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Tongue twisters

Insearch oftheworld’s hardest language

CERTAIN genre of books about English extols the language’s

supposed difficulty and idiosyncrasy. “Crazy English”, by an
American folk-linguist, Richard Lederer, asks “how is it that your
nose can run and your feet can smell?”. Bill Bryson’s “Mother Ton-
gue: English and How It Got That Way” says that “English is full of
booby traps for the unwary foreigner...Imagine being a foreigner
and having to learn thatin English one tells a lie but the truth.”

Such books are usually harmless, if slightly fact-challenged.
You tell “a” lie but “the” truth in many languages, partly because
many lies exist but truth is rather more definite. It may be natural
to think that your own tongue is complex and mysterious. But
English is pretty simple: verbs hardly conjugate; nouns pluralise
easily (justadd “s”, mostly) and there are no genders to remember.

English-speakers appreciate this when they try to learn other
languages. A Spanish verb has six present-tense forms, and six
each in the preterite, imperfect, future, conditional, subjunctive
and two different past subjunctives, for a total of 48 forms. Ger-
man has three genders, seemingly so random that Mark Twain
wondered why “a young lady has no sex, but a turnip has”. (Mdad-
chenis neuter, whereas Steckriibeis feminine.)

English spelling may be the most idiosyncratic, although
French gives it a run for the money with 13 ways to spell the sound
“o™ o, ot, ots, 0s, ocs, au, aux, aud, auds, eau, eaux, ho and 6.
“Ghoti,” as wordsmiths have noted, could be pronounced “fish™:
gh asin “cough”, 0 asin “women” and ti asin “motion”. But spell-
ing is ancillary to a language’s real complexity; English is a rela-
tively simple language, absurdly spelled.

Perhaps the “hardest” language studied by many Anglo-
phonesis Latin. In it, all nouns are marked for case, an ending that
tells what function the word has in a sentence (subject, direct ob-
ject, possessive and so on). There are six cases, and five different
patterns for declining verbs into them. This system, and its many
exceptions, made for years of classroom torture for many chil-
dren. Butitalso gives Latin a flexibility of word order. If the subject
is marked as a subject with an ending, it need not come at the be-
ginning of a sentence. This ability made many scholars of bygone
days admire Latin’s majesty—and admire themselves for master-
ing it. Knowing Latin (and Greek, which presents similar pro-
blems) was long the sign of an educated person.

Yet are Latin and Greek truly hard? These two genetic cousins
of English, in the Indo-European language family, are child's play
compared with some. Languages tend to get “harder” the farther
one moves from English and its relatives. Assessing how lan-
guages are tricky for English-speakers gives a guide to how the
world’s languages differ overall.

Even before learning a word, the foreigner is struck by how dif-
ferently languages can sound. The uvularr’s of French and the fric-
ative, glottal ch’s of German (and Scots) are essential to one’s
imagination of these languages and their speakers. But sound sys-
tems get a lot more difficult than that. Vowels, for example, go far
beyond a, e, i, 0 and u, and sometimes y. Those represent more
than five or six sounds in English (consider the a’s in father, fate
and fat.) And vowels of European languages vary more widely;
think of the umlauted ones of German, or the nasal ones of
French, Portuguese and Polish.

Yet much more exotic vowels exist, for example that carry
tones: pitch thatrises, falls, dips, stays low or high, and so on. Man-
darin, the biggest language in the Chinese family, has four tones,
so that what sounds just like “ma” in English has four distinct
sounds, and meanings. That is relatively simple compared with
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other Chinese varieties. Cantonese has six tones, and Min Chi-
nese dialects seven or eight. One tone can also affect neighbour-
ing tones’ pronunciation through a series of complex rules.
Consonants are more complex. Some (p, t, k, m and n are com-
mon) appear in most languages, but consonants can come in a
blizzard of varieties known as egressive (air coming from the nose
or mouth), ingressive (air coming back in the nose and mouth),
ejective (air expelled from the mouth while the breath is blocked
by the glottis), pharyngealised (the pharynx constricted), pala-
tised (the tongue raised toward the palate) and more. And lan-
guages with hard-to-pronounce consonants cluster in families.
Languages in East Asia tend to have tonal vowels, those of the
north-eastern Caucasus are known for consonantal complexity:
Ubykh has 78 consonant sounds. Austronesian languages, by con-
trast, may have the simplest sounds of any language family.
Perhaps the most exotic sounds are clicks—technically “non-
pulmonic” consonants that do not use the airstream from the
lungs for their articulation. The best-known click languages arein »
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