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How Many Languages Is It Possible to Learn?

Richard Hudson

Most of us are impressed by people who know ‘a lot’ of languages, but how many is ‘a lot’? A typical American or Brit knows precisely one language, maybe with smatterings of one or two others; so we’re impressed if someone knows three or four languages well. But if you lived in some parts of India or the Australian outback you’d probably know six languages as a matter of course, so three would be rather a limited repertoire.  

What, then, is the human capacity for language-learning? Rather surprisingly, nobody really knows. Linguists and psychologists have done enormous amounts of research on those who have difficulty in learning any language, but almost no-one has looked at those who are superbly good at it. We don’t even know how many languages they know, let alone how they do it. Most of what I say below is based on a highly readable book which surveys the research, or lack of it: ‘Babel no more: The Search for Extraordinary Language Learners’ by Michael Erard (Free Press, 2012);. 

‘Human capacity’ is rather vague, so let’s make it more precise. We can ask about normal capacity, and extreme capacity. How many languages could any of us learn, given merely the normal human capacity for language learning? Then, what’s the world record for language learning? As we’ll see, although we don’t know the answers for sure, we do know enough to guess. 

First, then, what is the language-learning capacity that comes with a normal collection of human genes? As far as language-learning is concerned, we can assume that the gene-pool is pretty much the same across the whole world – after all, we know that any human baby, regardless of genetic origin, can learn the language of any community in which they happen to be raised. Given this international consistency, we can determine the normal human language-learning capacity that you and I share by looking for communities where everyone speaks a lot of languages. 
This is where we need to study places where a lot of languages meet on fairly equal terms, like India and the Australian outback (but unlike, say, London, where hundreds of immigrant languages meet on very unequal terms with English). Without proper research we have to rely on impressions, but impressions seem to converge on about five or six as the limits for what we can call ‘community multilingualism’. The communities concerned have so many languages in circulation that everyone grows up naturally speaking five or six, without any formal instruction at school. 
We could quibble about how different the languages are, but we’re talking about languages that are at least as different as (say) English and German, and they may be as different as English and Chinese – belonging to completely different language families. Not surprisingly, perhaps, when a particular combination of languages is shared by a community for a long time – hundreds of years – they start to converge in their grammar, but they stay resolutely different in vocabulary because the community needs them to stay distinct. This is because each language belongs to a different sub-community (such as a tribe or a caste), and may be the most important evidence of membership in that community. So long as the sub-communities keep separate, their languages have to keep separate as well.

We could also quibble about how well these people speak their various languages. Are they totally fluent and ‘native-like’ in every language? Once again, we simply don’t know, but we can be sure that they know them well enough to get by in every-day conversation. Maybe they know more words and constructions in some languages than in others (and doubtless there are some concepts, linked to group cultures, that they can talk about more easily in just one of the languages). And almost certainly they won’t be able to read and write all of them – indeed, they may not be able to read and write any of them. But their knowledge of all the languages goes well beyond what we’d call a smattering, and also beyond the stumbling and limited ability reached in most of our schools. Maybe the best way to describe their ability is as ‘a good working knowledge’. Moreover, so long as interaction is regular and frequent, these languages are all ready for immediate use – they don’t get ‘rusty’.
So you and I have inherited brains that could, in principle, hold a good working knowledge of at least five or six completely different languages. The only thing that prevented me from achieving this feat is my social history – the fact that the people round me have always spoken only one language, so I never needed to learn more. Your social life may, of course, have been different from mine – and that may be why you’re reading this chapter. If so, rejoice! But the main point is that learning five or six languages is completely within the normal range, and requires nothing but the normal procedures for learning languages that I applied when learning my first language.
What about the world champions, the great and exceptional language learners (for whom I’ve coined the term ‘hyperpolyglot’)? This is where Erard is the expert. There are various people who were said to know a lot of languages; among them, the most famous was Cardinal Giuseppe Mezzofanti (1774-1849), who claimed to speak 50 languages and to understand 20 more in speech; as for reading, he claimed to understand 114. (His admirers credit him with slightly different numbers ranging from 62 to 72 for speech.) Another nineteenth century figure, Sir John Bowring, was said to have spoken 100 languages and to have read an additional 100. These people were famous in their day, so we have plenty of independent reports from people such as Lord Byron who visited Mezzofanti and confirmed his ability in some languages; but it is impossible now to check the extraordinary numbers. 

Fortunately we can find real live hyperpolyglots in our midst – well, not exactly in our midst, but if you look for them, as Erard did, you can find them. Credible language numbers lie between 20 and 30, with reasonably objective tests for verification (such as US government scales of language proficiencies). But none of these prodigies can speak all their languages equally easily, so, typically, some languages are always available, some need to be brushed up, and others need the help of a dictionary. But even so, some really do deserve the name ‘hyperpolyglot’; for example, an English man
 called Derick Herning told Erard that he knows 30 languages, of which 12 are always available. (In 1990, 22 of these languages were independently certified.)
How do hyperpolyglots do it? Certainly not by leaving it to ‘natural’ language learning. These are scholars who learn from books and follow strict schedules for learning and practising their languages. They just love learning languages. Do they have a special aptitude? Nobody knows for sure, but I leave you with a fascinating fact: they are nearly all men. 

� Since writing this article I have been told that Herning is in fact a Scotsman. My apologies!





