
Eurocentric) always start conversations in
English, before gauging the reaction and
possibly switching to their native language.

THE LANGUAGE OF
GAMERS: "THAT’S
PRETTY POGGERS"
B Y  T H O M A S  M E E R E

IMAGE: GAMEPLAY, APEX LEGENDS 
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THE HISTORY OF POLISH
PALATALIZATIONS, OR WHY IT SOUNDS

LIKE STATIC NOISE 
B Y  D I E G O  O S T O J A - K O W A L S K I

and/or ‘sleep.’ Sometimes, all meaning ‘dream’
and/or ‘sleep.’ Sometimes, next to voiced
obstruents, it was voiced and ended up as /z/ in
Polish, while in other branches it often
disappeared, unless the voiced consonant was
devoiced: compare Pol. gniazdo with English
nest, Latin nīdus and Sanskrit नीड- nīḍa-.
Additionally, some Indo-European branches
experienced the RUKI sound change - after the
sounds present in the name (*r, *u/*w, velars,
and *i/*y), *s changed to a sh-like sound,
reflected as retroflex ṣ in Sanskrit. This sound
later changed to a velar fricative *x in Slavic
languages (written in Polish as ch), slightly
reducing the amount of sibilants: compare
Polish jucha ‘blood,’ Old Norse ostr ‘cheese,’
Latin iūs and Sanskrit यूष- yūṣa-, both meaning
‘soup.’

However, before there was even a separate
Proto-Slavic language (PS), some PIE dialects
created more sibilants from the palatalized
velars, while other groups of dialects merged
them into plain velars. The two groups are
called satem and centum from the Avestan and
Latin words for ‘hundred’ (most descendants of
Latin palatalized the [k], but this process is
unrelated to satemization). Some satem
languages have preserved the palatal
alllllllllllall all all all  

As a native speaker of Polish and a fledgling
linguist, I am well aware of what my language
sounds like to many foreigners. I've heard
various comparisons, usually people say that it
reminds them of rustling autumn leaves, TV
static, or just the sh sound repeated over and
over. Once a friend turned on the radio, set it
between two channels and cheekily asked me
to translate the static noise from Polish into
English. And while all these are vast
exaggerations and the famous name Grzegorz
Brzęczyszczykiewicz is made up, there is a
grain of truth in these accounts. The
phonotactics of Polish allows for many horrible
consonant clusters and statistics show that
sibilants are up to 1.5 times more common in
spoken Polish than in most European
languages. The question no one seems to ask
and which I want to answer is ‘why did Polish end
up like this?’

Sibilants Inherited from PIE
Firstly, some Polish sibilants have been
inherited from the Proto-Indo-European
language (PIE). This language is reconstructed
as having one sibilant phoneme *s (1),  reflected
mostly as /s/ in its daughter languages:
compare Polish sen, Latin somnus, Irish suan,
Sanskrit �व�- svapna-, all meaning ‘dream’
and/or all ll all all all khhiuh
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pronunciation of the resulting sibilants, while
others, including Slavic languages, shifted them
to dental fricatives: compare Polish ząb ‘tooth’
with satem Lithuanian žambas ‘sharp edge,’
Sanskrit ज�- jambha- ‘tooth’ and centum
Ancient Greek γόμφος gómphos ‘peg,’ English
comb.

Thus, early Proto-Slavic emerged with just two
sibilant phonemes, *s and *z. Those measly two
consonants were clearly not enough, as there
were at least three waves of palatalization
before it split into various Slavic languages.

The Proto-Slavic Palatalizations
The first one was the aptly named Slavic first
palatalization, turning velars *k *g *x into
palato-alveolars *č *(d)ž *š, which later turned
into Polish retroflex cz (d)ż sz. This kind of
sound shift is very frequent all over the world,
having also occurred in English (compare
English chest and bridge to German Kiste and
Brücke). As is usual across languages, it
happened before the palatal approximant *j
and front vowels (nasal *ę, short *e *ь and long
*ě *i), compare Polish żona < *žena < *gena
‘wife’ with English queen, Ancient Greek γυνή
gunḗ ‘woman, wife’ and Polish czarny < *čьrnъ <
*kьrxnъ with Sanskrit कृ�ण- kṛṣṇa-, both
meaning ‘black’. This palatalization is relatively
unproductive, mostly showing alterations in a
handful of verbs (pieką < *pekǫtь : piecze <
*pečetь < *peketь ‘they bake’ : ‘he bakes’). It is
still productive in diminutives, which were
formed using *-ьkV after velars, thus we have
native mózg : móżdżek ‘brain,’ borrowed dog :
dożek ‘mastiff,’ and even back-formed
augmentatives like łyżka (phonetically voiceless
alllllllllll
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sz) : łycha ‘spoon.’ The second palatalization,
called iotation, operated only before *j. It
affected PS coronals, and is responsible for
creating even more *š *ž from *s *z (pisał <
*pisalъ : pisze < * pišetь < *pisjetь ‘he was
writing’ : ‘he writes’) and introducing new
palatal consonants *ť *ď *ř, which evolved into
Polish dental affricates c dz (wiodę < *vedǫ :
wodzę < *voďǫ < *vodjǫ ‘I'm leading’ : ‘I lead’)
and the fricated trill rz which has mostly
merged with sz ż in modern Polish (obsolete
próć < *porti : porzę < *pořǫ < *porjǫ ‘to
unstitch’ : ‘I unstitch’). It also occasionally
created instances of cz dż, as the clusters *šť
*žď became retroflex clusters szcz żdż (post <
*postъ : poszczę < *pošťǫ < *postjǫ ‘fast (n.)’ : ‘I
fast’). Although most commonly seen in verb
inflection, there are some nouns resulting
from the no longer productive *-jV derivation,
such as przędza ‘yarn’ (related to prąd ‘current
(n.)’) and świeca ‘candle’ (related to światło
‘light (n.)’). As some of you will notice, a very
similar sound change occurred in Vulgar Latin
(compare Latin palatium and medius with the
affricates in Italian palazzo and mezzo) and is
happening in many varieties of English, most
notably British English (compare the American
and British pronunciations of tune and dune).

The palatal consonant *ť was further supplied
by the clusters *kt *gt, present in a handful of
verbs (siekę < *sěkǫ : siec < *sěťi < *sěkti ‘I
slash’ : ‘to slash’) and noun stems (compare
Polish noc < *noťь with Dutch/German nacht,
Latin noctem, Sanskrit न��- nakti- all meaning
‘night’). The exact details are not known, but it
might have been similar to the Spanish
development of the affricate ch in the cognate
noche, where the original [k] turned into [j]
and later palatalized the [t].

Later Slavic Velar Palatalization
The third palatalization is confusingly called
Slavic second palatalization, and like the first
one it also affected velars. This time the
resulting consonants *c *dz *ś were probably
alveolo palatals, and the palatalization only
operated before new front vowels *ě *i formed
from previous *ai (compare Polish cena and
Lithuanian kaina, both meaning ‘price’) and
before other front vowels in borrowings
(compare Polish cerkiew ‘Orthodox church,’ a
Germanic borrowing, with Dutch unpalatalized
kerk 
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‘church’). Later, *c *dz merged with *ť *ď into
Polish dental affricates c dz, while *ś merged
with *š into sz. This sound change had a much
more limited distribution as the first
palatalization used up most of the possible
environments, but it still occurs productively in
noun and adjective declension (ubogi : ubodzy
< *ubogъ : *ubodzi ‘poor (m. sg.)’ : ‘poor (m.
pl.),’ rzeka : w rzece < *rěka : *vъ rěcě ‘river’ :
‘in river,’ biolog : biolodzy ‘biologist(s),’ Doha :
w Dosze ‘in Doha’).

The fourth palatalization is either called Slavic
third or Slavic progressive palatalization. It
affected velars the same way as the Slavic
second palatalization and some scholars group
them together as one sound change. It occurred
after high front vowels *ь *i, even when they
later became nasal vowels and were lowered
(compare Polish ksiądz ‘priest’ < *kъnędzь with
Dutch koning ‘king’). Its distribution was even
more limited: it is mostly present in a couple of
Germanic loanwords ending in *-ingaz and
derivative morphemes of the shape *-ьcV *-
icV, related to English -y and -ic.

These last two consonant shifts are sometimes
grouped together as one palatalization, as both
have the same outcomes. Sometimes, both of
them are also absent in the Old Novgorod
dialect of Old East Slavic, which preserved the
velar consonants usually affected by the two
palatalizations: compare Polish cały < *cělъ
‘whole,’ wsz- < *vьś- ‘all’ with Old Novgorod
кѣлѣ kělě, вьх- vьx-. 
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Havlík's Law, or Why Slavic Languages
have Large Consonant Clusters
Some time after the introduction of writing to
Slavic peoples, all of them lost most of their
yers (2) in a fairly uniform fashion, described
by Havlík's law – a yer was dropped unless
followed by a yer that dropped (which we call
strong yers). The strong yers later evolved into
other vowels, creating a different
‘disappearing’ vowel for different Slavic
branches: compare Polish sen : sny, Russian
сон son : сны sny, Serbo-Croatian сан/san :
сни/sni < *sъnъ *sъni/sъny ‘dream(s).’
Additionally, the yer was sometimes not
dropped if an unfavorable consonant cluster
would emerge out of that. Slavic languages
disagreed on what consonant clusters are
acceptable, though, with Polish being arguably
the most lenient: compare Polish rdza, źdźbło,
łza ‘rust, culm, tear’ with Bulgarian ръжда
rǎžda, Czech stéblo, and Russian слеза sleza.
This is the source of many of our hard-to-
pronounce clusters, sometimes too hard even
for native speakers.

Polish-specific Developments
As a result of these changes, Old Polish first
appeared with four dental and four
palatoalveolar sibilants, a fricated trill and
many hardcore consonant clusters (although
the earliest manuscripts show preservation of
some word-internal yers, e.g. Gyddanyzc <
*Gъdanьskъ vs. modern Gdańsk). However,
soon after a new series emerged from /t d s z/.
When these appeared before front vowels
(including the lost front yer *ь, but not the e
descended from the strong back yer *ъ), they
became alveolopalatal ć dź ś ź (also written as ci
dzi si zi before vowels). However, they were
probably palatalized dentals for some time and
we can't know the exact timing of the change –
while dź was first attested in 1155 (Bartozeje,
modern Bartodzieje) and ć in 1204 (Cehost,
modern Ciechost), for over a century and a
half we can also find spellings suggesting
dental pronunciation (poydy, modern pójdź
‘go (imp.)’). This is the origin of very
productive consonant alterations, as dental
consonants are very common in languages in
general and front vowels are used in plenty of
derivational and inflectional morphemes:
internet : w internecie 'on the Internet', test :
teścik ‘test (dim.)’.
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While the series cz dż sz ż remained palato
alveolar for some time, as suggested by the
occasional use of y by 15th century spellings
such as boszye, czyøszcz ‘god (voc.), part’ (f.
(modern boże, część), a century later they had
already become retroflexes. We know this
thanks to the emergence of a new standard,
where y came to only represent a high central
vowel (incompatible with palatalization in
standard Polish) and the abundance of spellings
like szyć, czysty < *šiti, čistъ ‘to sew, clean.’
This shift in pronunciation was probably to
increase the acoustic difference between these
consonants and their alveolopalatal
counterparts as well as to make it easier to
discern the two series.

The same exact environment caused many
remaining instances of r to become rz,
originally a fricated trill. It shared some trends
in pronunciation with the palato alveolars,
sometimes also being written with y until the
16th century: yprzyemyenyø ‘and I will change’
(modern i przemienię). It probably had a
voiceless allophone next to voiceless
consonants, as it does in modern Czech. It
remained a separate phoneme until the 18th
century, when we first see poets rhyme it with ż
and sz (depending on whether it was originally
the voiced or the voiceless allophone). Since
then, this merger has spread to almost all
dialects of Polish and caused clusters such as
prz (phonetically psz) to be among the most
common in the language, giving us the rustling
impressions. This historical allophony is still
present today: Akra : w Akrze ‘in Accra’ has a
voiceless sz, while Niger : w Nigrze ‘in Niger’
has a voiced ż. The original pronunciation of rz
vs. sz/ż was almost perfectly preserved in the
modern orthography and is now one of the
biggest difficulties when learning how to write
Polish.

Even More Palatalizations in Related
Varieties
Some dialects of Polish merged the various
sibilant series together in plenty of ways. One
prominent example is Kashubian, spoken in
Kashubia in northern Poland, now regarded as
a separate language. As it merged the
alveolopalatals into dentals, effectively
canceling the palatalization of s and z, it lost a
part of the rustling feeling. I like to think that
this 
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this is the reason behind the Kashubian
palatalization, once again affecting the velars.
While Polish has phonetic palatalization of k
and g after the historical back unrounded *y *ъ
(kij, kieł < *kyjь *kъlъ ‘stick, fang’) and after e
in some earlier German borrowings (żagiel <
German Segel), Kashubian has gone a step
further and turned them into cz and dż. It
affected both native and borrowed words:
czełb, òdżin, czerënk, mardżel ‘gudgeon, fire,
direction, marl,’ related to Polish native kiełb,
ogień and borrowed kierunek, margiel (from
German kehren, Mergel ‘to turn, marl’). It did
not, however, affect newer borrowings, where
the consonants stayed unpalatalized (compare
Kashubian bagetka to Polish bagietka from
French baguette). It is also optional in
derivations (compare Kashubian mdżełka ~
mgełka to Polish mgiełka ‘fog (dim.)’), while
being productive in declension endings
(compare Kashubian native drëgô : drëdżi and
borrowed baskijskô : baskijsczi to Polish druga
: drugi and baskijska : baskijski ‘second (f.) :
second (m.), Basque (f.) : Basque (m.)’).

As we can see, there have been multiple
palatalizations of both velars and coronals in
Polish. Some readers could conclude that at
least it's good that nothing fancy happened to
the labials, but even they were eventually 
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affected by this process. While in Standard
Polish they acquired a palatal offglide (piasek <
*pěsъkъ ‘sand’) after the originally front
vowels, the dying Kurpie dialect went a step
further and turned palatalized stops p b into
clusters pś bź and palatalized fricatives f w into ś
ź: compare Polish ofiara, mówią, kurpiowski,
robi to Kurpie osiara, mózio, kurpsioski, robzi
‘victim, they speak, Kurpie (adj.), he makes.’ As
it occurs in the same environment as the Polish
palatalization of dentals, it is just as productive,
but it alternates with the Standard Polish
pronunciation, one sample of the dialect
contains both Kurpie po pogrzebzie and Polish
po pogrzebie ‘after funeral’ in the span of a few
sentences. It also doesn't apply to newer
loanwords borrowed through Polish such as
wiceprezes ‘vice chairman’ instead of the
expected *ziceprezes.

Polish seems to have a special affinity to
palatalizations
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1)  Key to notation: The asterisk * marks phonemes and words from
reconstructed languages which haven’t been attested directly, it also
marks hypothetical words. Letters in square brackets [ ] represent
actual spoken sounds in IPA, while those in slashes / / are phonemes.
Text in italics is transliterations from non-Latin scripts and
phonemes as represented in the language’s orthography or
transliteration. Letters in bold represent the relevant sounds that are
used to illustrate a sound change. (Sanskrit words are given as word
stems, as sometimes grammatical endings obscure the origin of the
word.)

2) ‘Yer’ is a name for two extra-short Proto-Slavic vowels, originating
from short *i *u. In the PS transcription system they are written
using the Cyrillic letters ь and ъ and are sometimes called front and
back yer, respectively. They are also sometimes written as ĭ and ŭ,
but the back yer was likely turned into an unrounded vowel at some
point in time.

palatalizations, affecting most of its original PIE
phonemic inventory. This, together with its
relatively strong preference to drop some
vowels, gives it its special feel, full of soft and
harsh sibilants and unpronounceable clusters.
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of your identity are you channelling while
communicating in each one? Do we feel or act
differently depending on which language we’re
speaking? Aneta Pavlenko’s 2012 study suggests
so. She claims that bilingual children often
codeswitch into one or another of their
languages to express a particular emotion;
either because they feel more comfortable
doing so, or because they want to distance
themselves from that emotion, and one
language is more familiar than the other.
Pavlenko notes that a child’s native language is
“significantly more emotional, with
emotionality of other languages gradually
decreasing.” This implies that we do indeed
feel differently depending upon which
language we are speaking – but does this
extend to the way we interact with others?

Many people do appear to use a form of
cultural code-switching when communicating
with others, i.e., learning specific social cues
that are directly tied to a particular language.
Wierzbicka (1999) argues that “no one is more
acutely aware of the reality of cultures than a
bilingual who lives his or her life in two
languages and two cultures.” For me, working
at a Dutch restaurant was a huge learning
curve; yes, I was fluent in the language, but the
social cues that came with it in that specific
environment were completely new to me, and
I had to adapt very quickly. This also leads to a
much more nuanced question: upon how deep
of a level are people connecting, if neither
party in a conversation is communicating in
their native language, or the language they feel
most comfortable using? Maja, a student of
Linguistics at the University of Amsterdam,
shares: “I do feel a struggle to get close to
someone when one of us only speaks the
language in a somewhat broken way because I
feel like you will never be able to express the
entirety of your feelings… it also means that
your knowledge of the other culture is not
entirely there as well, and that does make deep
connection very hard.”

Does knowing more than one language change
one’s experience of the world? Of course, it
objectively widens one’s knowledge and
cultural understanding of that language and its
country, but does it also give us a form of extra
social capital – an insider’s understanding of
the social 

Whenever I’m at a party, I always notice a
substantial difference in the way people
interact with me before and after learning that
I’m fluent in Dutch. Once that ‘harde g’ has
squeezed its way out of my mouth, there’s no
going back. I’ve made several Dutch friends
that probably never would have given me the
time of day if my only mode of
communication were good old English. The
nuances of language and its impact on our
social and cultural environments are
intrinsically tied to our identities. The
familiarity of expressing yourself in a language
you’ve been exposed to since birth is an
essential component of our sense of self, and
the languages we speak directly impact and
shape our relationships with those around us.
Adding more languages to our repertoire, then,
arguably increases our potential to acquire
more cultural and social understanding of the
world around us, and create relationships that
may previously have had a communicative
barrier – like being able to talk to new people at
a party on a deeper level.

Being able to relate to others on the common
ground of a shared form of communication is
truly invaluable. This shared experience leads
to a very interesting question when viewed
through the lens of multilingualism. When you
learn or speak multiple languages, which part
alllllll

     WALKER -DOES  LANGUAGE  DEFINE  WHO  WE  ARE?  

DOES LANGUAGE
DEFINE WHO WE ARE?
 B Y  J O A N N A  W A L K E R
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the social cues and practices of that language’s
speakers? At work a few days ago, my Dutch
colleague was making tea for a customer; when
I glanced at the ticket, I saw they had requested
English Breakfast, with milk. Now, to any
British person, that is an immediate unspoken
indication that another British person is in the
immediate vicinity. However, the European
way to make tea involves pouring boiling water
into the cup and merely adding the teabag
afterwards – by remaking it the ‘British’ way, I
was able to laugh with the customer about that
shared cultural ritual. While this interaction
was not based on the language of English itself,
having access to different languages or dialects
opens up the possibility to deepen our
understanding of how other people interact
with the world around them. In the case that
one becomes more comfortable expressing
oneself in a language learned later in life, how
do you reconcile this with your sense of
identity and ties to your native language or
country of origin? Another University of
Amsterdam student, Mitch, explains that “I
wasn’t fully integrated into the Dutch culture
from a young age because my mom isn’t
Dutch, so I didn’t really read Jip en Janneke
[but] my sense of who I am is more self-
constructed and fluid. I root myself more in the
things I like and my views on things.” This 
 allllllllllll
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suggests that language may not necessarily
always be the deciding factor in how you place
yourself in the world, and elements of our
identity can be drawn from many sources.

Language and its significance as part of our
identities is a complex concept. On one level, it
is arguably the foundational basis upon which
we centre our sense of self, given that it is our
main method of communicating with the
world and expressing our unique personalities.
It makes sense that our native language
provides the building blocks for the way we
communicate with others, and how this reflects
upon the way we view ourselves and our place
in the world, but it is also a testament to
language’s fluidity that we can change and
develop through constant exposure to new and
ever-changing languages.

With thanks to my fellow Linguistics students at the
University of Amsterdam for their anecdotal
contributions!
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“WHEN A LANGUAGE DIES, SOMETHING
IRREPLACEABLE DIES”

AN INTERVIEW WITH GANESH DEVY 
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Introduction
Recently I had the great honour of talking to
Mr. Ganesh Devy, the man who introduced 780
languages of India to the world. In this
interview, he talks about how the People’s
Linguistic Survey of India came to be, its
process, and the challenges faced along the
way. He also sheds light on the language
policies in India, language conservation, and
his upcoming projects. 

Ganesh N. Devy was born on the 1st of August
in 1950. He is widely known for the People’s
Linguistic Survey of India and for founding a
number of organisations. He has written and
edited around 90 books in an array of fields
such as Linguistics, Philosophy, Anthropology,
Education, and more. He studied at the Shivaji
University in India and the University of Leeds
in the United Kingdom. He was a Professor of
English at the Maharaja Sayajirao University of
Baroda, but he left this job at the age of 45 to
work in a small village called Tejgadh on the
border of Gujarat and Madhya Pradesh. Here,
he worked with the Denotified and Nomadic
Tribes (DNT) and Adivasis to set up an
institution called the Adivasi Academy. At the
same time, he also created another
organisation called the Bhasha Research and
Publication Centre in Baroda. He has received
numerous awards for his work, including the
Padma Shree (the fourth highest civilian
honour conferred by the President of India),
the Linguapax Award by UNESCO for the
conservation of linguistic diversity, the Sahitya
Akademi Award for his book After Amnesia,
and more. 

The Birth of the People’s Linguistic
Survey of India
At the end of the 19th century, George
Abraham Grierson, an Irish officer working in
the colonial government had carried out a
linguistic survey which was published under
alllllllllllllllll

the name (Grierson’s) Linguistic Survey of
India. It was a comprehensive study of the
languages and dialects of British India. Though
once India had received its independence, the
map of India had changed drastically. It was
not the same map that Grierson had known as
India. In light of this, the government of India
decided to create a new version of this survey,
called the New Linguistic Survey of India.
Various committees were set up, and the work
was given to the Central Institute of Indian
Languages (CIIL) at Mysore. Although, the CIIL
did not have enough manpower to carry out
such a large scale project. They wanted at least
a thousand people to work on this for ten years,
but this was not feasible. Thus, after conducting
one workshop with a few hundred people, the
CIIL decided to give up on that idea.
Furthermore, in India, the subject of language
is under the Ministry of Education, but it also
belongs to the Ministry of Home Affairs. Those
two ministries did not quite agree with the idea
of the New Linguistic Survey of India, which
further impeded the project. As Ganesh Devy
was a part of these committees, he noticed that
such a survey was not happening. 
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There was another perspective to this which
was of interest to Mr. Devy. In the 1961 census,
the authorities had listed 1652 mother tongues.
Alternatively, in the 1971 census, the authorities
had only listed 109 mother tongues. The last
item in that list was ‘all others.’ This made him
curious about the languages that were hidden
away in ‘all others.’ Where have they gone?
What has happened to them? The reason for
the sudden drop in the number of languages
listed was because of the war between India and
Pakistan for the liberation of Bangladesh.
Bangladesh had been liberated on the issue of
language in the early 70s. Hence, the
government of India became very worried
about the idea of language separatism within
the country. Due to this, the government
introduced a cut-off line for when a language
could be listed, which was if it had more than
10,000 speakers. This resulted in many
languages being dropped from the 1971 census. 

Mr. Devy consciously started going after these
languages that had been dropped. In the 1990s,
he started a journal called ‘Dhol’ (drum). This
journal appeared under the same name in
twelve different tribal languages. With
increasing demand, he decided to bring it out
in 80 tribal languages in 2003. Several other
tribal communities also wanted their language
to be represented, so he gathered people from
over 150 tribal communities via the Adivasi
Academy to discuss how their languages could
be conserved. 

So on one hand, Devy was worried about
disappearing languages and names of languages
being dropped. On the other hand, the
government’s plans for the New Linguistic
Survey had not been taking off. He saw this as
the perfect opportunity to combine the two
causes.

Creating the People’s Linguistic Survey of
India
Between the Adivasi Academy and the Bhasha
Research and Publication Centre, he was able to
network with tribal, nomadic, and indigenous
communities all over the world, and more
specifically in India. His standing in
theacademic world also allowed him to connect
with scholars, linguists, professors of cultural 
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studies and literature, and the likes. He saw this
as the human resource needed for this project.
All of these people were invited to a large
conference in Baroda under the name Bhasha
Sangam - language confluence. Around 800
people participated and more than 300
languages were represented in that gathering.
Here, on the 10th of March 2010, he
announced that together they would carry out
a People’s Linguistic Survey of India (PLSI).

From the 11th of March, he set out visiting state
after state. First, he went to Himachal Pradesh
for team building and from then on started
visiting each state and its representatives. He
held workshops in every state and built local
teams. These teams were given a format for
raw data collection. Since the Indian language
diversity is amazing, one format could not
have worked for all languages. Therefore, since
2003 he had been preparing various formats
through the work of the ‘Dhol’ magazine,
which he had been working on for about 7-8
years. Since the formats did not have any
errors left regarding conception and structure,
the work was able to be completed in a short
amount of time.

From October 2010, he made expeditious visits
to every state to see what responses the teams
had gathered. At that stage, he also decided to
assign some scholars to every team. These
alllllllllll
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scholars are called the National Editorial
Collective. He explained his take on the survey
to the collective, which had one theoretical
perspective; Grierson had done the study of
languages in terms of their familial
relationships in historical terms. Devy decided
to discard the historical perspective altogether,
and instead adopt a geographical perspective.
His idea was to create a snapshot exercise of the
languages of India, to display them as they are.
If someone were to stand on the moon and
look at the languages of India, this is what they
would see. Therefore, it was crucial that the
work had to be done rapidly, without allowing
too much variation among different states. This
work of holding workshops, creating teams,
and collecting raw data went on for three years.
The people associated with this cause ranged
from scholars, writers, poets, historians,
cultural activists, villagers, bus drivers, even
thieves; all kinds of people who love languages! 

Once the material started coming in, he
noticed that a lot of it was in state languages,
and only some in English and Hindi. So he had
the difficult job of bringing it at par. To store
this data, he turned to publishing houses. He
had made arrangements with the Nehru
Memorial Museum and Library to digitise
alllllllllllllllllll
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the data. When the first round of transcripts
returned to him, they amounted to 60,110
pages. These were further polished with the
help of scholars to get the deficient material
completed and to make it stylistically and
intellectually compatible. After this, the
publication began. 

He had planned one volume per state, along
with ‘Volume I’ as the introduction to the
entire series. There were some national
volumes for policy, languages in diaspora, sign
languages, Sanskrit, and English. This tallied to
a total of 50 volumes, which would be
published in English. However, he started
receiving representations from several states
asking to bring out the volumes in Hindi as
well. To this, he responded, “why just in Hindi,
why not in all the state languages?” Hence, they
decided to publish each state’s volume in the
state language first, then in Hindi, and then in
English. For the states where Hindi is the state
language (for example, Bihar), a Hindi volume
was not needed. Similarly, for a state like
Nagaland where English is the de facto
language, a third volume was not necessary. So
with these added volumes, there were 50 books
to come out in English, 35 in Hindi, and 15 in
state languages. Altogether, the sum came to 92
books; with 70 books already published,
spanning over 40,000 printed pages. The
remaining 22 books are still being edited, and
Mr. Devy believes that it would take him a
couple more years to publish all of them. 

When the manuscripts were ready, all the
editors came together at the spot where
Mahatma Gandhi was assassinated: Birla
House, Delhi. On the memorial day of
Mahatma Gandhi’s assassination, the 30th of
January, they placed all the manuscripts on the
ground and offered them to the nation. Devy
says that this was because he did not want to
keep anything for himself. The royalties of the
books went to the Bhasha Research Centre.
The manuscripts went to the Nehru Memorial
Museum and Library. These volumes were
offered to the nation, accessible to everyone.
On that day, the world press - whether it be the
Washington Post, New York Times, or Le
Monde - carried this news. The news that in
India 3000 people came together and carried
out the world’s largest linguistic survey. 

IMAGE: PEOPLE'S LINGUISTIC SURVEY OF INDIA, EDITED BY GANESH
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Funding 
One of the most shocking aspects of this
endeavour is the fact that there was no funding.
Mr. Devy had decided to put any of the money
he made into his social work. This included the
prize amounts he received from various
prestigious awards. Among these prizes was the
Prince Claus Award given in the name of the
Dutch Prince who did a lot of charity work in
the country. Similarly, his wife Surekha Devy -
a distinguished scientist - got an award from a
French company worth 60 lakh rupees (around
100,000 Euros at that time), which she gave to
this work. Moreover, he would conduct lectures
alongside the workshops, and use the
honorarium for his work. The royalties that
came from writing books and articles were all
poured into the PLSI, as Devy leads a simple
life.

At that stage, the Tata Trusts heard of his work
and asked him if he required any money. After
calculating how much it would take to
complete the work, he requested 80 lakh
rupees (around 125,000 Euros at that time).
This amount was sent over very quickly and
was vital in completing the work at that stage. 

The government budget for the New Linguistic
Survey was 600 crore (around 100 million
Euros at that time). One percent of that would
be 6 crore (one million) and one tenth of that is
60 lakh (100,000). Thus, Mr. Devy spent one
tenth of one percent of the amount planned by
the government and completed the work. 

He points to the team to explain how he
managed to accomplish this. The people who
involved themselves with the work agreed to
work in an honourary capacity, without asking
for any monetary compensation. Where he had
to pay some translation fees, food for a
workshop, travel expenses, etc. the money that
came from the Tata Trust proved beneficial.
For him, the important thing was that the work  
allllllllll
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got completed. The books have been published
and reached various prestigious libraries across
the world. People in India now know that there
are several hundred languages in the country,
which has also helped change the climate of
opinion. This, he feels, was his objective, which
has now been served. He hopes that others will
take this work forward to document and
conserve the linguistic diversity of India. 

Obstacles Along the Way
The project encountered a number of
difficulties in completing this herculean task. A
number of languages were seen to be on the
verge of dying. These had only a few speakers
remaining, with no interpreters. In some
communities, there was a lot of resistance. In
the state of Tripura, for example, there have
been language wars in the past. Very violent
clashes have taken place on the question of
scripts. In such situations, communities that
held strong views would demonstrate against
the survey. Certain right-wing parties were
very keen on having Sanskrit represented in a
certain way, however, this went against Devy’s
scientific approach for the survey. When it
came to the government, there was a tacit
consent that they did not disturb the work.
This was a blessing in disguise, as it made sure
that this was an objective undertaking.
Addressing such socio-political conflicts was
one of the key obstacles. 

From a methodological perspective, there were
questions about veracity: how do you verify a
language. If there are two standard versions or
narratives, which one do you accept? In the
process of creating the volume for what was
Andhra Pradesh, the central government
decided to split the state in two - Telangana
and Andhra Pradesh. This meant that the work
had to be restarted. Sometimes the teams had
quarrels among them, which hindered the
work. At one point, the person appointed to
collect certain data used it for another project,
making it unusable for PLSI. 

There were numerous technological problems
that had to be dealt with. For instance, during
the process of publication, Mr. Devy had to
write and respond to millions of emails, at least
200-300 a day. There were questions as to how
to store all of them. To tackle such issues, he
took  alllllllll
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took help from some of his students and well
meaning citizens. Where he could not find
help, he decided to learn things by himself and
solve those problems. Hence, even though
there were numerous obstacles in the way, he
maintains that they did not seem difficult
because the work was always exciting! 

Language Policies
The PLSI brings forth the linguistic diversity of
India, but it also gives rise to the question of
language policy in the country. The position
and advancement of languages depend, at
large, on their status within such policies.
Although without understanding the role of
language within the context of the Indian
constitution and policies, it might be difficult to
grasp some of these notions. 

When India was about to become independent,
the constituent assembly was set up to draft the
constitution. In the debates of the assembly, the
issue of language garnered a lot of
disagreement. When the constitution was
finalised, all debates for which a conclusion was
arrived at became the articles of the
constitution. The debates without such a
conclusion became annexures or schedules of
the constitution. Within such schedules is the
8th schedule - language. In November 1949
when the 8th schedule was drawn up, it had 14
languages, which are called the schedule
languages. Subsequently, more languages were
added to this list; today it includes 22. This
means that the government funding for the
promotion of languages can be spent only on
these 22 languages. Other languages remain
without patronage from the government,
which in turn can obstruct their growth, and in
some cases even draw them to extinction. 

Furthermore, there is a law in India that asks
the states to teach children in the state
languages. Each state is allowed to declare its
state language(s). For instance, in Maharashtra,
Marathi, Konkani, Sindhi, Gujarati, and Urdu
are considered state languages. This means that
the Maharashtra state government can spend
money on school education in these languages.
When we combine all the state languages, the
number reaches around 40. Thus, educational
facilities are available in 40 languages at school
and high school level. However, other
allllllllllllll
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languages do not have such facilities.

In 1955, the government of India decided to
reorganise the states, which was done by the
Commission for State Reorganisation created
for this sole purpose. Before this there were
presidencies as opposed to states. The
government decided to create linguistic states,
the main criteria for this being that any
language that had printing available in it would
get a separate state. This meant that even
though the language of the Bhil community
had a large number of speakers (18,000,000),
they did not get a state because the Bhili
language did not have a script at that time. This
was observed with many other languages in
various states. Thus, the linguistic state affair
and the 8th schedule imposed a limitation on
the number of languages for which
government backing is available. This deprises
other languages from aid and funding, causing
them to suffer. In this case, languages without
government support are much more likely to
die out, and take along with them a part of
their culture. 
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politics, etc. Such an interdisciplinary
approach brings forward an incredibly
nuanced yet holistic understanding of
language, which shows how language actually
is. 

In the future, Ganesh Devy is working on
covering the entire Indian civilisation from the
beginning of human beings to today. He says
that this project would be far more
complicated than the PLSI, but in his own
words, “the most difficult things are beautifully
simple.” 

Language and Society 
The matter of language policies also makes us
think of the language versus dialect debate.
Grierson had listed 189 languages in his survey
and 544 dialects. He had a particular definition
of what he considered a language and what a
dialect. Devy decided to challenge this notion.
His view is that language is what people do, not
what grammarians do. So if people think that
what they do is a language by itself, then it is
necessary to look at their claim with a lot of
empathy. In some instances, these claims could
not be accepted because of technicalities. This
included variations of names of the same
language, for example where people in a very
small area wanted to claim a language without
considering the exact same language was being
spoken in the adjoining area. Thus, he looked
at all these claims with the greatest generosity
but without any laxity. In order to put a claim
to the test, he had to put that language against
the languages of the surrounding area and see
how different they are. If the difference
appeared to be sufficiently attractive, then he
accepted the claim. 

The PLSI does not talk of dialects, only
languages. This is because dialect is what the
state decides, language is what people claim;
and this is the people’s linguistic survey of
India. Moreover, Grierson was looking at the
languages as languages of India, where there
was a single center, whereas Devy looked at
languages as a statement of diversity. So he
positioned languages against dialects and
diversity against artificial unity. 

Going forward
This interview has been extremely insightful
for me, as it handles several issues that are very
close to my heart. May it be language
conservation, language policies, or language
and culture; the social nature of language is
indisputable. Devy combined this very human
aspect of life with extremely rigorous scientific
pursuit to give us this incredible venture. His
work is not only remarkable because of the
narrow timeframe or the lack of funding, but
also because it shows incredible self-motivation
along with the value of community. His range
of expertise can be seen in his other works as
well, where he connects language with issues
such as caste, multilingualism, diversity,
politics  allllllllllll
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SPECIAL EDITION 

JUNE  2022  |  ISSUE  # 1 15  |  PAGE  38  

B Y  R A Y  P E L U P E S S Y

Ireland. This is where the gaeltachtaí are
located: areas with a high concentration of
Irish speakers where Irish is often the language
of daily communication. Other regions in
Ireland only have a very small percentage of
fluent speakers (below 10%), and most fluent
speakers are in the older age ranges.

Failte a chairde! (Welcome, friends!)
Some readers may recognise the title of this
article from the VOS Newsletters, where a
section under a similar name was included
describing various languages from all over the
world. Usually, the Language Spotlight covers
languages that are not as well-known or even
well-documented, but the focus was always on
introducing people to the various languages of
the world to showcase their diversity.

To continue this tradition, this special KAT
Blad edition will cover a language that is
spoken in a region not too far from the
Netherlands. It has a decent amount of
literature on its typology, yet is spoken by only
a small number of people in the world. This
language is Irish (“Gaeilge” in the language
itself). Naturally, Irish is spoken in the Republic
of Ireland and Northern Ireland, but most
speakers are situated along the west coast of 
 allllllllllllll
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Beginning this analysis of Irish, a good place to
start is by looking at word order as this is
something that Irish is quite well-known for.
The reason for its infamy is the VSO (Verb-
Subject-Object) word order, as generative
theories of syntax struggle explaining precisely
how it arises. While subclauses allow SVO
(Subject-Verb-Object) structures, a main clause
is always in VSO order. If one wants to ask a
question or form a negative clause, this is done
not through changing word order, but by
adding a particle in front of the verb instead.
This can be seen in the following examples:

Déanann tú dinnear.
make.PRES you dinner

“You make dinner.”
 

An ndéanann tú dinnear?
Q make.PRES you dinner
“Are you making dinner?”

 
Ní dhéanann tú dinnear.

NEG make.PRES you dinner
“You don’t make dinner.”

These examples also show another unique
feature of Irish: initial mutation. While most
Indo-European languages have a tendency to
mark features such as case at the end of the
word, Irish changes the first consonant instead.
This is not always directly related to case, but is
generally considered a morphosyntactic
process with phonological features. Actually,
there are two distinct processes: lenition, which
turns plosives into fricatives, while eclipsis
voices voiceless plosives and nasalizes voiced
plosives. This can happen in verbs, as seen in
the above examples, or in nouns, as
demonstrated below.

bó
/bo:/

cow.NOM
 

an bhó
/ən vo:/

the cow.NOM
 

an mbó
/ən mo:/

the cow.GEN

Naturally, this is not the only feature that
stands out when analyzing Irish. Something
that many learners struggle with is the so-
called “prepositional pronouns.” As the name
indicates, they are words that are a preposition
and pronoun in one. Quite convenient! There
are several prepositions that can be combined
with pronouns, the most common being “ag”
(at). Combining this with pronouns gives us
“agam” “agat” “aice” “aige” “againn” “agaibh”
and “acu”, translating to “at me” “at you”
(singular) “at her” “at him” “at us” “at you”
(plural) and “at them” respectively.

When looking at Irish sentences such as <Cén
chaoi a bhfuil tú?> “How are you?”, there might
be some confusion about the orthography. Is
allllll
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(plural) and at them  respectively.

When looking at Irish sentences such as <Cén
chaoi a bhfuil tú?> “How are you?”, there might
be some confusion about the orthography. Is
<aoi> a triphthong or simply an
overcomplicated way of writing a single vowel?
And how does one even begin to pronounce
<bhf>? The answer to that is not simple, but not
quite difficult either. Irish orthography
resembles Russian in that it uses letters to
indicate palatalization (so /j/ after a consonant).
It does this by placing <e> and <i> next to a
consonant if it is palatalized, and <a> <o> <u>
for non-palatalized consonants. Therefore, a
word like <faoin> is pronounced /fi:nj/, and
any time there are multiple vowels in the
orthography, there is a reasonable chance at
least one of them is simply not part of the
vowel but the consonant instead. As for
consonant clusters, these generally occur due
to the initial mutations as mentioned before. If
there is a <h> after a consonant, this indicates it
is fricitivized. If there is a voiced/nasal
consonant before a voiceless/non nasalized
consonant, like with <mb>, the initial
consonant shows the pronunciation, while the
second consonant could be seen as
representing the “underlying form” in a way.
As for <bhf>? That is pronounced as /w/, the
voiced counterpart of /f/. So a word like
<bhfuil> is pronounced /wi:l/. Putting the
whole sentence in IPA, <Cén chaoi a bhfuil tú?>
is pronounced as /k ɛn .xi:.ə.wi:l .tu/.

After analyzing the syntax, phonology, and
morphology, it is of course also interesting to
look at the social aspects of Irish. One of these
is ceol (music). For example, sean-nós (lit. old
custom): a singing tradition with much
freedom for the singer to determine the
rhythm and pacing of the song, but also a
dancing style that similarly allows the dancer
improvisation and freedom of movement. Céilí
dancing on the other hand, is a group dance
that generally lets pairs of dancers split up and
then return to one another, with much
variation depending on the specific dance. Céilí
dances are also known to be good social events,
most likely stimulated by the changing of
partners during dance.

Concluding this Language Spotlight on Irish,
there is a legend that many Irish speakers are
familiar with. This legend regales the
adventure of Oisín, who was invited to Tír na
nÓg (the land of youth) by Niamh, a woman he
had fallen in love with. Though he enjoyed his
alllllllllll

JUNE  2022  |  ISSUE  # 1 15  |  PAGE  40  

PELUPESSY -  LANGUAGE  SPOTLIGHT

time in Tír na nÓg, as there was no hunger,
illness, or pain there, after a few years he
wanted to visit his friends and family back in
Ireland. Niamh agreed to let him go, on the
condition that he stayed on horseback the
entire time he was gone, for he would not be
able to return if he touched the ground. He
returns to Ireland and finds that instead of
years, centuries had passed and everyone he
once knew had passed away. Saddened by this
news, he slowly makes his way back to Tír na
nÓg, but runs into someone who requires his
help. Oisín decides to help this person, but by
doing so falls off his horse, leading the
centuries of passed time to catch up with him.
Of course, his body could not handle this rapid
aging, and he dies from old age, unable to see
his beloved ever again.

 j

 jjj
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Every Dutch speaker must have had this
discussion countless times: is it pro- nounced
catálogus or catalógus? Most people prob- ably
know that the first is correct and the latter is
wrong. We seem to feel very strongly about
this. In fact, I daresay that when the word is
mispronounced, it fills some of us with rage.
Isn’t that a beautiful thing? We are passionate
about our language. If you think about it, the
fact that the discussion even arises poses two
interesting questions. Why do many native
speakers instinctively stress wrong syllable,
and how can we be sure that the other variant
is correct?

Let’s start with the first question. Why do
some 

some people have the tendency to put the
stress on the third syllable? To answer this, we
have to look at all other words with four
syllables in Dutch. Then, we can determine
what the “standard” stress pattern is. Dutch,
much like English and German, is a language
that likes to build words with “trochees”. 
 Maybe this word rings a bell vaguely, perhaps
accompanied with some (horror) flashbacks
allllllll
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CATALÓGUS?
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pronounce words in a lax way. Instead of ca-ta-
lo-gus, we say something like kuh-ta-luh-gus.

In linguistic terms, the uh sound is called
“schwa”. And it is precisely that sound that is
central to the answer to our question. We are
all lazy people, so we want to pronounce words
as casually as possible. Schwa is the most casual
vowel there is. Try and make it! You will find
that you do not have to move any of the
muscles in your mouth to produce it. In fact,
schwa is so (re)lax(ed) that it can’t be stressed.
This is why the ta wasn’t changed to tuh in the
example above because, in this case, it’s
stressed.

So, one limitation to being as casual as possible
is that the vowel in the stressed syllable can’t be
turned into schwa. There is also a second rule.
Every syllable with a vowel that is turned into a
schwa needs to be right next to one that didn’t
alllllll

to high school. To refresh your memory: a
trochee is a sequence of a strong syllable
followed by a weak syllable. The reverse is
called an “iamb”. Ironically, an example of a
trochee is the Dutch word for iamb: jambe, and,
you guessed it, an example of an iamb is the
Dutch word for trochee: trochee. Back to
catalogus: if we build up the word catalogus with
trochees, we get cátalógus. All that is left now is
to determine which of the two strong syllables
gets the main stress, cá or ló. In Dutch, the main
stress needs to be on one of the last three
syllables of a word (but preferably not the very
last one). Because of this, we end up with
catalógus. Maybe that pronunciation is not so
weird after all!

However, just because the mistake is
understandable, does not mean it’s less wrong.
But why is it wrong? Or, more to the point, why
is catálogus correct?

To answer this question, we need to first take a
step back and take a look at how we pronounce
words in general. Rarely, one pronounces a
word the way it is written. Almost always, we
alllllllllllll 
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Every syllable with a vowel that is turned into a
schwa needs to be right next to one that didn’t
turn the vowel into a schwa. I am putting so
much emphasis on vowels changing to schwa,
because we need to exclude the final syllable –
gus – here. It already has a vowel that is (very
similar to) a schwa, so we will always leave it as
a schwa. Otherwise we would be making the
pronunciation less casual, and who in their
right minds would want that?

Now, let’s summarise all we know so far, while
looking at all the possible options we have for
the word catalogus. There are four syllables, so
four options for the stress.

We also want to change all the unstressed
vowels to schwa, so we get: cá-tuh-luh- gus, kuh-
tá-luh-gus, kuh-tuh- ló-gus and kuh-tuh-luh-gús.
The first candidate can be ruled out because
the stress is not on one of the last three
syllables. The second rule stated that every
syllable with a schwa needs to be next to one
that didn’t undergo a change (so, next to the
stressed syllable or gus). This rules out the third
and fourth candidate, because, in both cases,
kuh cannot be right next to tuh (the fourth
candidate violates this rule twice, because tuh
also cannot be right next to luh). So, the only
candidate that is left is kuh-tá-luh-gus (catálogus).

From now on, whenever you find yourself
involved in a passionate discussion about the
pronunciation of catalogus (or any other Dutch
word, for that matter), you should think of
schwa. Firstly, because it might help you relax
– schwa certainly would be relaxed. Most
importantly, however, it will help you find the
correct answer. Being correct is always the
most important thing, right?
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A LOOK BACK ON KAT BLAD: 
INTERVIEW WITH EMMA

KEMP
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Emma's Education & Career
Emma began her education at the UvA studying
Dutch literature, but switched to Linguistics after
the first year. She started with the magazine
early on during her time in linguistics, inspired
by a subscription to Dutch Language Magazine
Onze Taal, and even served on the board of VOS
for two years. (Sadly, she doesn’t know why VOS
and KAT Blad both have animal-themed names.)
Once she completed the BA, Emma went into a
masters in communication science which led her
to a budding career in marketing. However,
during the pandemic she felt lost and wanted a
change.

The History of KAT Blad 
This edition makes KAT Blad’s 115th issue since
it was formed in January 1970. Over the
decades, KAT Blad has undergone several
editorial teams, a few new logos, and expanded
into digital publications. Throughout it all, the
love of language and linguistics has remained
the same as the magazine has published
hundreds of articles written by passionate staff
and students.

The magazine was originally called SAT Blad
and contained announcements for Seminarium
voor Algemene Taalwetenschap (Seminary for
General Linguistics) with the name change to
KAT Blad, Katern Algemene Taalwetenschap
(General Linguistics Section), occurring in 1989.
Supposedly, for the first few editions under the
new name, the cover of the magazine
contained a cat drawn by the children of staff
members.

While many of the details regarding the early
origins of KAT Blad have sadly become lost in
time, we can look to the not so distant past to
see how the modern form of the magazine has
developed and continues to grow. I had the
pleasure of sitting down with Emma Kemp for
a virtual cup of tea to chat about her experience
on KAT Blad and to learn what she has done
since finishing her bachelors in linguistics at
the UvA. Emma was the editor-in-chief of KAT
Blad from 2013 to the end of 2018. During this
time she collaborated with a number of fellow
students to publish 7 editions: #105-#112. If you
would like to see her work and enjoy some
articles written by past students, you can find
all of Emma’s editions on katblad.com. It’s safe
to say that without her dedication to KAT Blad
and perseverance throughout the years, the
magazine would not be what it is today! 

 
 

IMAGE: LEVELS OF PCH, SOFIA LEE, 2019
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A pre-existing love for writing, and some
helpful encouragement from friends inspired
her to go back to school, this time for
journalism. Nowadays, Emma does not do
much with linguistics, instead focusing on
writing. But, while linguistics may not be at the
forefront of her work, that does not mean it
does not still inspire her. Over the years she
has written for Neerlandistiek.nl, an online
publication that specializes in content about
Linguistics and the Dutch language, and has
self published many blogs and articles, either
on her own blog or via the website
Medium.com. When Emma had more time to
dedicate to her blogging she mainly used the
latter, with her own blog being primarily used
to post an occasional school assignment. 

Recently, she's had the desire to start blogging
more again, especially because she feels
constricted by the topics covered in her
courses.  She has a particular interest in the
nuances of word choice and how people use
language allllllllll 

language. Emma wants her topics to be
recognizable and to explore smaller
interpersonal topics as opposed to being
abstract and broad. These include the
relationships between individuals and society,
how we contribute to society, and identity.

Emma's Time at KAT Blad
Of course, there were hints at Emma’s eventual
move toward journalism during her time with
KAT Blad. She remained a part of the magazine
even after graduating and starting a program at
the Vrije Universiteit. She loved writing but
also grew to appreciate the process as a whole
once she became more involved in the design
of the magazine as she worked with Youri
Nijboer. While Emma certainly wrote many
articles herself she was always looking for new
writers, often asking family, friends, or even
random peers if they had something they
wanted to share with the world. Throughout it
all, the joy she got from finalizing each edition
pushed her to continue and create another. It
was not all easy, however, as Emma had to get
out of her comfort zone to interview people in
order to create compelling and interesting
articles. Luckily for her it was evident “that
people are really excited to talk about their job
and the topic they are researching” which made
it easier to create content.
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“I’m still always surprised by the way
we use language...so I’m still inspired
by it but I don’t really do anything big

with linguistics.”

"I really enjoyed the entire process, like
coming up with ideas to write about,

and I think because I had so much
time for one issue it made it easier

because I would bump into something
and be like “ok yeah this could be a

good article”. So there was no pressure,
no one telling me that it’s a weird topic

to discuss, and I didn't get deadlines
which was nice.”



Emma’s Departure from KAT Blad
It was difficult to maintain the magazine while
attending a different university, so finding a
new editorial team was quite a task. The change
in the BA Linguistics program from being
Dutch taught, to English taught, made all the
difference as it increased the number of
students within the department. If you thought
only having 100 students in the first year was
small, try just 25 during the program’s Dutch
days! This too brought some challenges
however, as Emma had to adapt to writing for
an English speaking audience when her work
previously was solely in Dutch. In the spring of
2018, KAT Blad also made the swap with #111
being its first edition entirely in English.  

More students in the program meant it was
easier to find people to carry the torch. By the
end of 2018, Emma transferred the magazine
to an enthusiastic bunch of students, thus
ending her time as editor-in-chief. “It felt really
good to hand it over to them,” she says,
remembering the moment. Since then, KAT
Blad has had a few different editorial boards
who have worked to modernize the magazine
by updating the website, creating a social media
presence, and starting a blog. She hopes that
KAT Blad has a long future ahead of itself and
that it keeps on thriving as a creative hub for
the linguistics department at UvA.  

Emma had one last piece of advice for students
to enhance their time at the university:

It was great to learn more about the history of
the magazine and to hear of Emma's fond
memories as part of KAT Blad. We hope we did
Emma around with this latest edition! 

GET INVOLVED WITH
KAT BLAD!

It's never too early to start
thinking out the next edition!
If you already have an article

idea or want to learn about the
other ways to get involved feel
free to contact us at anytime. 

 
We are always looking for

articles, blogs, research
popular papers/abstracts, or

linguistics related
art/photography. We would
love to highlight your work! 
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“If I had expectations they’re met, and
more!”

“It’s a good mix to be really involved in
either a [VOS] committee or with the

magazine. I think it really adds
something to your university

experience!”



How did Italy come about? 
To understand the spread of Italian through
the country, let’s recall the history of Italy from
1494, when the country became a battleground
in the struggle for European domination
between France and the Habsburgs, the
Spanish royal family, with the conflict
expanding into Flanders, the Rhineland, and
the Mediterranean, involving even England
and the Ottoman Empire. 

Cities were ravaged and sieged, Italy's urban
population fell in half, and emergency taxes
drained the country’s finances. The war ended
with the Habsburgs and the Papacy became the
leading powers in Italy. The 16th century,
despite important artistic and scientific
achievements, such as the discoveries of Galileo
Galilei in the field of astronomy and physics
and the flourishing of the Baroque style in
architecture, was marked by continuous
economic decline. 

This phenomenon worsened when Christopher
Columbus started the colonization of the New
World and undermined the importance of
Venice and other Italian ports as commercial
hubs as trade moved to the Atlantic. In
addition, Spain's involvement in the Thirty
Years' War (1618–48), financed by taxes on its
Italian possessions, further drained Italian
commerce and agriculture.

In the 18th century, the last Hapsburg gave the
entire Spanish inheritance to a French duke. To
impede that, a Grand Alliance between Austria,
England, the Netherlands, and the Duchy of
Savoy was formed. The Alliance successfully
allllllll 
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This spring, Celeste gave us a fun look into the
Italian language as part of VOS' Language Café
series! The event itself was lively and fun with
lots of cultural insights along the way. So for
those of us unable to attend or who just love
Romance (languages, that is) here is a little peak
into Celeste's wonderful presentation covering
the basics of Italian and its complex history.  

Introduction
Italian is a Romance language derived from
Latin. It has 67 million speakers, which is
approximately 15% of the EU population. It is
an official language in Switzerland, San
Marino, Vatican City, and Istria Counties in
Croatia and Slovenia. Its main phonological
features are gemination (the doubling of
consonants), lack of consonant clusters and
consonant endings. The phonological
inventory of the language notably includes
only 7 vowels, and the remarkable ʎ (voiced
palatal lateral approximant) and ɲ (voiced
palatal nasal) consonants.

ITALIAN LANGUAGE
CAFÉ: A SUMMARY

B Y  C E L E S T E  T A C C O N I
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defeated the Franco-Spanish and Austria got
control of much of Italy (Milan, Naples, and
Sardinia), while Sicily was ceded to the Duchy
of Savoy. However, Spain attempted again to
retake territories in Italy and claim the French
throne in 1718 but was again defeated. The
transition of power from Spanish to Austrian
rule was successful, until Napoleon’s invasion.
 
In 1809, Bonaparte occupied Rome and exiled
the Pope first to Savona and then to France.
Italy became a satellite republic like
Switzerland and the Netherlands and had to
pay large subsidies to Paris and merge borders
with France, as well as provide military
support for Napoleon's wars. He was defeated
at Paris on 6 April 1814, and as he renounced
his throne and was sent into exile on Elba, Italy
fell again under Habsburg rule. 

In 1847, the struggle for Italian unification was
widespread, and we got the first public
performance of the song Il Canto Degli Italiani,
the Italian national anthem. Still, Italy did not
become one independent country until 1861.
Then, Italy was united under king Victor
Emmanuel but lacked a national identity.
Specifically, the South had suffered centuries
of exploitation, and was deemed as
‘backwards’. This was a justification to erase the
allllllllllllll
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representation and political power of southern
regions, initiating the Italian diaspora. It took
until the 20th century for Italians to feel
represented by their country.

How did the current Italian language
come about?
At the start of the 20th century, less than 10% of
Italians spoke standardized Italian, which
originates from the dialect that was spoken
around Florence. Even as the Tuscan dialect
became the national language, it initially was an
exclusive conduit for literary expression, as
most people solely spoke their regional
dialects. The macro areas of Italian dialects are:
northern, Venetian, Tuscan, Roman, central,
southern and Sicilian. Also, Friulan, Ladin and
Sardinian are officially recognised as languages. 

To this day, a lot of the older generations
prefer to express themselves through their
local dialect, but their use can be widespread
across all age groups. There is great variation
and cultural richness across dialects, as shown
in the table below. 

Regardless of the importance of dialects,
standard Italian started rising in popularity
ever since the “Promessi Sposi” (The
Betrothed) was published in 1827. The novel
was

IMAGE: AN EXAMPLE OF THE DIVERSITY OF ITALY'S DIALECTS (SOURCE: HTTPS://PT.SLIDESHARE.NET/B.SAMU/ITALIAN-LANGUAGE-7420947?

SMTNOREDIR=1)
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was drafted 3 times by the writer Alessandro
Manzoni in order to be understandable to most
italians. With the unification of Italy, a system
of compulsory education was put in place, the
national newspaper “il Corriere della Sera” was
funded, and bureaucracy gained importance.
As a result,  standard Italian took over local
dialects as the main language of
communication, especially in the upper classes. 

Italian Today
Nowadays, Italian is present anywhere in the
world, as the emigration wave of the last
century brought the language away from
Europe and into new continents. There is so
much richness and diversity in Italian culture,
and even if learning Italian language and
culture is challenging, I would recommend that
you start with the basics (like learning the use
of gestures and non-verbal communication)
and then explore the possibilities!llllll
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IMAGE: LANGUAGES OF ITALY (SOURCE: WIKIPEDIA)

A BRIEF LOOK BACK
AT OUR BINGO
NIGHT!
T h a n k  y o u  t o  e v e r y o n e  w h o  c a m e
o u t  t o  s u p p o r t  t h i s  m a g a z i n e .  W i t h
l o t s  o f  I P A ,  c h a o s ,  a n d  o f  c o u r s e
f u n ,  i t  w a s  g r e a t  t o  f i n a l l y  h a v e
a n o t h e r  i n  p e r s o n  e v e n t !  W e  h a v e
l o t s  o f  p l a n s  i n  t h e  w o r k s  f o r  t h e
u p c o m i n g  a c a d e m i c  y e a r  b u t  f o r
n o w  h e r e  a  f e w  p i c t u r e s  t o
r e m e m b e r  t h e  o c c a s i o n  w i t h .
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THANK YOU FOR READING!
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