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It comes near to stating the obvious that all languages have developed to express the needs of their

users, and that in a sense all languages are equal. But this tenet of modern linguistics has often been
denied, and still needs to be defended. Part of the problem is that the word ‘equal’ needs to be used
very carefully. We do not know how to quantify language, so as to be able to say whether all
languages have the same ‘amounts’ of grammar, phonology, or semantic structure. There may
indeed be important differences in the structural complexity of language, and this possibility needs
to be investigated. But all languages are arguably equal in the sense that there is nothing intrinsically
limiting, demeaning, or handicapping about any of them. All languages meet the social and
psychological needs of their speakers, are equally deserving of scientific study, and can provide us
with valuable information about human nature and society.

Crystal, David. The Cambridge Encyclopedia of the English Language, Second Edition. Cambridge
University Press, 1997, —H &

LR ,
The Cambridge Encyclopedia of Language, Second Edition, David Crystal (c) Cambridge
University Press 1997. Reproduced with permission of The Licensor through PLSclear.
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