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ALL IN THE FAMILY
AUTHOR: Mr. J. H. Smith

Do you know what family you belong to? You may think to yourself, “Of course I do! Why ask such a foolish question?” Well, whether you know it or not, you just might belong to some families you never heard of before!

Now it may or may not be that you are adopted, but one family you can be sure you belong to is a language family. There are over 3000 different languages in the world. They are grouped into a smaller number of families. Since you are reading this selection in English, you obviously belong to the same family that English does. It is a large family—over one‑half of the languages spoken on earth belong, one way or another, to this family. And this family gets around, for it is found in all parts of the world.

Whether your human family is large or small, one thing it has is relatives. You have parents and grandparents. You probably have aunts and uncles. You may even be an aunt or uncle yourself. And, even if you never met them, you have great grandparents, and even great, great, great, great grandparents.

You have a family tree. It is not growing in your front yard, not even your backyard. And even if you live in an apartment, you still have one. No, it doesn't grow in a pot, like a house plant, but part of it is growing in your house.

What is a family tree? Well, it is really like a list of all the people who are in your family or who are in some pray related to you. Your family tree includes you, your brothers and sisters (if any, your parents, their brothers and sisters, their parents (your grandparents), and on and on as far back as the list can be traced. It can be great fun to trace your family tree back as far as possible. That is one sure way to discover who your ancestors were. When you have finished making such a list, you then have a record of your genealogy.

Languages have family trees and relatives and ancestors and genealogies. In terms of age, languages go back a very long time. Just how long, no one knows. But one thing we do know, there were spoken languages a long time before the invention of writing. On the family tree of languages, English is only a youngster. And modern English—the kind you are reading now, is very new indeed.
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ALL IN THE FAMILY

An older form of English called Middle English was spoken and written some time after the year 1000 A.D. A very famous story called the Canterbury Tales was first written in Middle English. If you are a good reader of modern English you could make quite a bit of sense out of Middle English, even without a special dictionary. But Old English—if you saw it you would think it is a foreign language. To read it you would have to study it in college just like a foreign language. But one very famous story first written in Old English you have probably heard of. It is called Beowulf.

English as we use it is obviously related to Middle English and Old English. But Old English is related to Old Dutch. Of course, Old Dutch is related to Middle Dutch and modern Dutch.

Many people in Michigan speak Dutch. We even have a town called Holland, famous for its Dutch windmills and tulips. But chances are you do not speak or read Dutch. But Old English and Old Dutch are closely related to each other, and to another language you probably never heard of: Old Frisian. Modern Dutch is also closely related to Flemish and Afrikaans. All of these languages are on the same branch of the family tree called West Germanic.

On the same branch with West Germanic is Old Low German, Middle Low German, and Low German. Old High German, Middle High German, and High German are on the same West Germanic branch.

West Germanic can be traced back to a major branch called Germanic. From this branch comes North Germanic. Families in this family line include Old Icelandic, and Icelandic. Old Norse, Old Norwegian, Middle Norwegian, and Norwegian, as well as Old Swedish, Middle Swedish, and Swedish, not to mention Old Danish, Middle Danish, and Danish, all form parts of the same North Germanic branch. The East Germanic branch is very small—it has just one language, called Gothic.

Germanic is just one family branch of languages. Other important branches are Balto‑Slavic, which, to trace a part of this branch down to a modern language with a more familiar name, has a branch called Slavic. Slavic has three branches: West, South, and East Slavic. East Slavic includes Russian as one of its family members. West Slavic includes Polish as one of its members.

A less familiar language group is Celtic; about the only modern language name in this group you are likely to recognize is Welsh, the language spoken and read by Mary Jones, the young girl whose strong desire for a Bible of her own led to the founding of the British and Foreign Bible Society, and through it the American Bible Society and other similar societies dedicated to making the Bible available to millions of readers at cost in their own language.

Mr. J. H. Smith
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ALL IN THE FAMILY

The Italic branch is more familiar because one of its languages, Latin, was once the language of the Roman Empire. Though Latin is now a “dead” language (meaning it is not the native language of any group of people now living), it is still studied in school. Latin is the parent of such modern languages as Portuguese, Spanish, French, and Italian.

The Hellenic branch has but one language, but a very famous and important language it is: Greek.

The Anatolian branch languages are only familiar names if you have studied history and archaeology. The languages in this group are Hittite, Luvian, Lydian, and Lycian.

Less familiar still is a language group called Indo‑Iranian. This branch has a family called Iranian, which leads to the famous language called Persian. Another branch, the Indic, has an important classical language as its member: Sanskrit. Sanskrit is an ancient language once spoken in India. It is important because many of the religious writings from India and the East were written in Sanskrit. Modern languages which stem from Sanskrit include Urdu, Hindi, Bengali, and Singhalese, all associated with India.

Now, what ought to be the most surprising fact of all: all of these many languages we have been listing belong to the same language family. The name of this language family is Indo‑European.

The name of this language family seems appropriate enough, for these many languages had their origins in Europe and India. But here is a mystery. How could places as far away from each other as Europe and India speak languages that are related to each other? The answer to this question lies shrouded in the mists of time belonging to a period we call prehistory. Is it possible to learn anything about what happened to man so long ago? These language families—and you already know many words and root words of these languages—furnish important clues to the mystery of life long ago. That is the subject of the next selection.

Mr. J. H. Smith
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ALL IN THE FAMILY

I.  HOW WELL DID YOU READ?

1. No matter who you are, you can be sure that you 
(A) belong to a language family, (B) have been adopted, (C) have some relatives you have never met.

2. Of the more than 3000 languages in the world, (A) only a few of them are related to English, (B) over 1500 belong to the same family that English does, (C) only English is spoken in many parts of the world.

3. A family tree (A) usually grows in the front yard, (B) can be found in most people's gardens, (C) is a list of all the people in your family and all the people related to you.

4. A genealogy is (A) a record of your ancestors, (B) a special dictionary, (C) a group of languages that are related to the same family.

5. Ancestors are (A) old family trees, (B) people like your parents and grandparents who are related to you but came before you, (C) your relatives, like aunts, uncles, brothers, and sisters.

6. The invention of writing is (A) as old as spoken language itself, (B) not nearly as old as spoken language, (C) much older than spoken languages.

7. The English language (A) is one of the oldest languages in the world, (B, compared to many other languages is quite new, (C) is about the same age as all of the other languages.

8. A famous story written in Old English is (A) the Bible, (B) Shakespeare, (C) Beowulf.

9. A famous story written in Middle English is (A) Beowulf, (B) Shakespeare, (C) the Bible, (D) the Canterbury Tales.

10. The English we speak is most closely related to 
(A) Middle and Old English, (B) German, (C) Dutch, (D) Latin.

11. Old English is related most closely to (A) Old Dutch, (B) French, (C) German, (D) Latin.

12. One language not on the same branch of the family tree called West Germanic is (A) Old Low German, (B) Old Dutch, (C) Afrikaans, (D) Greek.
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ALL IN THE FAMILY

I.  HOW WELL DID YOU READ?

13. The Swedish, Danish, and Norwegian languages belong to the branch of the family tree of languages called (A) Icelandic, (B) North Germanic, (C) Old High German.

14. The Slavic branch of languages includes languages like (A) French and Spanish, (B) Latin and Greek, (C) Russian and Polish.

15. The language spoken and read by Mary Jones in the famous true story, "Mary Jones and Her Bible," belongs to the language group called (A) Italic, (B) Balto‑Slavic, (C) Celtic.

16. The language of the Roman Empire was (A) Sanskrit, (B) Latin, (C) Greek, (D) Spanish.

17. A “dead” language is (A) a language which has been completely forgotten, (B) no longer spoken by any group of people now living, (C) the parent of languages used today.

18. Modern languages like Portuguese, Spanish, French, and Italian (A) are no longer related to each other, (B) have Latin for their common parent, (C) belong to the Hellenic branch of languages.

19. The Hittites and Lydians spoke languages which belong to the branch called (A) Anatolian, (B) Hellenic, (C) Italic.

20. Sanskrit is a language once spoken in (A) China, (B) Egypt, (C) India, (D) Persia, (E) Rome.

II.  WHAT TO READ NEXT

This series on language and prehistory is continued in Selection Number 243. Ask to use it next.

