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JOHN RUPERT FIRTH

After a long illness in 1959, when he spent many weeks in hospital, Firth
was compelled to husband his strength, but his mental agility and his enthusiasm
for the things that interested him were undiminished, and on the day of his
sudden death, 14 December 1960, he was to have come to London for a three-
day conference called by the British Council to consider the teaching of English
as a second language. It was surely the kind of end one would have wished
for him.

Born on 17 June 1890, Firth read history at the University of Leeds,
and after graduating with first class honours in 1911 took his M.A. degree in
1913. In this year, after a short period as a lecturer in history at the City of
Leeds Training College, about which he seldom spoke, and which he probably
did not enjoy, he joined the Indian Education Service, and was from 1920
to 1928 Professor of English in the University of the Punjab in Lahore, where
his legend, we are told, still lives. Of this period, as of his war service in Africa,
he would speak with relish, but he was eager in the end to come home, and
always referred with gratitude to Professor Daniel Jones for his appointment
in 1928 as senior lecturer in the Department of Phonetics at University College,
London. He remained on Professor Jones's staff until 1938, holding mean-
while a number of part-time appointments elsewhere : as assistant in the
sociology of languages at the London School of Economics, where he worked
with Malinowski; as special lecturer in the phonetics of Indian languages
at the Indian Institute, Oxford ; and as part-time lecturer in linguistics at
the School of Oriental Studies, as it then was called. In 1937, he was awarded
a Leverhulme Fellowship, and spent the next fifteen months in India, working
mainly on Gujarati and Telugu.

Though his connexion with the School dates from 1932, it was in 1938,
on his return from India, that he first became a full member of its society
with his appointment as a senior lecturer. The title of Reader in Linguistics
and Indian Phonetics was conferred on him by the University in 1940, and in
1941 he succeeded Professor Lloyd James as head of the Department of
Phonetics and Linguistics. In 1944, when the University established a chair
of general linguistics, the first in this country, he became its first occupant.

When he took over the headship of the department, there was in addition
to himself one lecturer in phonetics, and he took pride in the fact that when he
retired in 1956, his tenure having been extended beyond what was then the
normal age of retirement, he had a permanent staff of twelve. It was, moreover,
a matter of great satisfaction to him that he had been responsible for the
training of nine young lecturers in the School who had been appointed to his
department before their ultimate transfer to others.

During the Second World War, he was quick to see how his theory of
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' restricted languages ' and the application of phonetic techniques could be
turned to practical use in the training of Service personnel for intelligence
work, and a large number of young men in the Armed Forces were, after
much hesitation on the part of the authorities, sent to his department for short
intensive courses. These proved very successful, and were continued until
the end of the war, though he also provided longer courses for other purposes.
His services in this respect were publicly recognized by the award of the O.B.E.
in 1946.

Firth often described himself as a traditionalist in his way. Though he
strove with success for the recognition in this country of modern linguistics
as an academic discipline in its own right, such names as Panini, iElfric, Bell,
and Sweet were constantly on his lips. In spite of his own very original outlook,
he felt that he was one in the long line of those who have contributed to the
understanding of language, and he was able to communicate this sense of con-
tinuity to his pupils. He had planned to give a full account of his theory in
a book to be entitled Principles of linguistics, but this never appeared in his
lifetime, and it remains to be seen whether he has left material in a form
sufficiently organized for publication. In Papers in linguistics, published in
1957, are collected those of his articles written between 1934 and 1951 that
he considered to have most importance, and, also in 1957, he contributed to
Studies in linguistic analysis, published by the Philological Society, ' A synopsis
of linguistic theory, 1930-1955 ', in which he outlined his own position. His
writings are suggestive and stimulating, but, partly because of his own kind
of rhetoric, not always easy to follow for those who have not been associated
with him, and they seldom show any of his many fertile ideas worked out in
detail. His influence, which was undoubtedly very great, was mainly exercised
in direct contact with colleagues and students, numbers of whom are now
teaching in various parts of the world. His Wednesday morning lectures were
something of a university institution, and were attended by many students
and members of staff from other London colleges.

There was profit in listening to Firth on any linguistic topic, including
the application of his techniques to the study of literary texts, to which he gave
increasing attention, but his name is especially associated with his theory
of meaning as a complex of contextual relations, and, in phonology, with
prosodic analysis. He took over and developed Malinowski's notion of context
of situation, regarding this as a construct in which an attested linguistic ' text'
was one element among other relevant social and environmental items. As
he understood it, the object of linguistic analysis was ' to make statements of
meaning so that we may see how we use the language to live V and this involved
analysis at a number of different levels, situational, collocational, syntactical,
phonological, and phonetic, each of which contributed to the ' meaning ',
the word being thus given an unusually great extension. It can be observed

1 Studies in linguistic analysis, Oxford, 1957, 23.
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that the word ' levels ' is increasingly used with something of the sense he gave
to it, though not always with what he saw as its full implications.

His theory of prosodic analysis is characterized by its concern with features
affecting more than minimal stretches of speech and by its ' polysystemic '
approach: it does not seek to establish phonological units valid for the
language as a whole, but sets up as many systems as are found necessary
for relating the phonic data with the grammatical and other features of the
language. There are signs of growing awareness of the need for such an approach
if an adequate linguistic statement is to be achieved.

Firth at all times insisted on the need for authentic texts. He was impatient
of the artificial examples that are unfortunately apt to mar linguistic works,
and, in the tradition of Sweet, for whom he so often expressed admiration, he
demanded sound phonetics as the basis of everything else. Respect for the
material dominated Firth's attitude. He maintained that it was impossible
to do fruitful work in linguistics without a theory, but he distinguished a general
theory for particular application from a theory of universals for general applica-
tion, and he saw danger for the subject in preoccupation with methodology
and procedural rules.

In 1947, Firth spent three months as visiting professor in the Faculty of
Arts of what was then the Farouk I University in Alexandria, and in 1948
he joined the staff of the Linguistic Institute of America at the University
of Michigan, Ann Arbor, for its summer session. He also visited and gave
lectures in a number of European universities. In 1951, he took part in the
colloquium on semantics held in Nice under the auspices of the Societe
Linguistique de Paris, and he later attended meetings of the UNESCO Com-
mission for Language Research. In this country, he was a member of the
Linguistic Committee of the Colonial Social Science Research Council and of
the Linguistic Panel of the English Studies Advisory Committee of the British
Council.

Firth had given much attention to the problem of providing a roman
script for Indian languages, and he had taken a keen interest in braille for India.
The subcontinent was always dear to him, and in 1957, after his retirement,
he accepted with alacrity an invitation from the British Council to spend some
months in Pakistan as adviser on linguistic matters. During his stay he visited
a large number of science departments and technical colleges, and reported
to the Government of Pakistan on the teaching of English for the purposes of
science and technology. He also took part in the Language-Teaching Conference
called by the Ministry of Education in Karachi, as well as in many informal
discussions, which he greatly enjoyed.

Retirement had no allurement for him, and he was delighted to spend
two terms in 1958 as a visiting lecturer in the University of Edinburgh. He
was attached to the Department of English Language and General Linguistics,
but his work lay almost entirely in the recently founded School of Applied
Linguistics, where he lectured and conducted seminars and put his long and
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varied experience at the disposal of the Director and staff. It was a happy
time for him, and when he returned to the south he displayed with gleeful
pride the card that showed him to be a full member of the Students' Union.
In July of last year, the University, to his great pleasure, conferred on him the
honorary degree of LL.D.

The Philological Society, of which he was a member from 1933, had a very
important place in Firth's life. He attended its meetings whenever he could,
and invariably took an active part in the discussions. From 1934, he was
a member of its Council, and he served for a time as secretary for publications.
It is probably no exaggeration to say that his election as President in 1954
gave him as much satisfaction as any other event in his career. He held the
office for three years, and was a Vice-President from 1959 to the time of his
death. Though he was not able to attend meetings in later days, he never lost
his interest in the Society's affairs, and he frequently corresponded with the
secretary about them.

It was not only as a scholar and teacher that Firth served the University
and the School. What he achieved as chairman of the School's Publications
Committee has been related by Sir Ralph Turner in the volume of the Bulletin
that was issued in his honour.1 He was a most valuable, if at tunes an
exasperating, member of a committee—for it is hard to believe, in spite of his
disclaimers, that he did not dearly love a fight. On boards of studies and all
the most important committees of the School, he displayed his grasp of business,
and he never allowed anything to go by default. He was not always right;
but, if one found oneself in opposition to him, it was worth while to examine
one's case again, for his hunches had a way of being justified by the event.
He would say ' My loyalty is to my subject', but in fact no one worked harder
than he for the common good, or was more influential in the shaping of policy.
He took a great deal of interest in the University's summer vacation course
in English for foreign students, and was for some years chairman of the advisory
committee concerned with this. To this work, as to everything he touched, he
brought a fierce concentration and a passionate concern for detail.

Though Firth was very proud of his Yorkshire origin, his excitable tempera-
ment was not of a kind that is conventionally associated with Yorkshiremen.
He took a certain satisfaction in his emotional extravagance, and saw little
virtue in controlling it. He would pass in a moment from the depths of gloom
to a mood of boisterous gaiety, and in the midst of the violent denunciation of
some evil-doer, real or imaginary, he could be moved to delighted laughter by
a remark that appealed to his sense of humour. Rather abnormally sensitive
to criticism, and firmly believing in the merit of getting his blow in first, he
was not an easy person to deal with. He could, indeed, be almost unforgivably
offensive ; yet such was the charm of his sunnier moments that he commonly
was forgiven. His friends had a good deal to contend with, but they found it

1 BSOAS, xvm, 3, 1956.
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worth while and were many, though it is true to say that he was in some ways
a lonely man.

He would talk with anyone he met, and could arouse an interested—and,
as often as not, an interesting—response. In a group, he was, like all the great
conversationalists, apt to run to monologue ; but at his best he was superb,
and could bring before his hearers the persons and places and events of his life
in a way that made them feel that they had an intimate share in his own
rich experience.

I find myself forgetting that for many years Firth suffered from ill health.
But this is not strange ; for though we heard a great deal about his symptoms
and his doctors and his diets, as we did about most things in his life, it was not
really possible to think of him as a sick man. The abundant outpouring of
energy went on through everything, and it is hard to imagine that he could have
been more fully alive.

N. c. SCOTT
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