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How To Use
This Book

Ldadan is a language constructed by a woman, for women, for the
specific purpose of expressing the perceptions of women. This grammar and
dictionary are intended to introduce you to the language and give you an
opportunity to see if it is of interest to you or could be useful to you. Each
grammar unit has both a core section and a supplementary section that
expands on the core. You might find it best to read through all the core
sections first to get the feel and weight of the language, and then return to
the supplementary sections.

Vocabulary from the Grammar is listed in the Dictionary section,
which is divided into an English-to-L4dadan section and a (new to this edition)
Liadan-to-English section; following the Dictionary is a set of miscellaneous
information, additional vocabulary, and, for reference purposes, a brief listing
of the basic rules of Laadan grammar.







Introduction:

The Construction
of Laadan

In the fall of 1981, I was involved in several seemingly unrelated
activities. I had been asked to write a scholarly review of the book Women
and Men Speaking, by Cheris Kramarae; I was working on a speech for the
WisCon science fiction convention scheduled for March 1982, where I was to
be Guest of Honor; and I was reading—and re-reading—Douglas Hofstadter's
Goedel, Escher, Bach. 1 had also been reading a series of papers by Cecil
Brown and his associates on the subject of lexicalization—that is, the giving
of names (words, in most cases, or parts of words) to units of meaning in
human languages. Out of this serendipitous mix came a number of things.

(1) I became aware, through Kramarae's book, of the feminist
hypothesis that existing human languages are inadequate to express the
perceptions of women. This intrigued me because it had a built-in paradox: if
it 1s true, the only mechanism available to women for discussing the problem
is the very same language(s) alleged to be inadequate for the purpose.

(2) There occurred to me an interesting possibility within the
framework of the Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis (briefly, that language structures
perceptions): if women had a language adequate to express their perceptions,
it might reflect a quite different reality than that perceived by men. This idea
was reinforced for me by the papers of Brown ef al., in which there was
constant reference to various phenomena of lexicalization as the only natural
and self-evident possibilities. I kept thinking that women would have done it
differently, and that what was being called the "natural” way to create words
seemed to me to be instead the male way to create words.-




(3) I read in Goedel, Escher, Bach a reformulation of Goedel's
Theorem, in which Hofstadter proposed that for every record player there
were records it could not play because they would lead to its indirect self-
destruction. And it struck me that if you squared this you would get a
hypothesis that for every language there were perceptions it could not
express because they would lead to its indirect self-destruction. Furthermore, if
you cubed it, you would get a hypothesis that for every culture there are
languages it could not use because they would lead to its indirect self-
destruction. This made me wonder: what would happen to American culture
if women did have and did use a language that expressed their
perceptions? Would it self-destruct?

(4) I focused my Guest of Honor speech for WisCon on the question of
why women portraying new realities in science fiction had, so far as I knew,
dealt only with Matriarchy and Androgyny, and never with the third
alternative based on the hypothesis that women are not superior to men
(Matriarchy) or interchangeable with and equal to men (Androgyny) but
rather entirely different from men. I proposed that it was at least possible
that this was because the only language available to women excluded the
third reality. Either because it was unlexicalized and thus no words existed
with which to write about it, or it was lexicalized in so cumbersome a manner
that it was useless for the writing of fiction, or the lack of lexical resources
literally made it impossible to imagine such a reality.

Somewhere along the way, this all fell together for me, and I found
myself with a cognitive brew much too fascinating to ignore. The only
question was how I was to go about exploring all of this. A scientific
experiment and a scholarly monograph would have been nice; but I knew
what the prospects of funding would be for an investigation of these matters,
and I was without the private income that would have let me ignore that
aspect of the problem. I therefore chose as medium the writing of a science
fiction novel about a future America in which the woman-language had been
constructed and was in use. That book, called Native Tongue was published
by DAW Books in August 1984. Its sequel, Native Tongue II: The Judas Rose,
appeared from DAW in February 1987.

In order to write the book, I felt obligated to at least try to construct
the language. I'm not an engineer, and when I write about engines I make no
attempt to pretend that I know how engines are put together or how they
function. But I am a linguist, and knowing how languages work is supposed
to be my home territory. I didn't feel that I could ethically just fake the
woman-language, or just insert a handful of hypothetical words and phrases
to represent it. I needed at least the basic grammar and a modest vocabulary,

4




and I needed to experience what such a project would be like. I therefore
began, on June 28, 1982, the construction of the language that became
L4adan.

Because I am a linguist, I have studied many existing languages, from
a number of different language families. In the construction of Laadan I have
tried to use features of those languages which seemed to me to be valuable
and appropriate. This method of construction is often called "patchwork”, and
is not looked upon with great favor in the Patriarchal Paradigm that
dominates contemporary science. I would remind you, nonetheless, that
among women the patchwork quilt is recognized as an artform, and the
methodology of patchwork is respected.

My original goal was to reach a vocabulary of 1,000 words—enough, if
well chosen, for ordinary conversation and informal writing. I passed that
goal early on, and in the fall of 1982 the journal Women and Language News
published the first writing in the language, a Nativity story written from
Mary's point of view.

There was one more factor that entered into my decision to construct
Laadan, and I saved it for last because it was not there originally but
developed out of the work that I was doing. I found myself discussing the idea
of the woman-language, proposed need for it, etc., at meetings and
conferences and among my friends and colleagues. And I found that it was
possible to get the necessary concepts across, if I was patient. (There was, for
example, the useful fact that English has no word whatsoever for what a
woman does during the sexual act...this generally helps to make some points
more clear.) But I got thoroughly tired of one question and its answer. People
would ask me, "Well, if existing human languages are inadequate to express
women s perceptions, why haven't they ever made one up that is adequate?”
And all T could ever say was that I didn't know.1 This became tiresome, and
frustrating, and it was a relief to me when I was at last able to say, "Well, as
a matter of fact, a woman did construct such a language, beginning on June
28, 1982, and its name is Laadan."

This book is a teaching grammar of Laadan, with an accompanying

'At that time I had not yet had the opportunity to read Mary Daly's book, published
in May 1984, called Pure Lust. In that book Daly tells us that St. Hildegarde of Bingen, who
lived from 1098-1179, constructed a language consisting of 900 words, with an alphabet of 23
letters. She was a distinguished scholar, with publications to her credit in a number of fields;
as Daly says, it is impossible for us to know how much of value was lost to us when this
language was lost. And I now have an alternative answer to that persistent question,
although I have no way of knowing whether St. Hildegarde's motivation for the construction
of her language was a sense that no language adequate to express her perceptions was

available to her.




dictionary. It is only a beginning, and for all I know, the beginning of a

failure, something that will never be of interest to anyone but the collector of _

linguistic exotica. But because this book exists, it will be very hard to "lose”
Laadan in the way that other languages have been swallowed up by the

History of Mankind. For that, I am most grateful to the members of SF?3, who
thought the work was important enough to justify publication.

Suzette Haden Elgin
near Old Alabam, Arkansas




o=k The Sounds
of Laadan

Liadan was constructed to be simple to pronounce. This description is

tailored for speakers of English, because the material is written in English;

— but the sound system has been designed to present as few difficulties as
possible, no matter what the native language of the learner.

- Vowels: a asin "cglm”
3 asin "bell”
i as in "bjt"

2 0 as in "hgome"
u as in "dyune"

Consonants: b,d, sh m, n, 1, r, w, y; h — as in English

th asin "think"
- zh  asin "pleasure"

There is one more consonant in Laadan; it is "IA" and it has no
English equivalent. If you put the tip of your tongue firmly against the roof of
your mouth at the point where it begins to arch upward, draw the corners of
your lips back as you would for an exaggerated smile, and try to say English
"sh”, the result should be an adequate "lh ". It is a sound with a hissing
~ quality, and is not especially pleasant to hear. In Laadan it occurs only in
words that are themselves references to something unpleasant, and can be
added to words to give them a negative meaning. This is patterned after a

— similar feature of Navajo, and is something so very handy that I have always
wished it existed in English




When a Liadan vowel is written with an accent mark above it, it 1s a
vowel with high tone. English doesn't have any tones, but that will be no
problem for you, since you can express it as heavy stress. Think of the way
that you distinguish the noun "convert” from the verb "convert" by stressing
one of the two syllables. If you pronounce a high-toned Ldadan vowel as you
would pronounce a strongly-stressed English syllable, you will achieve the
same effect as high tone. Because Lidadan does not use English stress, this

will not be a source of confusion.




PATTERN:

Lesson1

[Verb (Negative) Case Phrase—Subject]

(NOTE: Don't be concerned about the notation above; it will be useful in
the long run. A "Case Phrase" is the same thing as what traditional English
grammars call a "prepositional phrase.” In English this means a preposition
and its following noun phrase, as in "with a hatchet” or "to the beach", most of
the time; in Laadan it usually means a noun phrase and its ending. This will
become clear as we go along, and each of the sentence patterns explained will
use the notation, with "Case Phrase” abbreviated to just "CP" in future to
save space. Case Phrase—Subject” will be written "CP-S." The parentheses
around "Negative” mean that it is an optional element in the sentence.)

Vocabulary:
Bii
ra
1
izh
be
bezh
ben
ro
with
wa
thal

‘hal

(declarative)

(no, not, negative)
(and)

(but)

(she, he, it)
(they, few)

(they, many)
(weather)
(woman, person)
(SEE NOTE BELOW)
(to be good)

(to work)




Examples:
(a) Bi1 thal ro wa.
The weather's good.
(b) Bii thal ra ro wa.
The weather's not good.

NOTE: A Liadan sentence begins with a word that tells you what sort
of sentence it is—statement, question, request, etc. The most common of the
words is "Bfi," which begins declarative sentences, ordinary statements. A
I.dadan sentence ends with a word that states why the speaker considers the
sentence to be true; in the example it is "wa,” which means "claimed to be
true because the speaker herself perceived whatever has been said’. "Wa" is
probably the most common of these words, which are called "Evidence
Morphemes".

(c) Bii hal with wa.

The woman works.
Bfi hal ra with wa.
The woman doesn't work.

(d) Bii hal be wa.
She works.
Bii mehal bezh wa.
They work.(2 to 5 persons)
Bii mehal ben wa.
They work. (more than 5 persons)

(e) Bii hal with wa.
The woman works.

Bii mehal with wa.
The women work.

Rules:
1. The basic sentence begins with a Speech Act Morpheme to indicate

what the sentence does, and ends with an Evidence Morpheme. (When
several sentences are used together by one person, and these remain the
same, they don't have to be put on every single sentence—this will become

clear.)
2. The verb comes before the noun phrase in Laadan.

3. To make a sentence negative, just put "ra" immediately after the
verb.
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4. To make a verb plural, put the prefix "me-" at the beginning of the
word. (Notice that the shape of the noun phrase doesn't change in the plural.)

5. Laadan doesn't divide adjectives and verbs into two classes as
English does. Thus "thal" means "be good" without any need for a separate
word "be" in the sentence. '

SUPPLEMENTAL SECTION:
1. Bii hal omid wa. HORSE
hdawith CHILD
oma TEACHER
thul PARENT
abeda FARMER
The works.
NOTICE: Laadan has no separate words for "a” or "the".
2. Bii hal ra awith wa. BABY
rul CAT
mahina FLOWER
ezha SNAKE
The doesn't work.
3. Bii dya be wa. BEAUTIFUL
balin OLD
lawida PREGNANT
wam STILL, BUSY
shood BUSY
lath CELIBATE BY CHOICE
She is :
4. Bii amedara be wa. DANCES
yod EATS
ada LAUGHS
ma LISTENS
oshdana MENSTRUATES
wéedan READS
wod SITS
rau LIES DOWN
She :

11




NOTE: For this (and all the other) supplementary sections, it would be
good if you would practice combining the patterns you know—make the
positive sentences negative by adding "ra’, make the singular verbs plural by
adding "me-" and so on. Ldadan is a language that works to maintain a
pattern of alternating consonants and vowels, for ease of pronunciation; for
this reason, you can't put "me-" directly on a verb that begins with a
vowel. In such a case, you insert an "h" to keep the pattern. Here are a few

examples:

Bii hal ra omid wa. The horse doesn't work.
Bii mehal ra omid wa. The horses don't work.

Bfi 4ya mahina wa. The flower is beautiful.
Bfi mehdya mahina wa. The flowers are beautiful.

Bifi mehada ben wa. They laugh.




Lesson 2

PATTERN:
[(Auxiliary) Verb (NEG) CP-S]

Vocabulary:

Baa (question)

eril (PAST)

aril (FUTURE)

le 4)

ne (you, one)

em (yes)

mid (creature, any animal

dala (plant, any growing thing)

wil (to be alive)

owa (to be warm)

hiya (to be small)

6oha (to be weary)
Examples:

(a) Bfii eril wii mid wa.
The creature was alive.
Bfi eril wii ra mid wa.
The creature wasn't alive.

(b) Bii aril mehooha with wa.
The women will be weary.
Bii eril meh6oha with wa.
The women were weary.
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(¢) Bii hiya dala wa.
The plant is small.
B4a hiya dala?
|s the plant small?

(d) Baa owa ne?
Are you warm?
=Em, owa le wa.
=Yes, I'm warm.
=Ra, owa ra le wa.
=No, I'm not warm.

Rules:

1. When you need to indicate time in a sentence, put an auxiliary
immediately before the verb. Auxiliaries never change their shape in any
way, even if the verb itself is made plural.

2. When you ask a question, you aren't providing information but are
asking for some. Therefore, you don't need an Evidence Morpheme at the end
of a question.

NOTE: If you speak English, you may find all these remarks about
parts of the sentence being optional, only being used if needed, etc., very
confusing—or annoying. Please don't be concerned. If you prefer, use as your
rule that you will always put a Speech Act morpheme at the beginning of
your sentence, or that you will always use an auxiliary to make your sentence
time clear. The result may be very formal Ldadan, but it will be grammatical.

SUPPLEMENTAL SECTION:
. Baaeril woéoban ne? GIVE BIRTH

mime ASK

lothel KNOW

bedi LEARN

benem STAY

ulanin STUDY

om TEACH

Did you ?
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