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“Begin at the beginning," the 
King said, very gravely, "and go 
on till you come to the end: then 
stop.” C.S. Lewis

T
his story begins, 
as the King 
exhorts, at 
the beginning, 
with a brief 
consideration 

of what makes us human—is 
it language? Horses, pigs, 
dolphins, birds and various 
primates (including our 
hominid ancestors) are 
compared with those keenest 
of language acquirers, modern 
human children, to show how 
researchers have attempted 
to tease out answers to this 
question. This segues into an 
overview of some influential 

ideas and arguments in 
contemporary cognitive 
linguistics. Are our brains 
highly specialized for spoken 
language, or is our gift of gab 
more likely a happy accident, 
a highly beneficial adaptation 
springing from our innately 
social proclivities? Davidson 
offers a peek back into the mists 
of time and some enticing clues 
about how language might have 
evolved.

From there, we leapfrog 
around through time and space, 
an apparent cinematic technique 
(the book being a companion 
volume to the 2011 BBC series 
of the same name). Chapter one 
speculates about what humans 
share amongst themselves 
and what separates us from 
other animals—our desire to 
cooperate, communicate, to 
speak the same language. The 
rest of the book explores the 
myriad ways in which we use 
language to create and enforce 
distinction and difference. A 
good deal of this compelling tale 
is framed against the backdrop 
of the intriguing history and 
diversity of English. However 
the author adeptly balances that 
against numerous case studies 
and vignettes from around the 
globe. Class, ethnicity, sexual 
orientation are fodder for a 
discussion of the global and 
local politics of language and 
language use, attempts to create 
lingua francas, and persistent 
efforts to standardize, prescribe 
and otherwise limit the natural 
creativity of the spoken (or 
gestural) word.

Five broad chapters 
roughly correspond with topics 
of contemporary inquiry: 
Origins (Historical/Evolutionary 
Linguistics), Identity 
(Sociolinguistics), Uses and 
Abuses (Semantics and Syntax), 
Spreading the Word (Literacy and 
Cultural Identity Issues), and The 
Power and the Glory (Pragmatics 
and Rhetoric). Even so, Planet 
Word is not overly burdened 
with theory. When that spectre 
does appear, it is cloaked in 
colorful facts and fascinating 
stories about Language, in 
general, and particular languages, 
well, in particular. The book is 
long at 445 pages, but is divided 
into manageable subsections, 
inviting readers to browse for 
topics of particular interest. 
Both the avid philologist and the 
curious general reader should 
find it accessible.

The author has begun at 
the beginning, presented a rich 
pastiche, and gone on till there 
was not much left to tell. The 
book lacks a decisive conclusion, 
but perhaps this is better framed 
as a reflection of the fact that 
there is no foreseeable end to 
the creativity, adaptability, and 
diversity of human language. It 
remains to be seen what the rest 
of the story will be. ¶

“Class, 
ethnicity, sexual 

orientation 
are fodder for 

a discussion of 
the global and 

local politics of 
language and 
language use, 

attempts to 
create lingua 
francas, and 

persistent 
efforts to 

standardize, 
prescribe and 

otherwise limit 
the natural 

creativity of 
the spoken (or 

gestural) word.”
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