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THE RECOGNITION OF LANGUAGES

About the author. Dr, Richard E. Wood f{s currently living &n Saton Rouge, Louisiana where
fe 1z a professor of Europecan languages at the Louisiana State University. Dr. Wood has
YLeen a member of North American Short Wave Associatfon for many years and his outstanding
works have been of signiffcant importance to the membership. Dr. Wood authored the inform-—
ative "short Wave Voices of the World", avallable through GILFER Assocfates. This particu-
lar treatise cn the recogaitfon of languages s imvaluable to the serfousz DXer who hopes

to Increase his knowledge of languages and totals of QSLs recelved.
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The izportance of the acquisition of an ability te corractly identify languages used
in broodcasting should be evidear to all DXera. There arc many ways to acquire this abil-
ity, but they are all dased on ome factor, Important in all aspects of DXing: Experience.

Ona of the casiest ways to learn {s to listean to the VOA and BEC transmissions which
aancunce in English prior to going ianto the forefgn language. And, always be on the look-
out for tha characteristic words uscd in station identification, meaning "This 1s...", or
“Here iz...", or "Speaking," wvhich will be listed in thés article. These cruclal words
will be followed (cccasionally preceded) by the station's name or location.

Spanish and Portugucse

Thiz 4z the aost {mportant distinction which the DXer must be able o make, even un-
der conditions of poor reception. Spanish has the five cardinal vowels, z,e,i,0,u, all
spoken clearly, sharply, without nasalization or diphthong glide. There iz no distinction
of length. Although adjacent words do tend to coalesce (“aianalefa"), the overall impres-
gion 15 still of great clarity and precisfon. The endings -o, -2 and ~ion are typical.
Castillian Spanish has the sound of English "th' in cinco (thinko), cenar (thenar); and
"1y' in llamar (lyamar), where the Spanish of Latia Asmerica saye "sinko' and 'scmar'. In
Argentina, Uruguay and Chile, 11 and y are sounded as g in Eaglish "garage"; in more
northerly areas, y ag in "year" i3 normal. Argeatine Spaanish, Influeaced by Italian {mmi-
gration, shows longer vowels znd a grsater mugical range. In the colloquial Spanish of
the Caribbean, final o is almost silent, c.g. "aohotroh somoh cuwanoh” = “nosotros somos
cubancs,” but such non-standard Spanish 1z seldom heard from radio anmouncers, though of-
ten {n fnterviews and talks., Portuguese hag & totally diffcrent vowel gystem, with many
nagalized sounds. Cozparae ST Sap Pablo. PFinal -3 15 counded ¢ {in Portugal),
final - as u; typical endings are napalized c¥%, Iz and em. Axong characteristic con-
gonants arve the English sh, =h, aad (in somo dialects of Braszil) ch (from Spanish t) and
3 (Spaniszh d). Many Brasalias dislects have 2 very aonotonous, sing-song intonation;
while in Portugal, stressed vouwels alcone sre clearly pronounced, the unstresced beaing
slurred and hardly heard. Braziliaa Porcuguese scunds gensrally clearer (but hardly more
1ikes Spanish), with final -5 in plurals; while Lisbon Portuguese has -sh, -zh, ete., and
it 15 31fficule o distinguish individual words. Idastificacion words: Spaafsh - "Agquli™
(Ax{); Portuguese (in Portugal) promounced Bki, meaning “here”. In Spaaish "transmire"
while In Portugucse pronounced "transmichi". In Spanish, “esta es" (this is); in Pore-
uguese, "fala" (Port. almost "fela")

French, Creole, Italian, Rumanian, Papiamentu

Everyone should be able to recognize French without difffculty. Canadfan Freach
may be recognized by its trilled r (the r of Spanish also), rather than the Parisian
uvular (throaty) r, and by the coalescence of certain vowel sounds; however, the distinc-
tions cannot be clearly described in a non~technical srticle. Haitian '%eole gounds like
French spoken by an African; watch for missing final -r, e.g., Freach 1 re; Creole
lunié; and for the definite articles (corresponding to Freach le and la) coming after,
rather than before their nouns. Italian may easily 'be distinguished from Spanish by its
characteristically singing intonation, and its longer stressed vowels; and cspecially by
the double consonants, ¢.g., bel-la, gem-ma, which it ghares, in Europe, only with Swed-
ish and Finnish. Anncuncements begin "Qui" or "Transmette". Rumanian sounds quite like
Italian, but fncludes many Slavic words, and has postposited definite arcicles, e.g.,
~leu, ~lion; leul =~ the lion., Wateh for endings such as -ul, -u, -ui, =luf, -ilor, etc,
Ident{fication words: "Afet" ("ayich"). Papilamentu sounds like Spanish spokea by a per-
son of nixed African, Dutch and Portuguese origin, and includes elements of these back-
grounds. Identificatfon words, "AkL ta" (stress on aki, not aki as {n Spanish.)



Arabic, Hebrew, Somali, Kabvl

Arvabic 15 of extreme importance in DXing; so much so, that one should be able to
distinguish between at least threc type of Arabic. Arabic iz = chais of loosely conncc-
ted dialects, and varies also with the literary or colloquial nature of the language in
uge. tian and Sudanese Arabic {s totally unlike the others in one {mportant respect:
the so of g (Eanglish 'nm“) {5 heard in Gamal, gushuriya (republic), etc., whereas
in Iz , Arabian, Libyan, and other mon-Egyptian dialects, the g of the English “gen"
is noted. 1o former French possessions, @.§., Algeria and Morocco, the sound of “garage"
15 used. Watch for the rather umattractive, breathy quality of Algerian Arabic, and
many Treach borrowings. The Arabic of Algeria was so zltered duriag the French years
that, at independence, Radio Alglers actually had to hire Egyptian announcers. Kabyl
and other Berder languages are also wery breathy, full of glottal stops and gutteral
sounds, ansd today full of Arabic borrowings; but still easy to distinguish from Arabic.
Typical Arablc ansvuncements are: "Huna", "Hadha", and "Hadiht."

Somali 1s also full of Arabic borrowings, but is more musical, though still a harsh,
breathy language. CIdentlflcatfon: “Halkanf waa". Hedrew shows "sh"™ were Aradic has "s",
e.g. shalom, vo. Arabic salaam. Alsost all Hebrew words arc stressed om the cading; the
language 15 spoken with precisfon. Watch for tha definite article, ha-, v3. Arabie al-
or el-. Identification Is usually "Xol" (voice).

Persian, Ammenian usually have stressed eadings, and are full of very long "ah" and
"oh" Vowels. They are full of Arabic borrowings, but are not Scmitic languages. In
Armenian, Turkish and other non-Arabic loans dominate. Tdentificazion: Persian, "Inia"
(pronounced injaw); Arcenian, "Khosume."

Turkish, Turkic languages show vowel harmony; typical words are “atalar" (fathers),
and "eveler" (houses). The vowels 8 and {l are unknown in Arabic or Persian, but are
frequent in Turkish, e.g. Tlrkiye. Ian Turkish, very little stress will seem to fall on
any syllable; the language £s lightly spoken. In the Turkic languages of Central Asia
{Turlkmen, Kazakh, Uzbek, Tatar, Azerbaijant) stress falls usually on the lagt syllable
and there 45 a hargher sound. Watch for the Russian borrowings fn all those spoken on
Soviet territory. Ideantification words: "Blras{;" Azerbafjani, "Danishir'" and in gen-
eral, ic Central Asia, four or five syllable words are not uncoms=on.

African %

The Baatu languages all show cortain typical consenant combinations: mb, nj, buw, ny
aad sizflar clusters are typlcal. The vowels are pure, with fow diphthongs: a,e,f,o,u.
M and & can stand on their own as syllables, e.g. Nsuka, Muanza, Swahild (Xiswahill) e
by fac the moat important. It sounds like = typical Bantu language, Sut mamy of the words
used on radio sewscasts, o.g., Jjashurl "(republic), sauti (voice), habari (news). MNote
how the Arabic akhbar, with Lts coasonant clustar and guttoral sound bacomes the rhythmic,
melodic Swahill habar{. Swahili for Mr. &3 bwana, and this word, along with the greetiag
Jazbo may be heard in record request programs. Identffiszation s givem ia British-influ-
snced countrics as "MiL ai" (This ig), e.g., Ia Tanzania, Kenya; Sut ia the TFreach-influ-
snced Congo, Ruanda, etc., you may also hear "Hapa" (here, French '4ci’). lere, as in
discinguishing betweea Thal and lao, Malay and Indonesfian, you can Jdistingulshk between
diffcrent countries by picking out the foreizn words they use in their otlierwise [dentiesl
or sinilar laaguages. Thus, a Swahili newscast from Tanzania will give country aames In
their Eaglish form, a broacaster from the Coago will use French country names. Hauss
is the second most important African languasgs. Here agoin thare 1s strong Arabic influesace.
Tha great difference between Hausa and Swahili and most other Africam tongues L{s that
Hausa 3 a tone language, 1.¢., it varies in tone like Chinesc. Again, Hausa is spoken in
former British and French colonies, so foreign borrowvings differ. Afrikaans in South
Africa is descended from Dutch, which {t closely resemblas.

Pacific Lanpuages

The Polynesian languages have fewer different sounds than any others. They tend to have
the five cardinal vowels, a,e,i,0,u, and then only about seven or eight consonants, mainly
h, k, 1 (or r), n and n, Typical words are Nuuanu, Kamehamcha, Niuafo'ou, Wahine, etc.
They are very rhythmic, flowing languages with the si=mplest and softest sounds. Often a
vowel is repeated twice or even many times in a word, e.g., Moiliild, These languages
include Tahitian, Hawaifan, Maori, bdut not Fijian, which {s a Melaneslan language, nor
Trukese, Marshallese, etc., Micronesfan languages. Pidgin English, used in ¥ew Guinea
and otﬂzt areas, may best be illustrated by the ID of igito Rabaui. It is "Yupela wok
lang harim stesin bilong yumi.™ Or, in English, literally, "You-fellow walk along hearing
statfon belong you-me." Freely translated, "You (plural) are listening to our station."
So, when you hear a laanguage that sounds like English, and yet izn't, it is Pidgin
"yupela wok lang harim,"



Indian, Eskimo Languages

There are hundreds of Indian languages, but those most often heard on the radio
are QUECHUA, GUARANI' and AYMARA'. Do not mistake these for Ammenian, Turkish, Mongo-
lian, etc,, to which they do bear a superficial resemblance! Like many Central Asian
languages, they are often stressed on the end vowel (c.f., the names Cuarani' and Ay~
mara'). They have words of several syllables, often four or five. Often, they do
not have five vowels, but conly three, e.g., Quechua, which traditionally had only
three (a,e, & u), but no 1 or o until hundreds of Spanish words began to be borrowed.
Cf. Quechua, Kusku, Spanish Cuzco, the ancient Indian city in the Andes. It is this
Spanish borrowing which will help you to fdentify the Indian languages. During
Radic Moscow's Guarani' news, for i{nstance, about one word in four i{s Spanish, all
place-names, political terms, etc. ESKIMO, including CREENLANDIC, has lots of k and g
sounds, and long words, e.g., Angmagsalik, Untutusk. The combinaticns ng and nt are
typical. Eskimo in Canada has borrowed the English numbers from two on upwards,
while in Creenland, Danish words are used.

Far Eastern es

These consist of tonal and non~tomal languoges. In identifying an unkoown tongue,
firsc ask yourself, is it tonal? If so, it must be CHINESE (any dialect), VIETNAMESE,
THAI (including LAO), CAMBODIAN or BURMESE. If tones do not seem to play a signifi-
cant part in it, yet it appears to be an East Asian language, it will be JAPANESE,
KOREAN, TAGALOG (Philippine Islands), or MALAYO-INDONESIAN, Japanese is unmistakable.
All words end in a vowel or else in n. Vowels are short or long, ¢.g. long in HGsD
(radio), short in Nippon (Japan). Mmy words have four syllables, e.g., arigato (thank
you). Station identificaticn is usually "Kochirawa.... Hoso desu" (this is Radio....)
and the final u is barely heard., Korean has a breathy sound, especially the consonants.
Tagalog and other Filipino dialects are casy to ideatify. They sound like Indonesian,
but have lots of Spanish words {n them. Whole phrases, {ncluding numbers, price lists,
etc,, may be in Spanish., The exclamation, bueno (good) is often used. Malay and
Indonesian are basically the same language. They have a,e¢,i,o,u, plus a short e, as
in Penang. Typical is the sound ng. Mr. is saudara, and the plural is saudara-saudara,
written ssudaraZ. All words are repeated in the plural. So, if you hear comstant
repetition of words, it is one of the languages you arc hearing. Station identifica-
tion i{s "disint"™ or "inflah". Here i{s a typical announcement: "Saudara2 penengar, inilah
Studfo Radio Republik Indonesia df Ambon.” It is translated as, "Ladies and gentleamen,
(14atenars), this s the R.R.I. studio in Asbon." It is an extresmely clear language,
and the average listemer cught to be able to take not a bad report on an Indonesian
broadcast, vhich he could not hope to do for ane in Chirese, for instance.

Malzy may be distinguished from Indonesian by the English borrowings and the over-
all British sound of the speakers, while Indonesians tend to sound like Dutchmen. The
tone languages are the most foreign sounding to westeners. In Chinese, dialects may
be distinguished by counting the tones. Cantonese shows a much wider range of tones
than Standard Chinese (Mandarin or Kuoyu). The southerly dialects sound softer, less
strident than the rather harsh, precise Standard. Experience {s the only teacher in
this difficult field. Vietnamese may only be recognized after practice and experience
with the others., But, watch for the announcement, "Dai la Tieng nof...." (This is
Radio....). In Thai, the word to watch for is "Thini Stani..." (This is station...).
Thai sounds nuch softer than Victnamese, and slower, too. Lao fs a dialect of Thai
using french words, wvhere Thai uses English, (e.g., Thal will say "America" while Lao
says "Anerique"). CAMBODIAN and BURMESE both sound rather like Thai, but superfici-
ally appear to be less tonal and to have longer, more clearly distinguished words of
the Westearn type. None of the tonal languages have strong, trilled r sounds, pre-
ferring 1; Japanese, on the other hand, has only r and no 1; while Korean, both sounds
are heard, but not distinguished., In Indonesian, r is strongly sounded.
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