
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Four score, one hand and 
three fingers ago… 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Back during your schooldays, it might have struck you 
as weird in French class that the number 80 should be 
‘quatre-vingts’, literally ‘four twenties’ or that the 
number 90 should be ‘quatre-vingts-dix’, literally ‘four-
twenties-ten’. But you may not have reflected that 
English itself retains traces of a so-called vigesimal 
(base 20) numbering system in the word ‘score’, a 
word most famously used, and to rousing effect, in the 
opening lines of the Gettysburg Address: “Four score 
and seven years ago…”  
 
In a not dissimilar way, it must strike Japanese 
schoolkids as bizarre that English has the separate but 
strictly unnecessary words ‘eleven’ and ‘twelve’ (and 
that’s without mentioning  a baker’s dozen), while their 
own language, quite logically, has ‘ten-one’ and ‘ten-
two’. After all, given that English has ‘thirteen’, 
‘fourteen’, ‘fifteen’, ‘sixteen’ and so on, why not just 
have ‘oneteen’ and ‘twoteen’ as well? They must also 
find our complete lack of a unique word to denote 
10,000 strangely limiting. 10,000 in Japanese is its own 
numerical unit and therefore, like ‘hundred’ and 
‘thousand’, a single word, in this case 万 (pronounced 
something like ‘mahn’). Thus, in the same way that 100 
in English is ‘1 hundred’ and 1,000 is ‘1 thousand’, 
10,000 in Japanese is not ‘ten thousand’ but ‘1 mahn’ (1 
ten-thousand). 300,000, therefore, is not ‘300 
thousand’ but ‘30 mahn’ (30 ten-thousands).  
 
If all this sounds confusing, and you like your 
numbering systems familiar and user-friendly, you’d 
better stop reading now. But if you do keep reading, 
and I hope you do, you’ll soon discover that the world’s 
languages exhibit a tremendous richness of counting 
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systems, including some based on body parts, ones that 
use different bases depending on what is being 
counted, others that use different words, and one that 
only has words for the numbers 1, 2, 5 and 20. There’s 
even a language that has no numbers at all. 
 

1. Kobon 
 
You know that hollow at the base of your throat? Have 
you ever noticed that in English there’s no word for it? 
Well, in Kobon, a Papua New Guinean language, there 
is; it’s called mögen, and it’s the one of the twelve parts 
of the body whose names are used for counting. 1 is 
‘little finger on the left hand’, 2 is ‘ring finger on the left 
hand’, 3 is ‘middle finger on the left hand’ and onwards 
around the hand, up the left arm and across the left 
shoulder to the mögen, which is 12. By counting back 
down the right side of the body, Kobon speakers 
effectively have separate words for the numbers 1 to 
23. A similar system is used by Kaluli speakers, as 
shown in the diagram at the beginning of the article. 
 

 

2. Alamblak 
 
Whereas English uses base 10 (the numbers 1 to 10 
and then multiples of tens, hundreds, thousands and so 
on to build larger numbers), in Alamblak, another 
language of Papua New Guinea, there are only number 
words are those for 1, 2, 5, and 20. All other numbers 
are built out of those.  
 
1 = pati           2 = hosfi           5 = tir           20 = yima 
 
Therefore, whereas 14 in English is expressed as 4 
(four) + 10 (teen), 14 in Alamblak is expressed as: 
 
(5 x 2) + 2 + 2: 
 
tir hosfi hosfihosf  
 
Another example: 59 (‘five-ten-nine’ in English) is: 
 
(20 x 5) + (5 x (2 + 1)) + 2 + 2: 
 
yima hosfi tir hosfirpati hosfihosf 
 
Observant readers will have noticed that in the same 
way that ‘ten’ becomes ‘-teen’ in English (and ‘-ty’ when 
counting multiples of 10 – ‘twenty’, ‘thirty’, ‘forty’ etc.), 
Alambrak numbers change as well, depending on which 

position they denote (‘hosfi’, for example, can become 
‘hosf’ or ‘hosfir’). 
 

3. Bukiyip 
 
This language, also spoken in Papua New Guinea (many 
of the languages with the most unusual number 
systems are spoken there), uses two different bases 
depending on what is being counted. Base 3 is used for 
betel nuts, wild game, bananas, shields, single sticks of 
firewood and big yams, while base 4 is used to count 
coconuts, days, eggs, birds, fish, bundles of firewood 
and small yams. The word for hand, anauyip, appears in 
both systems, and means either six or twenty-four, 
depending on what is being counted. Surprising as this 
may seem, the Bukiyip are reported to possess 
excellent counting skills. 
 
Should it seem strange to you that a language might use 
different bases to count different objects, just 
remember that the same thing happens on occasion in 
English as well, as any florist counting out two dozen 
red roses will tell you!  
 

4. Pirahã 
 
Spoken by the members of a small indigenous tribe that 
live along the banks of a tributary of the Amazon, 
Pirahã has no words for numbers at all, not even for 
one and two, according to linguist Daniel Everett and 
others. The Pirahã people do, however, distinguish 
between ‘few’ and ‘many’. In experiments designed to 
see how well they could count small numbers of objects 
(for example, ten batteries) which were laid down one 
at a time in front of them, or taken away one at a time, 
they performed badly. Whether or not this indicates an 
inability to count things exactly imposed by the 
limitations of the language itself, or whether the 
language has developed no specific number words 
simply because the Pirahã have no need to count 
remains a topic of considerable controversy. 
 

5. Japanese (and Chinese and Korean) 
 
The apparently straightforward logic of Japanese 
counting I mentioned earlier is largely undone when 
you take into account (no pun intended) that you need 
to add special suffixes, known as ‘counters’ or 
‘classifiers’, to the basic number words in order to 
express quantities, and that these suffixes vary 
depending on whatever it is being quantified – 
somewhat like ‘heads’ of cattle, ‘slices’ of toast or 

Examples of Japanese ‘classifiers’ (and what they are used to 
count). The word for 2, ‘ni’ (二), cannot be used alone when 
expressing quantity. ‘Two books’ must be expressed as 
‘nisatsu no hon’ – literally, ‘two-volumes of book’).  
 
二冊 (nisatsu) – 2 (books or magazines) 

二杯 (nihai)      – 2 (glasses of drink, spoonfuls, octopuses…) 

二本 (nihon)     – 2 (rivers, pencils, guitars…) 

二歳 (nisai) – 2 (years of age) 

二台 (nidai) – 2 (cars, bicycles, machines…) 

 
 

 



‘grains’ of sand in English. They’re not optional. This 
means that the words you use to count people are 
different to those used to count, say, rabbits, phone 
calls, books, cocktails, household appliances, fish, 
people, violins, footsteps, runways, sentences, 
uninterrupted calligraphy brush strokes, parasols, 
orgasms or tennis courts, all of which require their own 
distinct classifiers in order to be fully expressed “Come 
again?” I hear you cry. “Orgasms have their own 
classifier?” They do indeed, as does virtually every 
noun in the language. I won’t tell you what it is, but I 
will say it’s the same one used for gunshots, fireworks 
and explosions. 
 

Why does any of this matter? 
 
We increasingly take it for granted that the number 
system with which we are most familiar, the decimal, 
or base 10 system, has some innate property that 
favours it over other systems. However, it is far from 
the most convenient. For example, duodecimal, or base 
12, is mathematically more flexible, given that 12 can 
be divided by 1, 2, 3, 4, 6 and 12, whereas 10 can only 
be divided by 1, 2, 5 and 10. The reason we 
predominantly use base 10 and think it is so 
fundamental is because we have 10 fingers, and many 
counting systems – but as we have seen, not all – would 
have taken this bodily fact as their earliest starting 
point. If human beings only hand 4 digits on each hand, 
we would probably think base 8 was the most 
important.  
 
The existence of what to us seem unusual or exotic 
number systems reminds us that there are different 
ways for humans to count; not only do they tell us a 
great deal about the culture and environment of the 
people who use them, they may also offer us insights 
into the fundamentals of human cognition. However, 
many of them belong to languages that are threatened 
with extinction. David Harrison, in his wonderful book 
‘When Languages Die’, says it best: “If counting 
systems like that of Kaluli go extinct, or survive only as 
museum relics, entire philosophies of mathematics may 
be lost. Some may not lament this loss. After all, it could 
be argued that humans would likely not have invented 
nuclear physics or algebra using only Kaluli body-
counting. But we need not claim every mathematical 
system is equally complex to acknowledge that each is 
a unique achievement of human thought and reasoning. 
Each sets forth a unique philosophical viewpoint, 
which, once lost, may never be regained.” 
 
 

Etymology corner 

Imagine this scenario; you find yourself thirsty with 
friends in an upmarket bar. It’s the birthday of one of 
your number, and to celebrate the event you order a 
round of mojitos. Not just any old mojitos, mind you, 
but expensive mojitos, this being a swanky venue. 
They’re fifteen quid each, which is no small sum 
(especially if you’re an EFL teacher), so you’re 
expecting some bang for your buck. But when they 

finally arrive, you’re 
dismayed to discover 
they’re watered 
down and almost 
tasteless, with barely 
any of the zest or the 
zing or the zap or the 
ping you’d expect 
from the Cuban 
highball. 

Annoyed by this, you 
start to complain, but 
the barman merely 
shrugs and says he’s 

sorry, mate, that’s all you’re getting. Even angrier now, 
you demand to see the manager. Making his own 
annoyance obvious, the young man strops off to call his 
superior. A few minutes pass, during which you’re left 
with nothing to do but stare at the flavourless cocktail, 
contemplate the wasted money and moan to your 
friends about poor service. When the manager comes 
over, however, he listens sympathetically, apologises 
for the barman’s rudeness and his complete inability to 
mix a decent mojito and offers you all, in recompense, a 
bottle of their finest champagne – completely on the 
house. An unlikely scenario, no doubt, but bear with me 
for a few more sentences and we’ll get to the root of the 
matter – and to the bottom of the glass. 
 
In offering you the bubbly, the manager is trying to 
‘mollify’ your anger - that is, to make your anger milder. 
Little does he know, perhaps, that the word ‘mollify’, 
descended from the Latin word for ‘soft’, which is 
‘mollius’, is a distant relation of the word ‘mild’ itself. 
Both are descended from a Proto-Indo-European root 
which is conjectured to be ‘*mel’ (the asterisk, for those 
who are interested, indicates that the word is 
reconstructed but not actually attested). ‘*Mel’ meant 
‘soft’, and it shows up in English not only in ‘mild’ but 
also in ‘meld’, ‘melt’ and ‘molten’. In Classical Latin it 
became, as we’ve seen, ‘mollius’, which gave rise to 
‘mollificere’ – ‘to make soft’ (the ‘-ficere’ suffix comes 
from ‘facere’, ‘to make’, and can be found in both ‘fact’ 
and ‘fiction’, not to mention ‘factories’ and ‘fashion’). 
This in turn gave rise to Vulgar Latin ‘molliare’, which 
meant ‘to moisten’ (as in, ‘to soften something with 
water’). This then led to the Spanish word ‘mojar’, 
which itself means ‘to moisten’ or ‘get wet’. This led to 
‘mojo’, a type of sauce or marinade, and this – if you’re 
still in the bar and thinking of getting a second round in 
(though this time perhaps of a different cocktail) – took 
on a diminutive little suffix of its own to end up in your 
hand as ‘mojito’. 
 
The champers might not dampen your original 
annoyance, or tickle your tastebuds in quite the same 
way, but I for one find the etymology rather satisfying - 
a mild mojito has more to it than you think. Cheers! 
 

 
 



Kiki and Bouba 

 

 

Which of the above pair is Bouba and which one is Kiki? 
Once you’ve decided, take a look at the next page to see 
what your answer says about language. 
 
 

Why describe and document 
endangered languages? 
 

Languages come and languages go. They are born and 
they die, and this has always been the case. What 
differs today is the unprecedented scale of language 
death, akin to accelerating species extinction in the 
biological world, a massive loss of linguistic diversity 
occurring on every continent. The reasons for language 
death are manifold. They include: 

 language planning policies that favour a more 
dominant language 

 persecution and genocide 
 migration of peoples, thus weakening or 

destroying language communities 
 economic reasons – speakers of minority languages 

abandon their own language, or fail to teach it to 
their children, in favour of a more economically 
advantageous language such as English or Spanish 

The great silencing 
 

An estimated 6,000 of the world’s 7,000 languages are 
predicted to die out by the end of the century. For some 
observers, this might be a welcome state of affairs. How 
much easier things would be, they say, if we all spoke 
one and the same language (though those who hold 
such views tend to be monolingual speakers of global 
languages such as English and Spanish, and they baulk 

at the suggestion that the chosen language of their 
monolingual utopia should be any other than their 
own). Clearly having a common language is an 
enormous boon to communication between peoples, 
but the loss of a language is no cause for celebration; 
lost along with it is all the literature, the idioms, the 
folk wisdom, the songs, the indigenous knowledge, the 
very identity of the people it encapsulates and contains. 
Yet one dies every 14 days. 
 

Losing information, losing insights 
 
Every single language – Yoruba, Kaluli, Russian, Greek, 
English, Ainu, Wolof – is a storehouse and a treasure 
trove of hundreds if not thousands of years of 
accumulated human knowledge, experience and 
creativity.  They allow us windows into worldviews 
very different to our own, and this in turn provides us 
with insights into what is and is not fundamental about 
the human experience – for instance, how different 
societies frame kinship relations. Here’s an example 
from a language I speak, Japanese (which is thankfully 
not in danger): ‘younger brother’ and ‘older brother’ 
are conceived of as distinct relations (as are ‘younger 
sister’ and ‘older sister’). You cannot just say, as in 
English, ‘I have a brother’. You have to make it clear 
whether that person is your ‘ani’ – your older brother – 
or your ‘ototo’ – your younger brother (‘ane’ and ‘imoto’ 
are the female equivalents). This is unsurprising when 
you consider the value placed on seniority in Japanese 
society, and it shows up the English system as lacking a 
distinction that we do not feel to be especially 
important. Venturing further afield, the Pirahã people 
of Brazil, whose numberless language we looked at 
earlier, have no distinct words for ‘mother’ and ‘father’. 
They have a word ‘parent’ that is used for both but 
which has no gender distinction. It might seem to us – 
indeed, it might feel – that the distinction between 
one’s mother and one’s father is so fundamental an 
aspect of human experience that any language must 
necessarily mark it, and yet through linguistic 
investigation this has been proven not to be the case.  
 
At the same time, languages inform us not only about 
cultures but about the past, for example about 
prehistoric patterns of migration and contact between 
different peoples. It is through linguistic analysis that 
we know the Polynesians and other Austronesian-
speaking peoples of the Pacific began their mighty 
voyages across the ocean from Taiwan 6,000 years ago. 
 
 

Losing linguistic understanding 
 
The enormous but sadly dwindling variety of languages 
also teaches us a great deal about the parameters of 
language itself: what is possible in human language and 
what is not. If all we had to go on were Italian and 
German, for example, we would likely conclude that 
nouns must have grammatical gender and that it must 
be either a two-way distinction (masculine and 
feminine) or three-way (with neuter). If all we had 
were English and Spanish, we might well be tempted to 
think that singular and plural were universal linguistic 



categories, and that definite and indefinite articles are 
an indispensable part of speech. But Chinese, Japanese 
and Korean all show us that languages can happily exist 
without any sort of grammatical gender at all or any 
need to mark singular or plural, and that they can and 
do get by perfectly well without words for ‘a’ or ‘the’, 
while languages such as Swahili and Zulu demonstrate 
that a division of nouns into ten or more grammatical 
genders is possible. If all we had were languages like 
English that rely predominantly on putting groups of 
words into a particular order to produce meaning, we 
might think ‘he was made to give up’ were an idea that 
could only be expressed by using several words in a 
particular sequence. Yet in Japanese, for example, that 
concept is expressed as a single word ‘akiramesareta’.  
 
Much of the work being done in the field of linguistics is 
dedicated to working out the universals of human 
language, the innate rules contained in our brains’ 
wiring that dictate the most fundamental aspects of 
how languages can be constructed. For example, no 
language yet known lacks the distinction between 
‘noun’ and ‘verb’, which suggest that these concepts are 
innate. However, the more languages we have to study, 
the better we can test these hypotheses. It is not 
unusual for single languages to overturn what were 
previously held to be linguistic universals.  
 

Reversing the loss, preserving the 
irreplaceable 
 
It may not be possible – and some would arguable even 
desirable – to attempt to save and revitalise every 
single language that is facing extinction, but as 
globalisation encroaches ever further and already 
powerful languages become even more dominant, we 
stand to lose untold amounts of human knowledge and 
linguistic data if we don’t record and document as 
many as we can. 
 
Thankfully, in recent years there has been a growing 
recognition of the scale of the problem, and these days 
more and more organisations and individuals are 
working on the task of recording the world’s languages. 
Nevertheless, the task is becoming more urgent by the 
year as the scale of language death – the great linguistic 
silencing of thousands of years of accumulated human 
experience – grows ever and ever larger. 

 

 

Aviation 
English 

On 27th Marc 1977, 
in very foggy 
conditions at Los 
Rodeos airport in 
Tenerife, and after 

numerous unexpected incidents and delays, KLM Flight 
4805, laden with fuel – and before it was safe to do – 
began to hurtle down the runway. Miscommunication 
in English between the crew and the tower had 
resulted in the captain starting the take-off before the 
clearance to do so had actually been given. Ahead of 
Flight 4805 on the very same runway, taxiing directly 
towards them, was another Boeing 747, Pan Am Flight 
1736, lost in the thickening fog and unsure whether the 
Spanish air traffic controllers had told them to take the 
‘first’ or the ‘third’ exit. The poor visibility meant that 
the impending disaster was completely hidden from 
view at the tower, and that accurate and 
unambiguous oral communication was therefore 
paramount; the ear had to do what the eye could not.  
 
Seconds later the two aircraft finally saw one another. 
The KLM tried to lift off, the Pan Am to turn, but by 
then it was too late. The resulting collision and ensuing 
fireball killed all 248 people aboard the KLM plane as 
well as 335 of the 396 aboard the Pan American, 
making it the deadliest ever disaster in aviation history. 
The few Pan Am survivors, lucky alone by the fluke of 
their seating, crawled out to safety through holes in the 
disintegrating fuselage and along the one remaining 
wing.  
 

Inadequate language 
 
It was the result, as are all such tragic accidents, of a 
series of events that taken individually might seem 
almost inconsequential but which added up are 
catastrophic. In the report produced by the subsequent 
enquiry, inadequate language was cited as a 
contributory factor. After the KLM plane had reached 
the end of the fog-covered runway and the crew had 
signalled that they were ready to go, the tower had 
radioed back to them the route they were to follow 
once airborne, which included the words ‘right turn  
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after take-off’. This was not in itself the actual clearance 
to take off, but the KLM captain, hearing those two 
words, took it as such, whereupon he released the 
brakes and began to accelerate. The co-pilot then 
radioed back to the tower to say that they were ‘at 
take-off’, which the Spanish controller logically 
understood to mean that the plane was still at the take-
off position and, crucially, not yet moving. The co-pilot, 
however, who had been speaking Dutch with his fellow 
crew members but English with the air traffic 
controllers, had been code-switching – that is, rapidly 
switching from one language to another during a single 
conversation (even during a single utterance). 
 

Stressed and under pressure 
 
Code-switching leads to mistakes in which the 
grammar and vocabulary of one language are directly 
substituted for those of another. It can happen even 
when a person is fluent or bilingual, especially if they 
are under stress, as the KLM co-pilot undoubtedly 
was. The events of the day had started when a terrorist 
bomb exploded at Gran Canaria International airport, 
where both flights had originally been scheduled to 
land. This had led to the closure of the airport and the 
temporary re-routing of all incoming flights to Los 
Rodeos, a regional airport on the neighbouring island 
of Tenerife. Not only were both crews unfamiliar with 
this airport, the airport itself was also too small to 
easily accommodate the unexpected number of planes 
now parking up along its single taxiway, leaving only 
the runway itself available for both taxiing and take-off.  
 
After waiting for several hours until news came 
through that Gran Canaria International had been 
reopened, both flights were finally given the go-ahead 
to re-depart and carry on with their journeys. But by 
then there was the fog. Everyone was tired and 
anxious. There were further delays, first while the KLM 
refuelled and then while a family of four were late 
getting back on the plane. The veteran KLM captain, 
under pressure to take off before he and his crew 
overran the strict statutory limits on their working 
hours, thereby forcing an expensive overnight stay, was 
increasingly impatient to leave. His recently-licensed 
co-pilot, wary of challenging a distinguished superior 
under such tense, unusual circumstances, was 
understandably nervous. 
 
In saying that he was ‘at take-off’, it is thought that the 
he had directly translated the Dutch equivalent of the 
continuous tense into English. In Dutch this tense is 
signalled with the word 'aan’, meaning ‘at’, plus the 
infinitive (which is similar to older varieties of English, 
which once denoted the continuous tense with a 
reduced ‘at’, as in, for example, a-running or a-
jumping). In the co-pilot’s mind, he was telling the 
tower that they were ‘a-taking off’. To the ear of the 
controller, however, the KLM was still ‘at’ the end of the 
runway. In response, he radioed back with the non-
standard and highly ambiguous ‘OK’, further 
reinforcing the KLM captain’s fatal misunderstanding 
that the runway ahead was clear. The disaster cost 583 
lives. 

The history of Aviation English 
 
The need for clear, effective and unambiguous 
communication between air crew and air traffic 
controllers is at the very heart of Aviation English, one 
of numerous ESP (English for Specific Purposes) 
disciplines. It grew out of the 1944 Chicago Convention 
on Civil Aviation, which had been convened to address 
the various issues arising out of increased international 
air travel. An outcome of this meeting was 
the formation of the ICAO (International Civil Aviation 
Organization), one of whose many directives was the 
implementation of English as the official standardised 
language to be used in aviation around the world. The 
choice of English was not so much because of its status 
internationally – it had yet to become the global lingua 
franca that it is today – but rather more prosaically 
because most of the companies that manufactured 
airplanes at the time and much of the attendant 
industry were based in English-speaking countries. 
1951 the ICAO stated that all international 
flights should operate in English. 
 

What does 
it actually 
include? 
 
Aviation 
English refers 
not only to the 
standardised 
phraseology 
used by pilots 
and air traffic 
controllers, 
but also more 

generally to the English needed by maintenance 
technicians, flight attendants and officials within the 
aviation industry, as well as the English studied by 
students of aeronautical engineering and aviation itself. 
At its core, however, is ‘Radiotelephony English’ 
(RTFE), which includes the phraseology laid down by 
the ICAO. Some of this is familiar to the general public, 
especially parts of the International Radiotelephone 
Spelling Alphabet (otherwise known as the ‘NATO 
Alphabet’) – Alfa, Bravo, Charlie, Delta, Echo, 
Foxtrot and so on – plus the words ‘roger’, which 
indicates that a message has been received (‘roger’ 
predated ‘romeo’ as the spelling alphabet word for the 
letter R and stands for ‘received’), ‘over’ to signal the 
end of a turn in an exchange (meaning ‘over to you’), 
‘out’ to signal the end of an exchange, ‘mayday’ (from 
French ‘venez m’aidez’ – ‘come help me’) and ‘wilco’ 
(meaning ‘will comply’). The ICAO stipulates that the 
words and phrases on its list ‘shall be used in 
radiotelephony communications as appropriate 
and shall have the meaning given’. Some examples of 
other phrases are: 

 How do you read? – What is the readability of my 
transmission? 

 I say again – I repeat for clarity or emphasis. 



 Approved – I give permission for you to do what 
you requested to do. 

 Cleared – Authorized to proceed under the 
conditions specified. 

 Words twice – A (As a request): Communication is 
difficult. Please send every word or group of words 
twice. // B (As information): Since communication 
is difficult, every word or group of words in the 
message will be sent twice. 

To help ensure transmissions are clear, plain and 
unambiguous, ‘yes’ and ‘no’ are replaced with 
‘affirmative’ and ‘negative’, the definite and indefinite 
articles are omitted, and contractions such as ‘don’t’ 
and ‘can’t’ are avoided. There are regulations about the 
order in which routine exchanges of information 
should be made, while further rules dictate how 
numbers should be read out (to avoid confusion with 
the number 5, for example, the number 9 becomes 
‘niner’). There are also stipulations as to when certain 
phrases can and cannot be spoken. One outcome of the 
Tenerife airport disaster was a tightening up of RTFE. 
These days the words ‘take off’ can only be used when 
the aircraft is actually cleared for take-off, never before. 
To avoid potentially disastrous misunderstandings, in 
all other situations ‘departure’ must be used instead. It 
is also no longer sufficient simply to acknowledge the 
receipt of a message with the word ‘roger’; to 
ensure mutual understanding has been achieved, key 
parts of the message must be repeated back. 
 
Of course, the vocabulary is much broader than simply 
the phrases used to transmit and receive messages. As 
well as the core vocabulary of the English language, it 
also includes parts of the aircraft (nose 
gear, ailerons) weather terms (gust, cumulo nimbus), 
words related to the flight itself (climb, airborne), 
others related to the airport (holding area, snow 
plough) and various acronyms (RVR for Runway Visual 
Range, ATC for Air Traffic Control). Students of Aviation 
English must also be able to handle everyday situations 
in English as well as those specific to their work. The 
ICAO has six levels of proficiency, from Level 1 (Pre-
Elementary) to Level 6 (Expert). Performance is broken 
down into six categories: pronunciation, structure, 
vocabulary, fluency, comprehension and interaction. 
The ICAO states: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Problems with using English 
 
However, English ability has been cited as a 
contributory factor in many other crashes and near-
crashes in the decades since the Tenerife disaster. 
Some have pointed out that despite its status as an 
international lingua franca, English is not necessarily 
the best option for a standardised language of such 
vital importance, not least because no matter how well 
non-native speakers learn it and meet the ICAO criteria, 
within the native-speaking community itself there is 
such an enormous variety accents – think of the 
difference between Texan and Glaswegian, Geordie and 
Cape Town, Sydney and Delhi – that native speakers 
(who must also be assessed) may themselves be the 
cause of potentially fatal misunderstandings such as 
those that occurred in Tenerife. For non-native 
speakers, the relatively large repertoire of vowel 
sounds in English, plus its unphonetic spelling, only add 
to its inherent disadvantages, as do its many 
irregularities and ambiguities. Of course, no human 
language is free of ambiguities, but to illustrate a 
couple specific to English that could have serious 
repercussions, just think what might happen if 
somebody misunderstood or mispronounced ‘Go to 2 
too’ as ‘Go Two Two Two’, or thought ‘aircraft 
approaching’ meant only one airplane on the way when 
in fact there were several. There have been calls to 
replace English, possibly with an artificial language 
such as Esperanto, but this seems unlikely to happen so 
long as English retains its global dominance, especially 
now that it is well-established and there are colleges 
that teach Aviation English and exams that test it. 
 
Nevertheless, the ICAO continues to study, review and 
improve Aviation English, and despite an enormous 
increase in air traffic over the last few decades, flying is 
actually far, far safer today than it was back in 1977. 
This has much to do with improvements in aviation 
technology, flight procedures and cockpit interactions, 
but enhanced communication also plays a very big role. 
Aviation English is not merely an ESP; it’s a language 
that keeps us alive. 
 
 

So, bouba or kiki? 
 

Chances are you 
said the same as 
98% of everybody 
else who is asked 
to name the 
shapes, including 
infants as young 

as two and a half, assigning the harder-sounding ‘kiki’ 
to the jagged shape and the softer-sounding ‘bouba’ to 
the rounded shape. This suggests that the brain 
attaches abstract meanings to sounds in a non-
arbitrary way. If true, this has implications for the 
evolution of language.  
 
 

 

In order to conform with ICAO Language 
Proficiency requirements, Pilots, Air Traffic 
Controllers and all others who use English in R/T 
communication on international routes must be at 
ICAO English Language Level 4 (Operational) or 
above. An individual must demonstrate proficiency 
at Level 4 in all six categories in order to receive a 
Level 4 rating. Those who are assessed at ICAO 
Level 4 (Operational) must be re-tested every 
three years. Those who fail may not be licensed 
to operate on international routes, so even if a 
pilot or controller achieves Level 4 once, further 
English training may be needed to maintain this 
level of proficiency. 

 



Thank Frige it’s Friday! 
 

 
Recognise any of these songs? I Don’t Like 
Mōnandægs, Ruby Tīwesdæg, Wōdnesdæg Morning 
3A.M., Þhūnresdæg’s Child, Frigedæg I’m in Love. Well, 
you may or may not know the songs themselves, but 
you’ll certainly be able to make out the days of the 
week in their titles, even though they’re written in Old 
English. But how did the names come about? 
 
Long, long ago, when the Romans were in charge of 
pretty much everything, they introduced their seven-
day week throughout the territories they controlled, 
including the land that would eventually become 
England. Along with this system came the names of the 
days in Latin, which honoured the sun, the moon and 
various Roman gods. Sometime between the 3rd and 
8th centuries, however, as the power of Rome receded 
and Latin ceased to be the lingua franca, the names 
were translated into the various Germanic languages, 
including Old English. The process ensured that even 
though many of the names changed completely, the 
connection with the originals was not entirely lost. 
 
In English, ‘Sunday’ – the day of the sun – and ‘Monday’ 
– the day of the moon – were direct translations of the 
Latin dies solis and dies lunae. ‘Tuesday’, ‘Wednesday’, 
‘Thursday’ and ‘Friday’ came about by substituting the 
names of Germanic deities for the original Roman ones. 
Only ‘Saturday’ retains the name of the Roman god – 
the day of Saturn, dies saturni. Tuesday is named 
for Tiw, a one-handed god famed for his strength and 
prowess in combat, and was chosen to match the 
Roman dies martis, the day of the war-god Mars. 
Wōdensdæg commemorates Wodan. Like the god 
Mercury, who gave his name, via Latin, to miercoles, 
mercredi and mercoledi, Wodan is a so-called 
‘psychopomp’, which might sound like some knife-
wielding murderer who likes to stand on ceremony, but 
actually means a god who carries the souls of the dead 
to the afterlife. Þhūnresdæg is for Thor, the god of 
thunder, and corresponds to Jupiter – otherwise known 
as Jove, as in dies iovis – the king of the Roman gods as 
well as god of the sky himself; both Thor and Jove are 
commonly depicted holding thunderbolts. Friday 
started out as Frigedæg, the day of Frige, goddess of 
love and fertility.  The planet Venus was known as 
‘Frige’s Star’, so ‘Friday’ corresponds to the Latin dies 
veneris, the day of Venus, the Roman goddess of love, 
which of course ended up as in most of the Romance 

language as viernes, vendredi, venerdi and so on 
(Portuguese being the major exception), and which in 
English lives on in the not-so-lovely phrase ‘venereal 
disease’. So next time you say the phrase ‘TGIF’, you’ll 
know exactly which god you’re thanking! 
 

What about the months? 
 
The English names of the months, on the other hand, 
come directly from their Latin originals. In the earliest 
days of Rome, the months originally followed the 
phases of the moon exactly. As soon as the first faint 
crescent of light appeared out of the black disc of the 
new moon, the ancient priests would call out to the 
public – calare, in Latin – that the month had begun, 
and it was from this ritual that the first day of the 
month came to be known as the kalenda – ‘the calling’ – 
which naturally enough gave English the word 
‘calendar’. Unsurprisingly, over the centuries 
everything went very out of kilter, especially as the 
lunar calendar didn’t match the natural year (not to 
mention the fact that the calendar itself was not a 
public document and was therefore open to sly 
alteration for political ends), and it took two major 
reforms – one by Caesar and the next by his successor 
Octavian – to sort the whole mess out. In their honour, 
the names of what were then the fifth and sixth 
months, Quintilis and Sextilis, were changed 
respectively to Julius and Augustus. This is just as well; 
had the reforms not taken place, we might these days 

be asking our 
friends their 
plans for 
summer with 
the rather 
awkward 
question, 
‘Going 
anywhere nice 
this Sexty?’ 

 

 
Jumping over  
 
And why, you might wonder, do we say ‘leap year’ for a 
year that has an extra day? Is it because you should 
‘take a leap’ with the extra day and do something 
special? Propose to your boyfriend if you’re a woman, 
for example, tradition holding that February 29th is the 
only day a woman can acceptably do so? Well, not 
exactly. The answer is purely to do with the calendar. 
From one ordinary year to the next a fixed date 
advances one day at a time, but the addition of the 
extra day makes the date advance by two days. So 
March 1st, for example, which fell on a Friday in 2013 
and last year fell on a Saturday, this year falls on a 
Sunday. Next year, however, which is a leap year, it will 
‘leap over’ the Monday and fall on a Tuesday instead. 
 
So there you have it. Now you know why ‘leap years’ 
really do jump, why the ‘moon-ths’ are so-called, 
how Sunnandæg Girl got her name, and 
why Sæturnsdæg Night’s Alright for Fighting. 
 



The revival 
of Manx 
 

In 2009 UNESCO 
declared Manx to be 
‘extinct’ – but has 
since changed the 
classification to 
‘critically 
endangered’. What 
has happened to 
bring this minority 
language, historically 
spoken by the Manx 
people on the Island 
of Man, back from 
the dead? 

 
Manx is a Goidelic language, closely related to Irish and 
Scottish Gaelic. By the 19th century it had become 
largely overshadowed by English, a language the 
islanders increasingly felt to be more valuable and 
economically more advantageous. Manx itself came to 
be associated with poverty. A common saying even 
held that ‘Cha jean oo cosney ping lesh y Ghailck’ (‘You 
will not earn a penny with Manx’). Parents began to 
speak English to their children rather than Manx. 
Linguist David Harrison says, “As with many 
endangered languages, the Manx people have been 
made to think their language is worthless. These 
negative attitudes get internalised by communities, 
which cause them to let go of their language. They had 
to reverse this mentality.” 
 
The last native speaker, Ned Maddrell, a fisherman 
(pictured above), died in 1974, but ten years before his 
death he, like others, was recorded speaking the 
language for the sake of preservation. At the same time, 
the language had already been extensively written 
down and in fact never completely fell out of use on the 
island. 
 
The decline of the language did not go unlamented, 
however, not only by its final speakers but by others on 
the island who saw what was being lost. Advocates for 
its revival began to teach themselves the language as 
early as the 1950s, using the tape recordings as well as 
texts in Manx. These days there are about 1,800 
speakers of Manx on the Isle of Man. There is even a 
primary school, Bunscoill Ghaelgagh, established in 
2001, that teaches its pupils almost entirely in Manx. 
Amongst their activities, they have a penpal exchange 
with pupils in Glasgow who can read and write in 
Scottish Gaelic, a language closely related to their own. 
What’s more, in response to UNESCO’s 2009 
classification of their language as dead, several of these 
Manx-speaking children wrote to the organisation to 
ask, “If our language is extinct, then what language are 
we writing in?” 
 
These days you can listen to bands performing live in 
Manx, attend church services in Manx or even just join 
in a conversation in Manx in the pub. If you want to 

learn it, there are videos on Youtube, podcasts, apps for 
your mobile and study courses on the island. People are 
even tweeting in it.  “The X factor for reviving 
languages is really pride and love for the language,” 
says Harrison, who spent time on the island making a 
documentary about the language. “The revival on 
the Isle of Man is a clear example of this.” 

 

Some phrases in Manx 

English (Baarle) Manx (Gaelg) 

Good day Laa Mie 

How are you? Kys t'ou? 

Very well Feer vie 

Thank you Gura mie ayd 

And yourself? As oo hene? 

Goodbye Slane Lhiat 

Isle of Man Ellan Vannin 

 

Want to find out more? 

Thank you for reading this newsletter. I hope you 
enjoyed it and found it interesting. I certainly enjoyed 
writing it! I now hope to be able to write further issues 
as I learn more about language death and revitalisation 
and linguistics in general on my upcoming MA at SOAS. 
If you’d like to read these issues, and are interested in 
making them possible, please take a look at my 
crowdfunding page at the address below and find out 
how you can help out.  

https://hubbub.net/p/endangeredlanguagesforposterity/ 

You can also read more on my personal blog: 

http://danielvincent73.tumblr.com 

And at: 

http://www.eltlearningjourneys.com 

Thank you! 
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