
Foreign Language Studies
Their Place in the National Life

In Great Britain today we are no longer satisfied with a minority
culture. Universal secondary education to the age of sixteen, an
expansion of opportunities for those over sixteen, fuller scope for
adult education, and increased facilities for organized workers' move-
ments, including foreign travel, are features of this country's post-war
programme. Foreign language studies will undoubtedly be given a
prominent place in these new plum

In some countries modern language studies are purely utilitarian
The foreign language is studied for practical purposes, and a knowledge
of French, Spanish, Russian or EngUsh is a tool as necessary to the
student as the stethoscope to the doctor, or the tractor to the
mechanized farmer of today. There is, however, a broader purpose in
language study, that of helping the learner to develop his faculties
and in this way to become a more valuable citizen.

There is a story of an Emperor of China who was unwilling to enter
into diplomatic relations with the countries of Europe because his own
great Empire, being as he thought already perfect, could gain no
advantage through contact with strangers. There have been other
countries where nationalism, though not so extreme as in this legendary
case, has yet opposed the study of foreign languages except for purely
utilitarian motives. National pride in language is legitimate and
praiseworthy. But a survey of European history suggests that it was
a comparatively late development. During the Middle Ages Latin was
the language in which educated men throughout Christendom ex-
changed their ideas. If one looks at a list of the great figures in the
intellectual life of Europe during the vigorous period of the Renaissance,
one cannot help being struck by the diversity of their national origins,
and at the same time by the ease with which they communicated with
one another in the common medium, the Latin tongue. The Renais-
sance, one of the most active periods in the intellectual history of the
world, was a period when the vernaculars did not play a leading part.
Francis Bacon clothed in Latin the ideas to which he attached most
importance, thinking that by so doing he would give them greater
permanence.

A phase of intellectual activity such as the Renaissance has a fructify-
ing effect on the national languages themselves. While, during the
Middle Ages, the Catholic Church held sway throughout Europe, the
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Latin language was the medium in which educated men exchanged
ideas. Yet, during this same period, such was the fructifying power of
mis intellectual activity, those national languages gained, in every
quality and dimension—in range, in vocabulary, in depth and in power
of expression.

Readers of this periodical are interested in the English language.
They have studied it and are now engaged in teaching it. They do not
need to be told that it was in this very period that Britain's greatest
writers flourished and that her greatest literary monuments were
erected. Milton was the finest Latin scholar of his day, and also an
Italian scholar. He wrote what is considered by many to be the greatest
epic in the English language. It was Milton's knowledge of other
languages that enabled his genius to enrich our F.ngiixh speech and
writing in such great measure. It is a translation from a foreign language,
the Bible, which has exercized the greatest influence on our common
English speech. A vigorous man profits from association with others.
A vigorous language will profit equally from association with other
languages, while freely admitting th<» utilitarian value of foreign
language studies, let us recognize that there are other and higher
values.

The argument is sometimes heard that time spent on the study of a
foreign language is time taken away from the study of one's owrf
language and one's national literature. Opposed to this there is a kind
of academic snobbery which tends to regard the study of a foreign
language and literature as superior to the study of the native language
and literature. There have been people in Great Britain, for example,
who have been inclined to think that a French or Russian novel
must be better than an English noveL

Both the argument and the snob attitude are unsound. There is no
reason to believe that a knowledge of foreign literature is likely to
diminish the appreciation of one's native literature. The Persian who
learns to enjoy the works of Shakespeare does not thereby become
unfitted in any way to appreciate the works of his own great poets.
The knowledge which he may acquire of the English classics will
probably add to the pleasure and enjoyment to be derived from his own
literature. One of the most fascinating studies is the comparative study
of literature, the effort to see how different men at different times in
different countries have dealt in their writings with the problems of
their lives—to see what questions they chiefly consider, and with what
success they attack these questions.

During the 18th century in Great Britain, Latin was gradually dis-
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placed by English as the language in which learned men wrote their
works. Teaming was no longer an affair for an audience of European
specialists, as it had been when Latin was the medium. Learning was
available for all educated people in these islands. British thought was,
during the 18th century, acquiring a definite national character. But at
this very time British culture in general was more and more indebted
to foreign influences. It was the time when men from this country were
in the habit of making the Grand Tour, when British travellers mixed
in the society of foreign courts and capitals. They brought back to this
country not only statues and paintings, but French literary and philo-
sophical ideas, Italian music and poetry, and novelties from every corner
of Europe. And at the same time British institutions contributed to
important intellectual movements in France. Newton, Locke and Hume
were great names on the continent of Europe. There was a constant
interchange of ideas, j»nH such an exchange was possible because there
was a study of foreign languages. Here is another remarkable facts For
the greater part of the 18th century, Britain was not only violently
opposed to French politics, but the British and French armies and
navies were in conflict all over the world. Cultural exchanges are a
natural and necessary form of international intercourse. They must, in
the long run, override ordinary considerations of both domestic and
foreign policy. No nation can afford to live an insulated life to-day. If
nations try to live on their own stocks of thought and sentiment, it will
not be long before they all suffer from stagnation and decay.

Those for whom th's periodical is intended, by their acquaintance
with the F-ngiish language, Fngiish literature, British ideas, and the
British way of life, can help to make an essential contribution to the
development, the flowering, of their own civilizations. No nation can
reach valid conclusions or can enjoy a full experience without reference
to the life of others.

The life of every nation is there for us to read in its history and in its
literature. The people of Britain have had rich, widespread and varied
experiences. They have much to tell, of triumph and failure, and those
who study these experiences may hope to improve on their successes
and to avoid their failures. The British Council, originally christeneci
" The British Council for Cultural Relations with Other Countries,"
was inaugurated in 1936, " for the purpose of promoting a wider
knowledge of the United Kingdom and the English language abroad and
developing closer cultural relations between the United Kingdom and
other countries abroad." The basis of its aims is reciprocity. Great
Britain has throughout her history contributed, by her language,
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literature, and achievements, to the progress of mankind. She has
benefited, throughout her history, by what she has willingly
received from the cultures and civilizations of other nations. This
exchange, this cultural reciprocity, will, be believe, have more influence
on the progress of mankind than evanescent political triumphs.

Linguistic Research
The criticism is sometimes heard that linguistic research is too often

concerned with trifles, sometimes with worthless trifles. But life itself
is concerned with little things: what is important is to see them
largely. Scientific inquiry must occupy itself with a rnass of details
whose significance is not evident to the uninitiated. The scientists who
studied the life-conditions of mosquito larvae were able to produce
methods for the control of malaria; the students of pure mathematics
have made discoveries that are likely to revolutionize the ways of living
of the whole human race. Investigators need not be asking continually
what value their work will or can have : that value may reveal itself in
the most unexpected ways. Research brings its own reward, chiefly in
the elation felt by the worker at a discovery which throws light on what
was before dark or obscure.

The linguistic investigator, whether he is the phonetician interested
in the production of speech sounds, or the grammarian studying syntax,
or the statistician compiling his tables of word and semantic frequencies,
may appear to be concerning himself with problems of no immediate
practical value. But forms and words, the subject of the investigator,
although lifeless in themselves, become alive when rightly interpreted.
The phonetician may point out that the letter killeth, but the sound
giveth hie; the grammarian., investigating and classifying thousands of
sentences, sees his reward when his labours appear as the substitution
tables that help the teacher and learner in the classroom. Even the word-
counter, whose task appears so mechanical, is rewarded when his
counts make possible the production of numerous simplified texts,
designed to enable the learner to read extensively without constant
dictionary-thumbing, and so become really familiar with the essential
vocabulary of the new language.

Our new periodical, it is hoped, will provide a forum for those
engaged in linguistic research in many parts of the world. It will enable
the teacher in the classroom to know what has been done and what is
being done to help him in his task, and to exchange with fellow-workers
his own experiences and findings.
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