
rong?f6 trvisters
In search ofthewortd's hardest [anguage
A CERTAIN g€nre ol books aboul English enols $e language s
,l.upposed diffic'nry fld idiosyncrasy. 'Crazy EnClish",by an
American folk-lin8uist Richard L€derer, asks "how is it thal your
nose car u and your feet can smell?"- Bill Bryson's "Molher Ton-
sue:EnglishandHowltCol lhatway says ftat 'English a tuU of
booby ttaps for the unwary foeigner...lma$ne being a foreiSner
and havins ro leam that in Engtish one tells a lie but tu truth."

Such books are usually harmless, if slighdy factchallenged.
You tell "a" lie but "rhe" Euth in rnany languages, pady because
many lies evjst but truth is rather nore definite. I nay be natural
to think that your own longue is €ompl€x and mystenous. But
English is pretty simple v€rbs hardly conjugate; nouns pluralise
easily fust add "s", mostM and there re no genders lo remember.

xnglish-spealers appreciate this when lhey try io learn olher
languages. A Spanish verb has six present'lense forms, and six
each in the prelerite, imperfect future, conditional, subjunctive
md two ditrerent past subjunctives, for a total of 48 forms. Ger
man has dree genders, seemingly so random thai Mark lv,/ain
wondered why "a young lady has no sex, but a lurnip has". (Miid-
chsn is neuter, whereas slecknibe is f€minine.)

English spelling may be the nost idiosyrdatic, alhough
French gives it a run for the money with I ways to spell the sound
"o": o, ot, ot!, os, ocs, au. aux. aud, auds, eau, eaux, ho and at
"Ghoti," as wordsmiths have noled, could be pronounced "fish":
gh as in "cough", o as in "women" dd d as in "motion". But spell'
ing is ancillary to a laDSlage's ftal compleitl English is a rela
tively simpl€ language, absudly spelled.

Perhaps the "hardest' lanBuaBe studied by many Anslo-
phones is Latin. In it, all nouns ar€ mark€d for case, an ending that
te s what function the word has in a sentence (subjecl. direct ob-
jecl, possessive and so on). There are six cases. and five ditrerent
patterns for declining verbs into them. This system, and ils many
exceptions, made for years of clas$oom lonule for many chil-
dren. Butit also giv€s Latin a flexibility of word order.lf the subject
G mark€d as a subj€€t wilh an ending, it need not come at the be
siming of a sentence. This ability made many scholars of bygone
days admte latin's majesty-and admir€ themselves for ma$er-
ing il. (nowing Latin (and Greek, which preseDrs similrr pro-
blems) was long th€ sign of an educared person.

Y€t ar€ latin ud Greel truly hard? Ihese two genetic cousins
of English, in the Indo-European languag€ family are child's play
compared with some. ranguages t€nd to gel "hader" the fanher
one moves from En8lish and its relatives. Ass€ssing how lan'
Suages are tricky for hclish-speakers gives a guide to how the
world s languages difer ovenll.

Even before leamin8 a word, the for€igner is struck by how dif-
ferentb languages can sound. Th€ uvulai r's of French ad the ftic-
ative, elotlal ch's of G€rman (and scots) are essential to one's
imagination of these languages and th€ir speakers. But sound sys
iems get a loi more difrcult than that. vowels, for example, go far
beyond a, e, i, o and u, and sometim€s y. Tbose represent more
than five or six sounds in Enclish (consider the a's in father, fate
and fai) And vowels of Euopean languages vary more widely;
think of the on auted ones of cennan, or ihe nasal ones of
French,?ortugues€ and?olish.

Yei much morc exotic vowels €xisi, for example that carry
tones: pitch lhat rises, falls, dips. stays low or hi8h, and so on. Man
darin, the biggest language in the chinese family, has four lones,
so that what sound! jult like "ma" in English has four distinct
souils, and meanings. That is relatively simple compa-red wilh
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other Chinese varieties. Cantones€ has six tones, and Min Chi_
nese dialects sev€n or eight. One ton€ can also atrect neighbour-
ing tones'pronuncialion through a series of complex rules.

consonants ar€ more complex. some (p, t, k m and n ar€ com-
mod appear m mosr le8ua8es, but consonanl5 can com€ in a
blizzard ofvarieties Inowr as egressive (ai coming ftom the nos€
or mouth), ingessive (air coming back in the nose and moutb,
ejective {air expelled fiom dte nouth while the br€ath is blocked
by rhe glottis), pharyngealised (the pharynx constricl€d, pala-
tised (th€ tongrre raised toward the palate) and more. And lan_
guages with hard-to'pronounc€ €onsonants cluster in families.
Languages in East Asia tend to have tonal vowels, those of th€
north'eastem Caucasus are known for consonantal €omplexitla
Ubykh has 78 consonant sounds. Austron€sian languages, by con-
tast may have th€ simplest sounds of any leguage family

Perhaps the most exotic sounds are dicks-lechnically "non-
puimonic" consoDaDrs that do not us€ the airstream ftom the
lungs for their aniculation. The best known click languages are in D
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