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Preface 

This work represents the fruits of the collaboration of 44 scholars with 
international reputations ranging across a broad spectrum of the world's 
languages. 

Perhaps the most controversial problem that I, as editor, have had to face 
has been the choice of languages to be included. My main criterion has, 
admittedly, been a very subjective one: what languages do I think the 
volume's readership would expect to find included? In answering this 
question I have, of course, been guided by more objective criteria, such as 
the number of speakers of individual languages, whether they are official 
languages of independent states, whether they are widely used in more tnan 
one country, whether they are the bearers of long-standing literary tra­
ditions. These criteria often conflict - thus Latin, though long since 
deprived of native speakers, is included because of its immense cultural 
importance - and I bear full responsibility, as editor, for the final choice. I 
acknowledge that the criterion of readership expectation has led me to bias 
the choice of languages in favour of European languages, although over half 
of the volume is devoted to languages spoken outside Europe. 

The notion of 'major language' is obviously primarily a social character­
isation, and the fact that a language is not included in this volume implies no 
denigration of its importance as a language in its own right: every human 
language is a manifestation of our species' linguistic faculty and any human 
language may provide an important contribution to our understanding of 
language as a general phenomenon. In the recent development of general 
linguistics, important contributions have come from the Australian 
Aboriginal languages Walbiri (Warlpiri) and Dyirbal (Jirrbal). My own 
research work has concentrated largely on languages that do not figure in 
this volume, such as Huichol of Mexico and Maltese of the Mediterranean, 
and as I write these lines I am about to embark on a year's field-work on 
Wiyaw, the language of some 1,000 New Guinea Highlanders. Other editors 
might well have come up with different selections of languages, or have used 
somewhat different criteria. When linguists learned in 1970 that the last 
speaker of Kamassian, a Uralic language originally spoken in Siberia, had 
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kept her language alive for decades in her prayers - God being the only 
other speaker of her language - they may well have wondered whether, for 
this person, the world's major language was not Kamassian. 

Contributors were presented with early versions of my own chapters on 
Slavonic languages and Russian as models for their contributions, but I felt it 
inappropriate to lay down strict guidelines as to how each individual chapter 
should be written, although I did ask authors to include at least some 
material on both the structure of their language and its social background. 
The main criterion that I asked contributors to follow was: tell the reader 
what you consider to be the most interesting facts about your language. This 
has necessarily meant that different chapters highlight different 
phenomena, e.g. the chapter on English the role of English as a world 
language, the chapter on Arabic the writing system, the chapter on Turkish 
the grammatical system. But I believe that this variety has lent strength to 
the volume, since within the space limitations of what has already grown to 
be quite a sizable book it would have been impossible to do justice in a more 
comprehensive and homogeneous way to each of over 50 languages and 
language families. 

Editorial support in the preparation of this work was provided by the 
Division of Humanities of the University of Southern California, through 
the research fund of the Andrew W. Mellon Professorship, which I held 
during 1983---4, and by the Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics 
(Nijmegen, The Netherlands), where I was a visiting research worker in the 
summer of 1984. I am particularly grateful to Jonathan Price for his 
continuing willingness to consult with me on all details of the preparation of 
the volume. 

Bernard Comrie 
Los Angeles 
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