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NOTES ON BASIC ENGLISH, No. 1. 

A Short Account of the System of Basic English 

I. What Basic English Is. 

Basic English is a form of English in which 850 words, with certain additions for special pur-
poses, will do the work of 20,000. It is possible in Basic English to give an account of the senses of 
any other word in the language. That is not to say that this small number of words will for all pur-
poses take the place of all other words in the language. 

The system has three chief uses: 

1. It was designed to give everyone a second, or international. language which takes as little 
of the learner's time as possible, and which gives him all the necessary apparatus of 
language for everyday purposes. The addition of small lists of 50 words take it to the 
level of the expert, who will then make use of Basic as the framework into which he puts 
the necessary special words of his field. 

2. It is a quick and smooth first step in learning normal English by which control of 
English senses and English structure may be given in the shortest possible time with the 
greatest possible reward for work done. It gives the key to normal English, because the 
senses of all other English words may be given in the Basic words, and because the struc-
ture of all other English statements may be made clear by comparison with the simplest 
statements in Basic. 

3. For anyone whose natural language is English it may be used as training in the use of full 
English. The process of working in and out of Basic and of making comparisons be-
tween Basic and complete English has a number of spe~ial values. In the light of Basic, 
the range and the power of English become clearer. One becomes more conscious not 
only of the structure of the language but of shades of sense and feeling within it. 

For one or another of these three reasons, thirty countries are teaching Basic English in the schools, 
from Denmark to China to the United States. It is being used by international organizations, by busi-
ness men, and for international radio. It is being used for teaching reading to the very young, and 
later for helping boys and girls who have trouble with their use of language. Experience with it in 
high schools and colleges in this country is increasing. In a day when "the classics" and "grammar" 
are no longer part of a normal education, Basic may to some degree take their place as training in the 
control and ordered use of language. 

These three uses are not so separate as they may seem. All three are stems of the same plant, 
whose root is the relation of this small part of English to the full language. An international language 
has to be simple and clear, and to have a wide range so that discussion of complex ideas may be as 
possible as making statements of fact. T he secret of the three-in-one power of Basic English is the way 
in which the selection of words was made. A small number of words would do the necessary amount 
of work only if they were able to give full accounts of the senses of all other words in English (that 
is, of the signs for all our other sorts of thoughts.) 

Before we go on to the story of the growth of Basic, there is one thing to be noted. I n Use 3, it is 
the process of using Basic English and not the outcome which is important. A bit of "Moby Dick" 
or of Adam Smith in Basic would have no value in itself for this purpose, but the process of putting 
it into Basic. and of comparison between the Basic and Adam Smith himself may be of the greatest 
value. In Use 2, the process of learning Basic may have this same sort of value at a late stage, but in 
the early stages, any material in Basic is good for the learner as taking him up to the point where he is 
ready for a wider English. In Use 1, however, it is the material in Basic which is chiefly important, and 
the values of the process of using it only come in by the way. This is possibly the clearest way of keep-
ing the three purposes separately in mind. 



II. How Basic English Came To Be. 

When C. K. Ogden and I. A. Richards were writing The Meaning of Meaning in 1920, a book 
about the processes by which words come to have different senses in our minds, they made maps of the 
full range of senses of a great number of key words. That is, they were giving these words "definitions". 
In doing this, they were interested to see that the same words kept coming into the definitions of every 
sort of word from "mouse" to "beauty". Mr. Ogden saw that the way in which the language was able 
to give accounts of itself might make possible a form of English with a small enough number of words 
covering a wide enough field to become a working international language. It seemed that only two or 
three hundred words had, in theory, the seeds of all ideas talked about in English, but a language of 
that size would not have been simple or smooth or of much use for any of the normal purposes of 
language. To have working value, it would have to be under a top limit of 1000 words, and yet 
have a range which would make it equally good for everyday living and for the business of the experts; 
it would have to have rules, as simple and regular as possible, and at the same time be good English. 

Suggestions about language made all through the history of English thought from Bacon to Jeremy 
Bentham went into the making of Basic. It was an observation of Bentham's about English verbs 
which gave Ogden the idea that most of them might be cut out without loss to the sense. This was 
the key not only to the wide covering power of this small number of words, but to an organization 
of those words in such a way that the structure is more regular and simpler for a learner than any other 
system so far worked out. 

Th(e selection of words was based on a number of different sorts of tests of their value for the 
purposes in band. The first question was not: "How frequently is this word used?", but "In what 
ways will this word take the place of what other words?" The end was to be a working language 
covering all the necessary senses, but which would make no attempt at producing all the color and 
feeling of the full language. Naturally that would not be possible, and as Basic was not designed to 
take the place of English, the loss would not be important. It was to be a language for talking about 
things and talking about feelings, not one for producing feelings and reactions. So it was formed by 
cutting out everything not necessary to the sense. This is the secret of one of its chief values in education. 

The first line of attack was on "verbs". Almost alt English verbs may be broken down into the 
operations and directions they are in fact talking about. For example, to immerse your hands in water 
is to put them under water; to emerge from a room is to come out of it; to illustrate your arguments is 
to give examples, while to illustrate a story is to put pictures in it, or make pictures of it; to climb. 
mount, or ascend a mountain you go up it (on foot, in a railway or in an automobile as the fact may 
be) ; if you dust the table, you take dust off it, and if you dust the baby with powder you put the dust 
r or powder) on the baby (maybe put it on with a light touch). This makes it possible for Basic to 
have only 18 verbs (the words for these necessary physical motions and have and be), in addition to 
the names of the directions (to, from, on, in, under, and so on), and the names of the things to which 
or with which the act is done. 

The second great group of words, the nouns, were tested by Mr. Ogden's system of "panoptic 
definition". The noun in question would be put in the middle of a circle with rays going out from the 
middle. The rays were signs of all the relations in which the word being tested might be said to be 
with other things. This is clearer with examples. We will say that man (that is, the general name 
of man as one of the animals) is the word whose range of relations is being tested. One of the rays 
would be headed time, with divisions for time in history and age. On this ray would be such words as 
Elizabethan, and octogenarian, and all other words which say anything about man's relation to time. 
Another group of rays would be headed behavior. The heading of one of these would be sex, on which 
man (in the less general sense) and woman, lady and gentleman and so on would be put. As every 
such word went on the map, it was possible to see how necessary it was by seeing how accounts might 
be given of it in other words. An Elizabethan may clearly be someone living in England in the time of 
Queen Elizabeth, or between the years 1558 and 1603; an octogenarian may be a man eighty years 
old or over, or simply a very old man; man and woman will be necessary, though if we take man in the 
general sense of a higher animal, we might say male and female man, as we do say male and female 
monkey. But lady and gentleman would go out, being covered in all important ways by man and 
woman. We will come back later to other words like those, which are cut out for somewhat the same 
reasons. Man has such complex relations with other things that the map of this word is naturally the 
greatest of all. Other sorts of words are simpler. If we put house in the middle of the circle, there 
would be a ray for size, on which words like cottage and mansion might become very smaU and very 
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great houses; one for number which would have settlement, village, and city, which might be said 
to be a small group of houses, a group of houses on one or two streets, or a very small town, an_d a very 
great town. Town is kept as the only general word of that group which is of value in giving accounts 
of the others. And so the process went till every sort of name in English had been gone over with care. 

With this system for seeing that there would be no holes in the word list, the selection went on, and 
every word was put to the test of four questions: 

1. May a clear account be given of this word in not more than ten other words? 
If so, and if the word is not the name of some very common thing needed in everyday 
talk, then that word is probably not necessary. A quadruped is any animal with four 
legs, but a cat and a horse are special sorts of quadrupeds which are so common that any 
detailed account of them would not take the place of their names, or give a clear enough 
idea of the animal in question in less than ten words. So Basic keeps cat and horse and 
does without quadruped. 

2. Is this word necessary to the sense or is it chiefly important in full English for the feeling. 
the point of view and the judging of value which are, as it were, rolled in with the sense? 
T ake lady and gentleman for example. There are a number of different facts about a 
woman or about her behavior, or who her family is or how much money she has or 
the quality of her inner self which may be the reasons why we say she is a lady. But 
very frequently we give her the name because we have some sort of feelings about her 
which may or may not have anything to do with the facts. It is possible in Basic to 
give an account of what those feelings are, and what that woman has which other women 
have not. These delicate shades of feeling may be talked about, but words producing 
those feelings automatically are not for the most part needed for these purposes. In fact, 
they would make such discussion harder. Basic has no sin or guilt, but doing wrong, 
wrong-doing, sense of shame and errO!' are some ways of talking about the same ideas 
with a little less feeling. There is no meaning, but sense; no ambition, but a desire to do 
something; no it is imperative to, but it is necessary, or important, or right, to; no faith, 
but belief. (Note: there are no fixed Basic "equivalents" for any English words. For 
example, guilt would have a sense in the statement of a judge quite different from its 
sense in the writings of Freud. The Basic for any English word may only be given when 
the special use of that word in any given group of statements is taken into account.) 

3. Is this word necessary to the sense or is it important chiefly for its sound or color in great 
writing? 
Basic would keep red, and this may be dark red, or blood red, or bright red, but not 
incarnadine or scarlet or roseate. Basic would not keep fragrant, but flowers may have 
a sweet smell. 

4. Is this word such a special or "low-level" word, or such a general or "high-level" one 
that it has little use for normal purposes? At one end of the scale, molewle and cortex 
are examples of the sort of word which will not be needed for other than special pur-
poses in special fields; at the other, relativity and transcendentalism are examples of words 
which are so deeply rooted in complex theory that for normal purposes they are unneces-
sary. So such words are not kept in the Basic list. (But see later, on rules for general 
use. what an expert may do in talking about special details of general theories. ) 

A number of interesting points come up in connection with this suggestion that words do their 
work at different "levels" , ranging from the very special to the very general. The fact that there is 
this sort of system of division and relation between groups of words gives a necessary organization to the 
language, and is most important in the selection of a limited number of words. For example, we may 
at different times, pointing at the same thing, say this thing, this substance, this solid, this wood, this 
mahogany, and so on. Liquid and gas are talking about different substances at the same general level, 
but water, liquid and fluid may all be talking about the same substance at different levels, ranging in 
this example from "low" to "high". Two or more lower level words may make one higher unnecessary, 
as fluid is not needed if air, liquid and gas are present. And in an example given earlier, a middle-level 
word like quadwped may be covered by the high-level word animal together with the two lower level 
words four and leg. 
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While the process of selection was going on, it became clear that with a limited list of words which 
were to do so much work, there would have to be some control of the changes of sense of the words in 
use. All but the lowest level very special words in English have from two to any number of d i f f e r e n t
possible senses when used in different sorts of statements. Mr. Ogden went about mapping these changes 
of sense in a way which has not been done before, on the theory that every word has what may be 
said to be a "root" sense, that is, one sense which is more important than any other in making clear 
what the relations between the different senses are. The other senses are for the most part expansions 
from that root, or special uses taken from it. For example, starting from a man's foot, the word foot 
becomes a general name for the base of anything, (the foot of a mountain); and mountain may be used 
for anything of great size, or for a mountain of work. The chain of connection is longer, but still 
clear, between the crime for which a man is sent to prison, and the crime of society in putting the very 
young to work. To go a step farther, "fictions" are formed by these comparisons; that is to say, things 
which have no true existence are talked of as if they were like what we see round us. We go for a walk 
in a field of flowers, but not in a field of interest, though there is clearly something in common between 
the range of our thoughts and a limited space. Cakes have a strong attraction for a small boy, but he 
is not physically pulled to them as the needle is to the north. 

When there is no clear connection between two senses of a word, Basic keeps only the one which 
has the more general value. As between bit of cake and a horse's bit, only the first may be used in 
Basic. There is no important connection between the respect which we have for someone and the 
respects in which Basic is different from English, so the second sense of respect may not be used. More 
suggestions about expansions of sense and special word uses are in Parts II and III of The ABC of 
Basic English, and the complete list of senses which may be used, stemming from the root sense, is in 
the little book The Basic Words. 

At the same time Mr. Ogden was working on ways of giving accounts of word order and the 
different sorts of English words which would be clearer and simpler than the accounts given normally in 
English "grammar". The fruits of this work are in The ABC of Basic English, a little book which 
is full of important and sometimes new ideas. 

After some ten years of work on such lines as these, the system was tested in every sort of material. 
The range covered may best be seen by a look at the list of Basic books, a number of which were put out 
chiefly as examples of how Basic might be used in different fields. And the last step was to do a num-
ber of books on which teaching books in different countries might be based. (The ABC of Basic 
English, The Basic Words, Basic Step by Step, The Basic Way to English.)* 

III. Some General Rules for the Use of Basic English. 

There is no point here in going into details of the rules for using Basic. The chief rules are 
outlined on the right side of the list of words printed in the front of this paper. The details of these, 
and of one or two others, are all in The ABC of Basic English. 

The rules of the system are naturally important to anyone who is using it for any purpose. Here 
are in addition one or two special notes about its use, to anyone writing in it or putting bits of English 
prose or verse into Basic for whatever reason. In the first place. there is bad Basic and good Basic, and 
one of the most important general rules is this: If it is bad English, it is bad Basic. Even within these 
small limits there are a number of ways of saying almost anything, some good in some places, some in 
others, and some clear enough but good only for a morning's laugh. Common sense is as important 
in the use of Basic as it is in the business of the day. The Basic Dictionary makes suggestions of ways 
of putting the 7500 commonest English words into Basic. This book is a great help, sometimes giv-
ing an account of the word's chief senses, sometimes giving a higher or lower level word which may for 
some purposes take the place of the word in question. But, like any other Dictionary, it may not be 
used for word by word "translation". Word by word translation from full English to Basic is more 
dearly wrong in Basic than in most languages. I t is possible to make good sense and smooth reading 
only by taking the full sense of the English statement into account. 

•For more details on the growth of Basic English from the theory of signs, see T h e Meaning of Meaning, Word 
Economy, Basic English: An Introduction and Rules, The Basic Vocabulary (out of print), and papers in Psyche from 
I 928 to 1939. 
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There are one or two general rules for the addition of words outside the Basic limits which may 
be needed for special purposes. An expert in any one branch of science, writing for other experts, will 
make use of Basic chiefly as the framework for the special names necessary in his field. To make this 
writing smoother, Basic gives lists of 100 words for general science and 50 for every special branch, so 
that the number comes up to 1000 for expert use. In addition, if any other new words are needed, 
they may be made clear by an account in Basic words, or by a picture. To some degree, the same thing 
may be done in any sort of writing where a word is important or will have to be frequently used. as in 
a story about pirates and diamonds an account would be given of the two words, possibly in a footnote, 
when they first come in. and they would then be used freely. This process, if not overdone, may be a 
help. Special care is needed when the use in this way of some more complex word seems necessary. 
Por example, in a long discussion of feudalism, it may be important for the reader not only to have a 
knowledge of the form of society being talked about, but of its name as well. The general word may 
be used, if a clear account of it is given when it is first used, and if the writer takes care to see that any 
change of sense in his use of that word in the rest of fhe discussion is pointed out to the reader. This 
sometimes makes things hard for the writer, but it may be that a reader has a right to something of 
the sort even if he is not reading in Basic. 

Fuller directions for the writing of Basic are given in Notes on Basic English, No. 2, on how 
Basic may be learned, for those interested chiefly in the third use outlined earlier. 

IV. Some Examples of Basic English. 

This account of the system is itself an example of it, but for those who are interested in making 
a comparison between Basic and regular English, and in seeing Basic at work for different purposes. 
here are a number of parallel bits of prose, and one bit of poetry. It is important to be clear that the 
Basic is. in all the prose examples, said to be "better" than the regular English only for certain purposes. 
It is not put forward as something which might for all purposes take the place of any statement in full 
English. All of the prose examples are taken from current papers, all are representative of certain com-
mon sorts of prose, none of them is an attempt at writing "art prose", all are putting forward ideas or 
talking about facts. So the important thing is the sense of the writer's words. In poetry naturally 
all the other forces of language and of the writer's and reader's thoughts and feelings come into play. 
So the use of Basic in reading poetry becomes simply one important stage of reading the poetry. and 
the Basic in no sense takes the place of the writer's verse. 

I. From an editorial in the New Yorh Times 

ENGUSH 

It is obvious that a Nazi victory in Europe 
would enormously increase America's problem of 
defending itself by defending the western hemi-
sphere. 

One aspect of that problem has been brought to 
light in the last few days in the exposure of Fifth 
Column Nazi activities conducted among the Ger-
man residents in several South American countries. 

If there is any Nazi move directed against this 
hemisphere, most military and diplomatic ob-
servers believe that it would be directed against 
one or several Central or South American repub-
lics first of all. 

It is unlikely that the first overt moves would be 
directed against the United States itself. 
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BASIC 

It is clear that if the Nazis get control of Europe, 
it will be br harder for the United States to keep 
itself safe from attack by keeping the attacker out 
of all the other countries of the two Americas. 

The position has become clear in the last day or 
two as news has come to light of the planting of 
secret Nazi representatives among the Germans liv-
ing in a number of South American countries. 

If there is any Nazi move against this side of the 
Atlantic, it is the belief of most experts on military 
and political international conditions that it would 
be against one or more of the countries South of 
the United States first of all. 

It is not probable that the first open moves 
would be against the United States itself. 



This is an example of prose whose sense may be given quite simply to someone whose knowledge 
of English is limited, at any stage, to Basic. It is possible to say these same things a number of other 
ways in Basic, but one parallel is enough for present purposes. 

It has been said that learning Basic is learning English by well~ordered stages. Here is an example 
of a bit of school reading in three stages. The first stage would come after about the first twenty steps 
of learning Basic. The learner will have had only simple word~order, only simple pasts, presents and 
futures, no joined words (such as seaman), no words which take the ~er, ~ed and ~ing endings (such as 
worker and sailor, resting and fishing). The second stage comes later when his word-order has become 
more elastic and he has gone into the simpler expansions and form changes of the Basic words. The 
third stage is in the words of the writer himself. Robert Louis Stevenson, from whose story, The 
Bottle Imp , these examples have been made. 

Stage I. 

Stage 2. 

Stage 3. 

Keawe was a man on the island of Hawaii. I will give the name of Keawe to him, because he 
is living now, and I may not give his true name to you, but the place of his birth was not 
far from Honaunau, where the bones of Keawe the Great are. This man was poor, he had a 
love for danger, and for hard work. He was good at reading and writing. He was good at 
the work of a man at sea, and had a great knowledge of ships. One day he said to himself: 
"I will go to countries and to towns which are far from here and see what they are like." 
So he got work on a ship and went to San Francisco. 

There was a man on the island of Hawaii, to whom I will give the name of Keawe, because 
the fact is that he is still living, and it is necessary to keep his name secret, but the place of 
his birth was not far from Honaunau, where the bones of Keawe the Great have their resting~ 
place in a stone hollow. This man was poor, a lover of danger, and a hard worker; he was 
as good at reading and writing as a school -teacher. In addition, he was a first~rate seaman, 
and had been for some time on an island steamer, and had taken a fishing-boat down Hamakua 
way. At last it came into Keawe's mind to see something of other countries and towns. and 
he went as a sailor on a vessel going to San Francisco. 

(In the words of Stevenson himself) 
There was a man of the island of Hawaii, whom I shall call Keawe; for the truth is, he 
still lives, and his name must be kept secret; but the place of his birth was not far from 
Honaunau, where the bones of Keawe the Great lie hidden in a cave. This man was poor. 
brave and active; he could read and write like a schoolmaster; he was a first~rate mariner 
besides, sailed for some time in the island steamers, and steered a whaleboat on the Hamakua 
coast. At length it came in Keawe's mind to have a sight of the great world and foreign 
cities, and he shipped on a vessel bound for San Francisco. 

In a little book, Statement and Suggestion, about the use of Basic in different sorts of writing, 
A. P. Rossiter says, "There is certainly one sort of prose whose present condition may be said to be com~ 
pletely healthy, and that is the simplest sort of writing used in science. This is not the language used 
in giving an account of science to 'the man in the street', which is frequently very bad, with all the 
marks of the present diseases of words upon it- the use of false or forced comparisons, the taking of a 
word from one field in which it has a certain fixed sense or range of senses to be used in another com~ 
pletely different, the use of words with almost no statement value, and the tendency to put in feelings 
about things where only facts are important." A writer of this healthy sort of prose may, for example, 
be writing about plants. His purpose for the moment is to make clear to other interested persons what 
the plant is like or what condition it is in. His feelings about the plant are, for the business in hand, 
quite unimportant. He is not attempting to make his reader interested, or to let it be seen that he is one 
of those uncommon and "different" persons with a "love of flowers". He is making a simple statement. 
and the better the writer the less probable it is that he will let such mixed purposes come in at the wrong 
places. At other times such purposes might be the point of his writing. Here they are out of place. 
Wherever the purpose of writing is like this purpose of writing in science, it is true that the simpler the 
statement the better the prose. Much writing in science is done by experts for experts. Sometimes it is 
very complex. Sometimes it is done for readers whose language is not English, and might well be done 
in Basic. For such purposes, Basic has a list of 100 words for general science, and naturally the names 
which are a fixed part of any branch of science are kept in their most used form. In this way, Basic 
gives the framework of language into which the necessary special words are put. 
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Here are the first lines of a paper in the field of botany, as printed in a record of an International 
Congress of experts in this field. Its readers are botanists from all countries. The example is short. 
but it gives an idea of how a somewhat complex bit of prose goes when put into Basic. 

ENGLISII 
In the main the taxonomy of the Phycomycetes 

compares favorably with that of other classes of 
fungi, the arrangement in orders, families and 
genera here corresponding for the most part, to 
significant trends in development and morphology, 
rather than, as often in the Ascomycetes, to spe-
cious resemblances in outward design. This for-
tunate condition bas been furthered by several 
favorable circumstances: 

BASIC 
In general the division of Phycomycetes into 

orders, families (and genera) is as good an ar-
rangement as that of most other groups of fungi. 
It is based for the most part on important ten-
dencies of growth of form and structure, and not, 
as frequently in the arrangement of Ascomycetes, 
on a comparison of unimportant outward design. 
A number of conditions have made this well-
ordered arrangement possible: 

N.B. Arrangement and genus are in the list of 
general Science words. Fungus is kept as a 
necessary name in the field of botany. In some 
sorts of wdting it would be well to give an 
account of what a fungus is in Basic, before 
using the word freely. 

The Bible has been done in Basic English, printed in England by the Cambridge University Press, 
and in this country by E. P. Dutton. A special list for the purpose makes the number of words used 
1000. Here is a bit from St. Mark, Chapter 10, 17-25. 

KING JAMES V ERSION BASIC 
17. And when he was gone forth into the way, 
there came one running, and kneeled to him and 
asked him, Good Master, what shall I do that I 
rna y inherit eternal life? 
18. And Jesus said unto him, Why callest me 
good? there is none good but one that is God. 
I 9. Thou knowest the commandments, Do not 
commit adultery, Do not kill, Do not steal, Do 
not bear false witness, Defraud not, Honour thy 
father and mother. 

20. And he answered and said unto him, Master, 
all these have I observed from my youth. 
21. Then Jesus beholding him loved him, and 
said unto him, One thing thou lack est: go thy 
way, sell whatever thou hast and give to the poor, 
and thou shalt have treasure in heaven: and come. 
take up the cross and follow me. 
22. And he was sad at that saying, and went away 
grieved: for he had great possessions. 

23. And Jesus looked round about, and saith unto 
his disciples, How hardly shall they that have 
riches enter into the kingdom of God. 
24. And the disciples were astonished at his words. 
But Jesus answered again, and saith unto them, 
Children, how hard it is for them that trust in 
riches to enter into the kingdom of God. 
25. It is easier for a camel to go through the eye 
of a needle than for a rich man to enter the king-
dom of God. 
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17. And while he was going out into the way, a 
man came running to him, and went down on his 
knees saying, Good Master, what have I to do so 
that I may have eternal life? 
18. And Jesus said to him, Why do you say that I 
am good? no one is good but one, and that is God. 
19. You have knowledge of what is said in the 
law, Do not put anyone to death, Do not be un-
true to your wife, Do not be a thief, Do not give 
false witness, Do not get money by deceit, Give 
honour to your father and mother. 
20. And he said to him, Master, all those laws I 
have kept ,from the time when I was young. 
21. And Jesus, looking on him and loving him. 
said, There is one thing needed: go, get money for 
your goods, and give it to the poor and you will 
have wealth in heaven: and come with me. 

22. But his face became sad at the saying, and he 
went away sorrowing: for he was one who had 
much property. 
23. And Jesus looking round about, said to his 
disciples, How hard it is for those who have 
wealth to come into the kingdom of God. 
24. And the disciples were full of wonder at his 
words. But Jesus made answer again and said to 
them, Children, how hard it is for those who put 
faith in wealth to come into the kingdom of God. 
25. It is simpler for a camel to go through a 
needle's eye than for a man of wealth to come into 
the kingdom of God. 



Here we have a bit of prose from a paper for teachers. It is an example of writing which is at-
tempting to say in a small number of words something which is complex and possibly very important. 
Among a group of five persons wbo put this into Basic English, five different ways of saying it came out. 
No two went at it in the same way, but all came out in general agreement about what the writer was 
talking about. The process of putting it into Basic was of value in seeing what was being said. and 
that is the important thing here, more important to the person doing it than the Basic statement of it 
is in itself. Here are examples of two ways of attacking this sort of thing. One goes almost parallel. 
The other is a new statement of what is taken to be the writer's substance. 

ENGLISH BASIC (1) 
Particularly the student must be taught to un-

derstand the workings of those two great modes 
of imaginative expression-figurative would here 
be a misleading term-analogy and metaphor. 

It is specially important for the learner to be 
clear about the working of those two great 
ways of putting the feelings and pictures in the 
mind into words-"analogy'' and "metaphor' . 
''Analogy" is a way of making a feeling or an 
idea clear, or underlining its sense, by saying what 
it is like (when saying what it is is impossible, or 
not enough). An example is " lie goes like the 
wind." ' 'Metaphor" is like analogy, only more so. 
A word is said to be a metaphor when it is 
stretched from its simple sense to be used for some 
thing which is like it in important ways. "Stretch" 
here is a metaphor because making a word do more 
than its normal work and giving it a wider sense 
is like physical stretching in enough ways so that 
its use here is natural and clear. 

In teaching metaphor it is of the utmost impor-
ta nee to rid the pupil's mind of the superstition 
that this mode of language is simply poetic orna-
ment and firmly to implant the realization that 
metaphor is one of the essential methods of ex-
pressing meanings. in prose as well as in poetry, 
and that ability to use and interpret metaphcr is 
essential to clear and logical thinking and writing, 
and to reading with full comprebens'on. 

In teaching about metaphor, it is most im-
portant to get it out of the boy's or girl's mind 
that this way of using language is simply an 
ornament in poetry, and to get it fixed in his 
mind that most of what we say may best be said 
and sometimes only said through metaphor, in 
prose quite as much as in poetry. Power to make 
use of and to see the reasons for and the force of 
metaphor is necessary to clear and ordered thought 
and writing. and to reading with full effect. 

BASIC (2) 

It is important for boys and girls to be made to see how ideas may 
be put into words which make the sense of a thought specially clear by 
giving something other than a simple statement of it. Writing may get 
its effect sometimes by stretching the sense of words, that is, by using the 
name of one thing for the name of another which is. or seems to be, like 
it. This use of language is named "metaphor". Another use (which is 
frequently a sign of great power of thought) makes one idea clear by 
making clear another which is seen to be in some way parallel to it. To 
this we give the name "analogy". A mind which sees relations between 
things which seem from the outside to be quite different will make use of 
these two sorts of writing with the greatest effect. 

It is important to give a learner help in seeing that metaphor is not 
an ornament put on to the sense of language, or hanging from the lan-
guage, but is the sense itself, made bright and clear and strong, and that 
it is as necessary in prose as in verse. We all make use of metaphor in 
talking or writing, and are to some degree conscious of its power of sug· 
gestion in the language of others. The more expert the use we make of 
it, and the more we see the way of its working in the words of good 
writers, the clearer our thought will be. 
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These two examples are not given as the "last word" in Basic parallels, but as the first words in 
a discussion for which there is no room here. The questions which come up first have to do with the 
writer's purpose, and his point of view about the readers to whom he was writing; then what his idea 
of "metaphor" was, how and why it is different and more important in this place than "analogy", 
and so on. As Basic English, these two give an example of the way in which a word which is not 
Basic may be used when its sense has been given, and when care is taken not to let a widely different 
sense of it come in without note. This may be done whenever the word in question is one which is to 
come up over and over again, and when it is a name which is itself important for the purposes in hand. 

The use of Basic with poetry is, in a sense, for the education of the reader of poetry. The sort 
of way in which Basic gets a complex idea broken up into its parts, may be a help even to a good 
reader. It lets him get more grip on what he is reading. 

The great trick of poetry, the reason, you might say, for writing in verse at all, is that it lets the 
writer get his thought crushed into a small space. Then it is like gunpowder, if the trick is done well: 
the thought comes bursting into the reader's mind. But this is not the only way of writing poetry. 
or if it is, then the trick may be done with very simple words. You might get an idea that the Basic 
words are dead and uninteresting, because they are so simple; that all the bright and living English words 
are outside the list. Or you might say that it is not possible to have poetry without verbs. That is, 
complex verbs, not like the Basic put and take and so on. Because full verbs give force, and color. 
and song, and the taste of the living minute, and all that sort of thing. Well, it is true that the thought 
is less crushed together in Basic, and being crushed together is a help for poetry, so no doubt it is true 
that poetry has a need for complex verbs. What is not true is that there is anything feeble or dead about 
put and take. Here is Swinburne writing about the place where dead men go to, and about Persephone, 
the great woman, or being under whose authority they go. She is Death, and she is the daughter of the 
earth, because though the summer is fertile (and the earth is fertile) still the winter comes after it (and 
the winter is death). 

"She waits for each and other, 
She waits for all men born, 

Forgets the earth her mother, 
The life of fruits and corn, 

And spring and seeds and swallow 
Take wing for her and follow, 

Where summer song rings hollow 
And flowers are put to scorn." 

Now one thing is quite clear. It is no use your saying that take wing for her and put to scorn, 
in this verse, have only got the feeble little verbs put and take, so they are feeble. They are very strong, 
they come out of the lines like the right arm. In fact, they are kept back for the places where most 
force is needed. It is they who make the smash at the end. That does not say that the Basic verbs 
are the best ones for poetry all 1 he time. But it is sometimes said that there is necessarily a dead feeling 
about the verbs in Basic, and it seems a good thing to give an answer. 

Still, our use of Basic here is not for writing poetry, but for getting the effect of normal poetry 
clear. So let us take a look at the effect of putting the lines into Basic. I will give the rough sense of the 
lines in Basic first. 

She is waiting for everyone. She is waiting for every man from his birth on. She has let 
out of her memory the earth who was her mother, and the way of living when fruit and grain 
are coming to their growth. And the spring, and the seeds, and the birds who go away in winter. 
all take wing for her, and go one after another to this place where the sound of the songs that 
were made in summer becomes hollow, and the flowers are laughed at because they were beautiful. 

There are two points of interest. Life seems quite clear at first-'the life of fruits and corn'-but 
putting this into Basic has a strange effect. The word is not in the Basic list, and you have to say to 
yourself, What life? What sort of life of a fruit is in question here? And then it becomes clear that 
Swinburne has in mind summer, as the time of growth of the fruit, and the feelings that we have in 

9 



summer as the opposite to winter and death. In fact, without this connection the lines have no sense. 
The swallow is not going to its death when it goes south from England at the start of the Winter. 
It only comes into the verse as one of the signs that winter is coming, and because winter is used in the 
verse as a sign of death. The swallow goes with desire and hope to a warmer country. But men in the 
end, so the later verses say, get a desire for death and go to it quickly, as the swallow goes south away 
from winter. Now this is a simple enough bit of poetry, as poetry goes. But it is quite possible for a 
reader not to get all this system of comparisons that are working at the back of it. And then turning 
the poetry into Basic is a help. because it makes you put the right questions. 

The other point is maybe of more interest to writers in Basic than to poetry readers. Scorn is not 
in the list, and to give the sense of this verse in Basic you have to get round 'put to scorn'. But it is 
not possible to give the 'sense' without giving the right suggestion, because the connections of thought, 
in this sort of poetry, are in the suggestions, and seem to be only feelings. It is no good saying that the 
flowers are made to seem feeble and unwise, though that is the simplest answer. Or even that they are 
laughed at cruelly, though that is much better, because it puts our attention onto Persephone, who is 
cruel. The idea, or so it seems to me, is that the flowers are laughed at wrongly. The more beautiful 
they were the more pain there would be in death. So the way Persephone is judging them is the 
opposite to the way they were judged in the summer, by living men and by the fertile earth. What is 
better up here on earth seems worse to her. So the best way to say 'put to scorn', it seemed to me, was 
to put 'laughed at because they were beautiful'. Well, this may be wrong, but you see the line of 
thought that is needed. When you make this attempt at turning the sense of a bit of poetry into Basic 
you will get a feeling that your answer is wrong, at some points. This feeling is a sort of pointer. 
It is only through our taste about the effects of language that we get our knowledge about its working. 
In looking for the reason why your first answer was wrong. you are sent on to the important questions 
about the poetry. So this process makes the structure of the poetry much clearer. 
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