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Chapter 1
Overview: How politics permeates language (and vice-versa)
1. 1 
WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO SAY THAT LANGUAGE IS POLITICAL?

Over the last decade, some highly regarded and influential scholars of the origins of language have been putting forward the view that it began for fundamentally political reasons. Dunbar (1996) believes that language evolved as an ultra-efficient means of distinguishing allies from enemies and of grooming allies and potential allies. Dessalles (2000) locates its origins in the need to form ‘coalitions’ of a critical size, representing the initial form of social and political organisation:

We humans speak because a fortuitous change profoundly modified the social organisation of our ancestors. In order to survive and procreate they found themselves needing to form coalitions of a considerable size. Language then appeared as a means for individuals to display their value as members of a coalition. (Dessalles 2000: 331–2, my transl.)

While this is an area of scholarship in which nothing can ever be definitively proven or disproven, it is significant that a political take on language origins should coincide with the rise of a political approach within applied linguistics and sociolinguistics. Thirty years ago one would have had a much harder time finding anyone prepared to take seriously the idea that language might be political in its very essence. Yet it is an idea with a venerable heritage:

Hence it is evident that the state is a creation of nature, and that man is by nature a political animal… Now, that man is more of a political animal than bees or any other gregarious animals is evident. Nature, as we often say, makes nothing in vain, and man is the only animal whom she has endowed with the gift of speech. (Aristotle, Politics 1, 2, Jowett transl.)

All animals are political, but some are more political than others, and one in particular is the most political of all, the reason being language. So wrote the Philosopher some 2350 years ago, and who today would disagree?

Any number of people might, actually. And necessarily so, if Aristotle’s claim is right, because disagreement is the necessary condition for politics. Man is first of all the animal who disagrees, and then the animal who tries to get his own way. Disagreement is as natural to human beings as speaking is.

But there are those who would disagree even with that. Proponents of consensus politics see disagreement as a social ill, a destructive force, a primitive, maybe specifically male instinct. After all, Aristotle’s translators tell us that man is a political animal, not woman.
 Few aspects of language have provoked such heated disagreement as the use of the masculine to denote any person regardless of sex. But did he mean that man and woman are political animals? Some would argue — or would form a consensus — that women’s ways of discoursing and interacting are less confrontational, less overtly political than men’s.

Another bone of contention is the extent to which ‘the gift of speech’ is bound up with politics. Every sentient species forms social bonds and groups, which are created and maintained through grooming, display and other ritual practices that manifest hierarchies within groups and territorial boundaries between them. What then puts human politics on a different plane from animal politics? Is it just the greater efficiency that language affords? Or the fact that language enables us to think politically?
 Or does language itself have a deeply political dimension, one that runs to the very core of its functioning?
This book is based on the premise that language does have such a political dimension. This premise is shared by people working in various branches of applied linguistics, sociolinguistics, linguistic anthropology and related fields. It is however denied by most theoretical linguists, for whom the real function of language stands above its inter-personal uses, having instead to do with cognition. Such linguists see the politics of language as at best an after-effect, a sideshow, a trivial epiphenomenon, neither worthy of nor susceptible to serious study. But then, the internal politics of linguistics are notoriously fraught — it is sometimes said to be the most contentious of academic fields — and bound up with vested interests in keeping a narrow range of activities defined as the ‘mainstream’. This is not to contend that those who would exclude the politics of language from linguistic study are necessarily acting in a self-interested and intellectually dishonest way, but rather that all of us, whatever our convictions, would do well to examine the rhetoric with which we define what can and cannot be a legitimate object of study, to ensure that we are not simply perpetuating outdated prejudices in the name of a methodological rigour that is in fact rigor mortis for any full understanding of language.

One more thing is in dispute: namely, what we mean by ‘politics’. In everyday usage it signifies what politicians do, affairs of the state, just as Aristotle assumed and as the etymology of the word politics (from Greek polis ‘city, state’) suggests. On the other hand, ‘office politics’, ‘sexual politics’ and the like have become perfectly common vernacular phrases, so it is not just in academic parlance that we find a broader application of the political to any situation in which there is an unequal distribution of power, and where individuals’ behaviour reflects the play of power, or is guided (or maybe even determined) by it. But, as we shall see, few words are as contentious as power. Though its meaning is surprisingly hard to pin down, the very act of using the word has political overtones.

This book is about politics in both the narrow and the broad sense. It takes the study of language and politics to be aimed at understanding the roles played by speech and writing in human interaction. It is concerned with how we use language to organise our social existence, at any level from the family up to that of the state, and also with how this activity shapes the way we conceive of the language itself. This study does not take language to be something given in advance, existing independently of the uses to which it is put. Rather, it takes seriously the massive body of evidence that 

· languages themselves are constructed out of the practices of speech and writing, and the beliefs (or ‘ideologies’) of those doing the speaking and writing; 

· my language is shaped by who it is that I am speaking to, and by how my relationship with them will be affected by what I say;

· the politics of identity shapes how we interpret what people say to us, so much so as to be a prime factor in our deciding on the truth value of their utterances.

This first chapter will introduce real examples of the problems and tensions that make language and politics a central concern of applied linguistics. It will not delve deeply into the mechanics of their analysis, or cite large numbers of publications that have treated such problems — this will happen in later chapters, where some of the situations introduced here will be revisited, and further examples supplied.

1. 2
THE POLITICS OF DIFFERENT WAYS OF SPEAKING 

One morning my son Crispin, then aged 3 years 4 months, showed me a toy that needed mending. ‘Bring it me’, said I, to which he replied disdainfully, ‘Dada, bring it to me’. My smile of interest at this early attempt to enforce a linguistic norm no doubt encouraged his incipient pedantry — unwise on my part, since similar corrections made to his schoolmates might have produced not pleasure but teasing or a thumping. If they saw the correction as Crispin’s attempt to show himself superior to them, their instinctive reaction would have been to bring him down a peg. Happily, in the years since he has survived bloodied but unbowed, and although I overheard him at 6 years, 6 months say ‘Give it me’ to his older brother Julian, his use of markedly standard forms continues to be noticeable — he is less likely than Julian is, for example, to tell a story using ‘X was like’ to introduce quotations (see below §4.6). The research literature suggests that, if he does get thumped for correcting a classmate’s English, his use of standard forms will make him the more persuasive speaker when it comes to convincing the teacher that he didn’t start the fight.

The ‘Bring it to me’ correction is of a usage over which native speakers disagree, both across and within dialects. ‘Bring me it’ is acceptable to many but not all speakers; ‘Bring it me’ is likewise semi-acceptable, but only in some parts of Britain. ‘Bring them them’ is fine for me in spoken usage, though not in writing, and most native speakers seem to reject it in either mode. What matters for present purposes is that any given speaker you might ask is unlikely to respond that all these forms are perfectly fine. They will normally be quite certain that one is right, another possible but bad, a third simply meaningless. This is true even of people who might be quite non-judgemental on non-linguistic matters.

This singular capacity of language to be a locus of disagreement over what is correct is at the centre of its social functioning. Issues of linguistic correctness go far deeper than the particular grammatical or lexical quibble at hand. They are interpreted as reflecting the speaker’s intelligence, industry, social worthiness, level of exposure to the elders of the tribe. In modern societies, exposure to tribal elders has been institutionalised into systems of ‘education’, but the fundamental principle remains unchanged from the earliest human groups and existing primate groups.

Interpreting language use in this way is a political act. It determines who stands where in the social hierarchy, who can be entrusted with power and responsibility. There is a further linguistic–political dimension in how those in power, or desiring power, deploy language in order to achieve their aims. This is traditionally the domain of rhetoric, defined by Aristotle as the art of persuasion. In modern times, particularly in the climate of 20th-century ideas about the unconscious mind and the possibility of thought control, it has come to be classified under the still more loaded rubric of ‘propaganda’. Applied linguistics, as the study of language in use, can be thought of as the approach to language that takes its political dimension directly into consideration, whereas theoretical linguistics attempts to abstract it away. Language teaching and learning, which occupy a privileged place within applied linguistics, are political in the sense that they normally involve two languages with differing cultural prestige in the world at large and in the particular situation in which they are being learned. These differences are reproduced in the relationship of teacher and learner, and in the discourses they generate in the classroom.
The kind of linguistic authority that runs counter to ordinary usage is a powerful social force, as every educated person knows. Consider a language standard such as the use of the subject pronoun when the subject is conjoined. As a child I would always spontaneously say sentences of the type Can me and Bobby go to the movies?, only to have an adult reply, You mean Bobby and I, followed by an explanation of the rudeness of putting oneself first and, depending on the adult, the solecism of the me in subject position. Eventually, my usage did change, and as an adult I am sure I have only ever uttered sentences of the Bobby and I type. 

Still, my son Julian was 12 before I heard him produce such a sentence spontaneously; he normally said Can me and Thomas go to the movies?, and I was the one saying You mean Thomas and I, followed by the familiar explanations ​— except that I do this not because I think the me is illogical, as my teachers did. I know that in the Romance languages, for example, only the stressed object pronoun is possible in this position, and the very strength of the tendency to use it in English suggests to me that this is a ‘natural’ feature of English grammar if ever there was one.
 But that is precisely why this feature functions so powerfully as a shibboleth separating the educated from the less educated. As a father, I want to do what I can to help my children not to be perceived as uneducated. I have no desire to stop English grammar from changing, which would be a forlorn hope. So long as this shibboleth functions, however, I do not want my children to suffer exclusion on its account. Still, it is an open question whether, from the child’s point of view, the motive behind the correction makes any difference.

1. 3
THE POLITICS OF TALKING TO OTHERS

It would not be true to say that all language is social in the sense that it is always conceived and performed with others present. For me it is so, since even when I am alone, thinking, writing, praying or talking to ‘myself’, there is an ‘other’ present in my mind to whom my utterances are addressed. But a significant number of people in all societies at all times do not talk to others in the way you and I do, and the consequences for them have been severe — they have been classified as mad, or intellectually sub-human, and usually removed from a society that feels their anti-social presence as an offence or a threat. (I say ‘them’, but it could be you or me in the Alzheimer’s ward one day.) Language of the socially sanctioned sort is central to the definition of what it is to be rational and even human.
In discussing my interchange with Crispin over ‘Bring it me’ I have already touched upon the personal politics of talking to others. Correcting what someone else has said to you is liable to be interpreted as an attempt to criticise and manipulate that person, and to manifest your superior knowledge, regardless of whether you were aware of any such intentions on your part. But it isn’t necessary to correct people to prompt such political interpretations — interrupting them can have the same effect. So can addressing them by their first name if they expect you to call them by title and surname (or vice-versa), and indeed a wide range of far subtler stimuli. The person mainly credited for introducing awareness of the ubiquity and power of such political factors in linguistic exchange is the sociologist Erving Goffman (1922–1982), who described them in terms of face, as in ‘losing face’ and ‘saving face’, a concept traditionally associated with East Asian cultures. Goffman’s analysis will be discussed in more detail in §4.2, but by way of introducing the basic concept, here is an example from a conversation in which I, as one of the two participants (indicated as J), inadvertently threatened the face of my interlocutor (T) on two separate occasions within the 36 seconds in which this excerpt unfolded.

J1: 
Did you do a lot of shopping when you were in Edinburgh? Clothes shopping?

T1: 
Uh, no. I bought a lot of jeans that are not available in Singapore —

J2:  
Uh-huh.

T2:  
— and a few t-shirts, but not ... jackets, or things like that. Because when the waist fitted, the sleeve lengths were too long —

J3:  
Oh.

T3:  
— and the ... lengths ... didn’t fit. 

J4: 
’sit the same when you shop in Australia? Or is it better —

T4: 
Australian clothes are better.

J5: 
Uh-huh.

T5: 
The price is also ... closer to Singapore prices.

J6: 
Yeah, Edinburgh’s expensive —

T6: 
Yes ... it is.

J7: 
— UK’s expensive.

T7: 
The British pound ... is, I think a little bit more expensive than the Australian dollar.

Only after months of studying this conversation did I realise why T was in mild distress, as is apparent from her tone of voice and the pauses that occur in most of her turns. 

She had spent some time in Edinburgh as my guest, a few weeks before I recorded this conversation with her in Singapore. The fact that she always dresses elegantly is what prompted me to ask whether she had done much clothes shopping during her stay. In the exchanges that ensue, what she is struggling not to say is that clothing in Edinburgh is outrageously overpriced, and that she doesn’t have the figure of the average Scottish woman, at least not the upper middle class woman who wears the elegant sort of clothes T prefers. If the waist fits, but the lengths are too long, it is because the person trying the item on has a big waist. 

I realised at the time that this was what she was saying, and tried at J4 to steer the conversation in a face-saving direction. I thought perhaps she wouldn’t have so much of a problem in Australia, where she also spends a good deal of time, and where elegant women of Dame Edna-like proportions are less rare. T seized on the opening I provided, but differently than I had intended. She used it to achieve a rather abrupt switch of topic to the quality of clothes in Australia (T4), and of value for money relative to Edinburgh (T5). But by the time she has said ‘The price is also…’ (T5), something has restrained her from continuing with simply ‘better’ or ‘lower’. In retrospect, I believe that she had now become concerned about the threat to my face, as a resident of Edinburgh, if she were to assert baldly that the Australians, unlike us, don’t charge a fortune for shoddy clothes. ‘Closer to Singapore prices’ seems more neutral, implying that even Australian clothes are a bit overpriced to a Singaporean, and making it a question of what she is used to rather than some objective standard of what prices should be.

At the time I was oblivious to this, however, and simply agreed with her that ‘Edinburgh’s expensive’ (J6), then corrected this to say that actually it isn’t just Edinburgh but the whole UK. By doing so I really created a conundrum for her. To agree with me would give me face by virtue of acknowledging that I have spoken the truth, but the truth in question threatens my face by admitting something bad (in her eyes) about the country I live in. She finds a rather brilliant way to turn this round and make it into a compliment about the UK: ‘The British pound ... is, I think a little bit more expensive than the Australian dollar’ (T7). This shifts the focus to a strength of Britain, the solidity of the pound. If clothes cost less in Australia, it is not because the British are greedy cheats, but because the Aussies have a weak currency. Face has been saved for everyone but Australians, who don’t matter in this context since none were present.

One further aspect of this brief conversation merits discussion: who talks when. I interrupt her on two occasions (J2, J3), and she interrupts me twice as well (T4, T6). My first interruption is ‘back-channelling’, an ‘Uh-huh’ of agreement to signal our mutual engagement in the conversation. The second, when I say ‘Oh’, is slightly different; my intention was to show that I understood her somewhat intricate statement about the proportions of the clothes, but in retrospect I believe she interpreted it as an expression of surprise (which ‘Oh’ usually is), and perhaps of offence taken on my part at her rejection of Edinburgh clothing. The disjointedness of her response (T3) suggests that she has become uncomfortable with where the conversation is going. As noted above, my question about it being better in Australia (J4) offers the opportunity to change direction, and it is now that she interrupts me to assert that ‘Australian clothes are better’ (T4). 

Her second interruption occurs when I state flatly what she has been avoiding saying, ‘Edinburgh’s expensive’ (J5), and her ‘Yes … it is’ steps upon my follow-up ‘UK’s expensive’ (J6), which I uttered continuously with J5. The pragmatic ambiguity of her ‘Yes’ (T6), giving me face while also threatening my face, paints her into a corner, from which she escapes by turning her criticism of British prices into a remark on the strength of the pound.

Interruptions are more heavily charged with political implications in proportion as the conversation is more overtly antagonistic. Indeed, for many analysts what I have called ‘interruptions’ in the conversation above would not even qualify, because they are not attempts to take over the floor. On the other hand, any time one interlocutor speaks when the other is already in full flow, a central conversational maxim has potentially been violated, and it is up to the first speaker to interpret the interruption as supportive or challenging, a one-off interjection or an attempt to usurp the floor. Such interpretation isn’t always easy — after all, only a slight change of intonation would make my ‘Uh-huh’ sound sarcastic. All this verbal jousting takes place on the same field on which we are establishing and assessing our social status relative to one another.
1. 4
THE POLITICS OF WHAT ‘THE LANGUAGE’ IS
Speakers of English generally take it for granted that we know what the English language is, in the sense that we can identify countries where English is spoken, identify certain books as authoritative guides to the English lexicon and grammar, and say with confidence whether a particular word or utterance is or isn’t English. We tend to speak of the English language as though it were a thing, one that has existed for a bit over a thousand years, during which it has undergone a great deal of change, and that still retains an essential unity despite all the variation in how people use it. A linguist will (or, at any rate, should) point out that some of these views aren’t historically tenable. A language isn’t a thing, and it makes little sense to imagine one English language evolving over many centuries, rather than different English languages existing at different stages. 

Moreover, it isn’t the case that an original unity gave way over time to diversity. The diversity was always there. English has its origins in a variety of different Germanic dialects that partially converged — but only partially — when their speakers migrated to Britain starting in the 5th century. There is continuity from those primordial dialect differences to today’s regional differences in the English of the British Isles, and even to the Englishes of other parts of the world where English, Irish, Scottish and Welsh people settled. What had to be created, and enforced, over time was linguistic unity.

In various stages from the 16th through to the early 20th century the concept and form of a ‘Standard English’ was developed for various purposes that will be explored in Chapters 2 and 3. Standard forms of other major European languages were developed over roughly the same period. The use of these standard languages was extremely limited at first, but would spread as education spread, starting with the Industrial Revolution and culminating with the instituting of universal education in the last four decades of the 19th century.

Today, although everywhere in the English-speaking world the concept of Standard English is recognised, and taught (or at least aimed at) in schools, it is far from being the case that everyone, even the educated, uses English in a standard way, especially in speaking. Indeed, as English continues its long-term spread as an international auxiliary language, variation in English is on the increase, and speakers of English in many places, including European countries, do not necessarily recognise the authority of a British or American standard over their particular English, but are claiming to have an English of their own, with the right to follow a standard of their own.

The nation in which I live, Scotland, happens to be rather ambivalent about what its ‘native’ language is. There is a primal split between the Celtic and Germanic candidates, with some seeing Gaelic as the one true language of Scotland, while others are no less fervently committed to the authenticity of Scots, that Germanic cousin of English. Scots runs along a continuum such that certain forms of it are quite comprehensible to English speakers from outside Scotland, while others are largely impenetrable. Scottish people whose language is not markedly distant from standard English have complex attitudes toward their countrymen whose speech tends toward the other end of the continuum. Depending on the context, they may feel national pride in its perceived authenticity, or embarrassment, cultural cringe, at the lack of education and refinement they perceive it to convey.
One aspect of this ambivalence is on display in a very successful book published in Glasgow called A Study of Standard English, by Barclay, Knox and Ballantyne. It first appeared in 1938, and my copy of it, published in 1960, is the 21st impression, which indicates how widely it was used in Scottish secondary schools in the middle decades of the 20th century.
 In its chapter on ‘Errors in grammar’, under the heading ‘Laws of style’ and the sub-heading ‘selection’ of words, it lists the six leading forms of Barbarism:

1. The use of Archaic or Obsolete words :— as yclad, hight.

2. The use of Colloquial, Slang or Vulgar Terms :— as get even, awfully, rotten, that ugly, step on the gas, doss, boss.
3. The unnecessary use of Scientific, Legal or Technical Terms :— as leitmotif, a complex, epidermis.
4. The use of foreign words or phrases :— as café, kudos.

5. The use of New Words, Coinages or Neologisms :— as burglarize, enthuse, merger, pelmanize.
It is awfully surprising, enough to give one a complex, that café should have been considered foreign and barbaric, or leitmotif so technical (rather than foreign) that its use should constitute an error in grammar. But then comes the last item on the list — and remember that this is from a book published in Glasgow:

6. The use of Scotticisms :— as gigot, sort (repair), the cold, canny.

To be sure, it is only in Scotland that ‘Scotticisms’ would occur often enough for anyone to consider including them in a list of ‘barbarisms’ in English. But it amounts to the authors of the book telling its readers that, insofar as their language reflects who they are, insofar as it belongs to them, it is barbaric, and that if they do not want to be perceived as barbarians, they must do away with these features.

Ambivalence toward Scots language among Scots is long-standing. It was said of the great 18th-century philosopher David Hume that he died confessing, not his sins, but his Scotticisms. Yet it is striking how deeply the politics of language in Britain has changed in the last 40 years, such that a book classifying Scotticisms as barbarisms would be unprintable today, except as a historical relic. It would open author, publisher and printer to a charge of racism. Any readers who think such a charge would amount to political correctness run amuck had better brace themselves for the even more extreme examples in Chapter 5.

The matter of who has ‘authority’ over English is a political linguistic issue par excellence, centring as it does on the question of who English belongs to, and what exactly are the ‘boundaries’ of a language. That question is an eternal one, because it is unanswerable. As noted above, a language is not a thing, but a practice always characterised by diversity, into which attempts at imposing unity are introduced. These attempts are what we normally mean by linguistic authority, but they inevitably bump up against the sort of authority represented by usage, the earlier practice, which has behind it the force of custom and a certain social authenticity. These may lead to the earlier practice being thought of as ‘natural’ — though the analyst needs to tread with caution here, because authenticity and naturalness are always suspect concepts in the context of a cultural practice such as language (see further note 3 below).

Ever since being institutionalised as the ‘scientific’ study of language in the 19th century, linguistics has taken the position that any imposed authority in language is ultimately impotent in the face of the one authority that matters, namely, usage — what the people as a whole implicitly decides will be the course of their language. Just how usage functions is a complete mystery, which nevertheless does not prevent scientific linguistics from analysing the (standard) language as though it were an apolitical, ‘natural’ phenomenon, and distrusting any attempt to look specifically into its mechanisms.

1. 5
THE POLITICS OF WHICH LANGUAGE TO SPEAK
In most of the world, the linguistic condition is one of stable bilingualism or multilingualism, or the not-quite-bilingualism known as diglossia, in which two quite divergent linguistic systems co-exist in a community that recognises them as forms of ‘the same language’, but with one of them reserved for use in especially prestigious functions. In all these types of non-monolingualism, the choice of which language to use in a particular circumstance is a political matter, in two senses. First, because it simultaneously depends upon and determines the relationships among the speakers, and secondly, because sanctions of some sort are likely to follow from a wrong choice. In officially bilingual Belgium, for instance, the choice of French or Flemish is a sensitive one, with the wrong choice likely to offend one’s interlocutor, and the right choice difficult to determine for anyone who has not been fully acculturated into the linguistic politics of any particular Belgian community. In a diglossic situation like that of the Tamil Nadu in southeast India, the use of ‘low’ Tamil in a ‘high’ prestige context — an official ceremony, for example — would be received as wholly inappropriate, and whoever committed the offence would find himself or herself suspected of subversive motives at least, and possibly of madness.

In post-colonial contexts, the choice between the former colonial or imperial language and an ‘indigenous’ language is almost always politically charged, though in different ways in different places. In Joseph (2004a) I have discussed how the use of English functions as a social-class marker in Hong Kong (Chap. 6), and how the use of French in Lebanon has functioned somewhat similarly as a religious marker (Chap. 8), with its significance evolving fairly rapidly in recent years. Indeed, studies from various parts of the world (e.g. Breitborde 1998) have been suggesting that the economy of use among small local languages,
 medium-sized regional languages and big world languages has been shifting in the younger generations in such a way that the bigger languages no longer signify class aspiration so strongly as they once did. Rather, the private versus public sphere dichotomy has changed — perhaps through the influence of the mass media — in such a way that private space, though still defined by the local language, is more permeated than previously by larger languages. Resistance to larger languages is now what is politically ‘marked’ among the younger generation. The politically neutral choice is to go with the larger language on account of the educational and economic opportunities it offers; but this is not to deny that significant numbers of younger people will still resist such a choice, and will interpret those who opt for it as cultural traitors.

The politics of language choice become particularly difficult when institutional choices have to be made — in what language or languages the government will conduct its business and communicate with its citizens, and, above all, what the language or languages of education will be. The institutional issues are all the more sensitive when — as is the case in most of the world — the institutions were set up by a colonial power, and the ex-colonial language continues to be used in some institutional functions. A case of this kind is unfolding at present in some of the countries that were formerly under the control of the USSR, including Estonia, Latvia and the Ukraine (see further Hogan-Brun 2005, Järve 2003, Priedīte 2005). Latvia, which joined the European Union in May 2004, began enforcing legislation the following September restricting the use in schools of the ex-colonial language, Russian. The term ‘ex-colonial’ is particularly justified in this case because large numbers of Russians moved to Latvia in the years of Russian control (from the Second World War to 1991) and occupied prestigious positions from which native Latvians were excluded. Their policy of making Russian the unique language of secondary and university education was understandably resented by Latvians, who had successfully developed a standard language of their own in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, and who experienced this period of Russian ascendancy as an oppression. The effect of the language-in-education policy was that, still today, some 95% of ethnic Latvians are able to read Russian and converse fluently in it. Among the 29% of the population of Latvia who are ethnic Russians, on the other hand, only some 40% speak Latvian fluently, and this figure includes the younger generations who were themselves born in Latvia. Both ethnic groups are keenly aware of a fact that is also readily observable to the outsider: even in an informal setting, if a large group of ethnic Latvians are joined by just one ethnic Russian, the language of the conversation switches to Russian.

While attesting to the natural politeness and hospitality of Latvians, this situation has also provoked resentment that has simmered beneath the surface over the decades. This has led to the present situation in which Latvians feel compelled to ‘save’ their language, and to that end have decreed that all school subjects must be taught exclusively in Latvian in years 10 to 12, with at least 60% of the curriculum in Latvian in years 1 to 9. The European Union, which generally takes the side of linguistic minorities and their right to education in their mother tongue, has attempted to intervene on behalf of the ethnic Russian minority in Latvia (which however constitutes a small majority in some of Latvia’s cities). But ethnic Latvians see themselves as the besieged group whose language rights were denied for the fifty years of Russian occupation and continue to be limited by the residual status retained by the ethnic Russian population, who have a powerful protector in their motherland to the east.

Chapter 3 will discuss Billig’s (1995) idea of banal nationalism, those ways in which we experience and perform national belonging without necessarily being aware of it, such as when we use coins and currency imprinted with national symbols, or pass under the flag when entering the post office. For most people in most circumstances, speaking and writing too involve a banal form of the performance of their identity, whether national, regional, ethnic or something else. In a post-colonial situation like that of Latvia, the ‘banality’ is rather less banal, as people are aware of the politics of their language use, indeed are constantly talking about its implications and the need to change it. In the way they dress and in other aspects of how they behave, Latvians can be neutral about signalling their ethnic origins if they so choose. But not when they speak, at least not in ethnically mixed company, where every syllable is a political act of a not altogether banal sort.

1. 6
THE POLITICS OF POLICING THE LANGUAGE

The impulse to police the form of the language in terms of standardness of accent, vocabulary and lexicon, is culturally inseparable from the impulse to police the borders of the language — what is and isn’t English — and blends unsettlingly into the impulse to police thought as expressed in language. People want to feel that the language is somehow under control. It contributes to a sense of social order, as well as furnishing the basis for much of education.

It is also behind the feeling of satisfaction that we get from word games, such as crossword puzzles. Completing a puzzle is like bringing light to scatter darkness. The completed puzzle represents knowledge and order, replacing the emptiness and ignorance of its blank matrix. The popular board game Scrabble, manufactured in 29 different languages, looks superficially like being modelled on the crossword puzzle but puts the player in something more like the position of a puzzle writer than a puzzle solver. Particularly in advanced play, attention often centres on the question of what is or isn’t a word in the particular language in which the game is being played. Victory can depend on finding a word that meets the requirements of the game (non-capitalised, without apostrophes or hyphens, not designated as foreign) yet is not generally known to speakers of the language. For English, words using the rare letters x, j and q have an especially high value in the economy of the game. 

In early tournaments, a particular dictionary (specific to each country) would be identified as the official one for determining whether a particular string of letters was or wasn’t an English word. Before long, however, this practice bumped up against the fact that no dictionary can capture the whole of the language. Even a dictionary that attempts to include all the words of today’s special technical vocabulary, new borrowings from other languages, and slang (in all its local variations), will not have the words invented tomorrow. Even on-line dictionaries cannot take immediate cognisance of new creations — and then there is the time lag between the creation of a new word and the nebulous process of acceptance whereby it enters ‘the language’.

So lists of official Scrabble words were issued, and in time these came to be the recognised authority over what constituted the English language for the purpose of playing Scrabble in a particular country. The sorts of questions that had to be decided were of the order of whether the past participle of the archaic verb cleek should be spelt claucht or claught; whether the plural of mojo should be written mojos or mojoes; whether the 3rd person singular of hondle should be hondles or hondlies; and whether the adjective hooty should be admitted, along with its comparative and superlative forms hootier and hootiest. (The forms currently accepted are claucht, mojoes and hondles, and hooty and its derivatives are allowed.) 

But in 1995, caught up in a wave of political correctness, the US National Scrabble Association decided to endorse an Expurgated Scrabble Players’ Dictionary, from which some 167 words plus their derivatives had been eliminated on the grounds of being ‘offensive’, in some cases to specific groups of people, in others because of vulgarity. Among the words were arse, asshole, bazooms, boche, bullshit, dago, dicked, dykey, faggoty, fart, fatso, frig, fuck, goy, gringo, jesuit, jew, jism, lezzie, libber, merde, mick, nancy, nigger, nooky, papist, peeing, pommie, poofs, popery, popishly, redneck, redskin, shkotzim, shiksa, shithead, spic, squaw, turd, twat, wetback, wog, wop and yid. This led to some rather anomalous situations, in which for example a Jesuit priest or a Jewish person taking part in a Scrabble tournament would not be allowed to play the words jesuit or jew, because they are offensive.
 
By 1998 Scrabble tournament play had reverted to the unexpurgated lexicon, making all the words above licit again — evidence that, although people desire the existence and exercise of an authority over language, such authority has its limits, and that while the limits are nebulous, they lie somewhere between the proscription against claught and the ones against jesuit and bazooms. Issues arising from this example — the nature of linguistic norms, the limits of authority, the question of whether ‘offensive’ words are fully part of the language — will be examined in several of the chapters that follow.

1. 7
LANGUAGE, THOUGHT AND POLITICIANS

Man is by nature a political animal, but some take it to extremes and become politicians. The qualities that make a successful politician include the ability to lead others by articulating a clear and inspiring vision of a better future. The prototypes of great leaders are also great orators, such as Churchill, or Roosevelt … or Hitler. For the inspiring orator can also lead a people, or rather mislead them, into believing that the narrow self-interests of the governing party are actually the interests of the people as a whole, when in fact they work directly against the people. It is also the case that a notably inarticulate individual can be a powerful leader — Caesar was no Cicero, Stalin was no Lenin. George W. Bush is not even a George H. W. Bush, let alone a Reagan or a Clinton, yet his legendary inarticulateness actually gains him the trust of a considerable portion of the American electorate, who have come to associate slick rhetoric with a lack of forthrightness, indeed a desire to manipulate people’s perceptions of a reality that could be depicted more truly through straight talk.

The great political ‘propaganda’ issue of the first half of the present decade has been the arguments made by the USA-led coalition of governments in support of the invasion of Iraq in 2003. In January 2005 the White House, without fanfare, released the news that the search for the weapons of mass destruction in Iraq had been abandoned. The leaders of the invading countries had been maintaining that the weapons would eventually be found, though over the preceding months they had also been progressively shifting the emphasis of the discussion away from WMDs, and toward the toppling of Saddam Hussein and the flawed intelligence with which they had been provided. To charges that they misled their citizens, the coalition leaders consistently replied that they were acting truthfully based on the reports they were given. 

The central document at issue is the CIA’s October 2002 report on ‘Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction programs’. It is so ambiguously drafted that one could find justification in it for any position on the invasion, rather like the Bible demanding an eye for an eye in the Old Testament and turning the other cheek in the New. But the ambiguity in the CIA Report is not haphazard. It is structured in a powerful way which, for anyone trained in the American rhetorical tradition, makes one particular reading difficult to resist, even though it is not the reading that the bulk of the document supports.

The Report opens with a section called ‘Key Judgments’, seven short  paragraphs, the last five followed by some bullet points. The first two paragraphs are bald assertions of fact:

Iraq has continued its weapons of mass destruction (WMD) programs in defiance of UN resolutions and restrictions.  Baghdad has chemical and biological weapons as well as missiles with ranges in excess of UN restrictions; if left unchecked, it probably will have a nuclear weapon during this decade.    
Baghdad hides large portions of Iraq’s WMD efforts. Revelations after the Gulf war starkly demonstrate the extensive efforts undertaken by Iraq to deny information. 

These strong assertions are placed at the head of the report for maximum impact. The lack of limiting or qualifying words is striking. In the first paragraph, there is just one: probably, which still tilts the balance in favour of Iraq having a nuclear weapon within the decade. But this hint of caution is dispelled in the fourth paragraph:

How quickly Iraq will obtain its first nuclear weapon depends on when it acquires sufficient weapons-grade fissile material.

Will obtain, when it acquires — not could obtain if it acquires, the appropriate wording given even the slight attenuation of the earlier probably. Indeed, in the immediately following bullet point the conditional appears:
· If Baghdad acquires sufficient weapons-grade fissile material from abroad, it could make a nuclear weapon within a year.

But this is not in boldface, unlike the paragraph to which it is subordinated. The second bullet point is even more heavily conditional:

· Without such material from abroad, Iraq probably would not be able to make a weapon until the last half of the decade.

Read in isolation, this would seem to offer an argument against invasion. But as an appendix to the bald-faced, boldface statement that Iraq will obtain its first nuclear weapon, it reads rather differently, as a best-case scenario that means an invasion will still be required sooner or later.

The way the qualifiers proliferate in the bullet points is as striking as their absence from the opening paragraphs. In the following selection, BW stands for biological weapons and UAV for unmanned aerial vehicles (e.g., missiles), and the italics are mine:

· If Baghdad acquires material, it could produce a nuclear weapon.

· Iraq has some lethal BW agents for delivery potentially against the US Homeland.

· Iraq maintains a small missile force, and is developing a UAV that most analysts believe probably is intended to deliver BW agents.

· Baghdad’s UAVs could threaten Iraq’s neighbours, and the United States if brought close to, or into, the US Homeland.

Regardless of whether, as appears likely, the opening paragraph was imposed by someone other than the drafters of all that follows, the CIA Report is trying to have its cake and eat it. Anyone determined to believe that Iraq must be invaded finds a clear case made right at the start, while sceptics have the rest of the report to back up their questions.

But the believers have an ace up their sleeve — the way American students are taught to structure arguments. In writing an essay or report, you begin by stating your main conclusions up front. Everything that follows will be the justification for those conclusions. Even at the level of the paragraph, you begin with a ‘topic sentence’, which the rest of the paragraph goes on to develop. Essayinfo.com offers this advice to students:

Introductory Paragraph

Introductory paragraph consists of general points or attention grabbing details leading to the main idea… The main idea is often written at the end of this paragraph in a thesis statement, which may also contain three or more reasons (written very succinctly) for supporting this main idea. Each of these reasons should be elaborated on in the body paragraphs that follow. Note: A thesis statement does not always come at the end of the introductory paragraph — some essays have the very first sentence as the thesis statement. 

On www.write-an-essay.com all that differs is the wording:

Writing an essay Introduction
This introduces the main idea of your essay and draws the reader into the subject. A good introduction … should:

· Look at the issues raised by the question. 

· Outline the main issues you intend presenting. 

· Summarize the essay. 

· Answer the question set. 

This advice is in line with what is found in all manuals of essay writing put out by American publishers. It is very different from the way in which students have traditionally been taught to write in Continental European countries, where the aim is to build up an argument piece by piece toward a final conclusion. To state the conclusion at the outset would make it appear as something the writer decided in advance, rather than something arrived at through complex reasoning. Readers are far less likely to be convinced — indeed they have little motivation to read through the whole argument, devoid as it is of any suspense.

I am not suggesting that we can explain the unwillingness of France or Germany to invade Iraq, and the eagerness of the USA to do so, based on different national protocols for reading texts such as the CIA Report. Among other things, it would fail to account for why Spain joined the coalition, or Italy, or Poland or indeed the UK, where the rhetorical tradition falls somewhere between the American and Continental extremes. Rather, I am proposing that the CIA Report was drafted following a particular protocol for writing and reading that would lead many Americans to assume automatically that whatever followed the opening paragraph was proof of what was so baldly stated there, licensing them to interpret all the later verbal qualifiers not as challenges to the solidity of the ‘thesis statement’, but as indications that its veracity was so evident as to outweigh any apparent causes for doubt.

If we look back to what the Report’s second paragraph says — ‘Baghdad hides large portions of Iraq’s WMD efforts’ — it is clear from hindsight that it should have given rise to a serious question about how the CIA claimed to know what is in the first paragraph. But the force of that opening ‘thesis statement’ that ‘answers the question set’ suggests another interpretation: although large portions may be hidden, the bulk has been observed and verified by the CIA.

Whether these were acts of propaganda deliberately intended to deceive remains a matter of interpretation. But three points need to be made:

· There is nothing intrinsically wrong with the rhetorical structure long popular in American education, where conclusions are stated up front and justified later. But more effort is needed to make everyone aware of the fact that what is stated up front might not in fact accord with what follows, in which case the ‘thesis statement’ is unjustified.

· The leaders of the coalition countries and many of their key advisors are trained lawyers, hence experts in rhetoric. They know how to read ambiguous documents. For them to contend that they were simply acting in a straightforward way on the intelligence that was provided to them is disingenuous at best.

· Obviously, no intelligence agency should draw strong conclusions from shaky premises. But to issue a report structured in a way that ordinary readers, given how they have been trained to write, will be compelled to take the strong conclusion as fact, is dangerously irresponsible.

I very much hope that in the longer term the well-being of the people of Iraq will end up having been improved by the invasion and occupation. Even that good outcome, however, will not eliminate severe disquiet about what, by even the most charitable interpretation, was a gross lack of forthrightness on the part of the democratic governments of the invading powers, and an insult to the intelligence of their electorates. 

More to the point, I hope to have indicated how an analysis of language and discourse structure can help to inform interpretation, and how issues of language and politics can have a global resonance.

1. 8
LANGUAGE AND CHOICE
A central question runs through the whole of this book. Who has the ability to make choices where language is concerned? Power and politics are fundamentally about whose will, whose choices, will prevail. Who has the power to determine what is good and bad English, or what is grammatically right or wrong in any language? Who should decide on the language or languages of education in a multilingual setting? Who determines what is acceptable or offensive in a given language at a given time, and how? When I believe I am making choices in language, are they actually being forced upon me by some kind of hegemonic social structure? Or by the language itself? Are my interpretations of what I read and hear really mine, or are they too forced upon me by corporate and governmental interests seeking to control the way I perceive and think?

These are not questions that can be answered in a straightforward way, for the simple reason that whatever answer we might give will itself be subject to these very same questions. If I believe that my linguistic choices are free choices, what if this belief has itself been imposed on me by some hegemonic force? To avoid circularity, as well as to avoid toeing any simplistic political line, we need to probe the questions, to look into what they take for granted, and to learn from what others before us have found in trying to grapple with them. The chapters that follow will each do this, in relatively subtle ways, focussing more on actual cases than on the exposition of theoretical accounts. The final chapter will assess where things stand on the question of language and choice, with the goal being less to convince readers of my own answer than to leave them well enough informed to choose their own.

1. 9
CONCLUSION: LANGUAGE IS POLITICAL FROM TOP TO BOTTOM

Come on, I hear you saying, surely it is an exaggeration to claim that all language is political. The shopping list on the wall of your kitchen? The early utterances of an infant? Your computer’s instruction manual? Two people chatting in a pub? Shakespeare’s sonnets? Verb conjugations?
I sense that you are disagreeing with me, reader, and as I said at the outset, disagreement is the mother of politics, so, first of all, thank you for substantiating my point by using language politically yourself. Now then, am I indeed maintaining that all language is political, including the examples you have cited, where a political interpretation would seem manifestly absurd? Reader, I am, with just this proviso: that every act of language is potentially political, in that, even if I do not have conscious political motivations in making a given utterance, it is still capable of positioning me in a particular way vis-à-vis my hearer or reader, who may infer that I had motivations I didn’t know I had. They may even be right. The point, though, is that I cannot control the way other people react to me, infer my motivations or construct an identity for me in relation to their own.

The shopping list. Very political in my house. It’s my wife’s list. If I add something to it, she is liable to perceive it as a criticism of her for letting us run out of something, or to resent it if it’s an item I myself might easily have replaced. The precise language I use in writing any notes on the list (‘We’re out of X’ versus ‘Would it be any trouble for you to pick up X, darling?’) will have a direct impact on our marital politics.

The early utterances of an infant — well, we interpret them as commands, mainly, that is, as a verbal means of getting someone else to do one’s bidding. It doesn’t get more political than that.

The computer instruction manual. This seems like the hardest case for a political interpretation — until I open it, when the first thing I see is: ‘©2003’, followed further on by ‘No part of this document may be photocopied, reproduced, or translated to another language without prior written consent’. This is to establish legal ownership of the text of the manual, and to make clear to me that I do not have the right to do anything with it but read it and comment on it. ‘The information contained herein is subject to change without notice’ — perhaps this ought to be stated on the copyright page of every book, starting with this one. The intent is to protect the manufacturer from lawsuits arising from any error or ambiguity in the instructions, but it gives so much latitude that in fact it would absolve the manufacturer of any responsibility whatever (not that this would necessarily hold up in court). Finally, just to be safe:

The only warranties for products and services are set forth in the express warranty statements accompanying such products and services. Nothing herein should be construed as constituting an additional warranty.

Drafted by the manufacturer’s lawyers, these statements spell out exactly what their and my rights and responsibilities are in our implicit contractual relationship. The language is strikingly different from that of the rest of the manual, which uses the fewest words possible to tell how to plug in the monitor, relying instead on a hard-to-interpret graphic. In the legal part, everything is fully spelled out, and constructed so as to reserve the maximum leeway for the manufacturer while constricting my rights so that I don’t try to get them to repair the thing if I break it, or give me a refund after I’ve had it for a few months and am ready for a newer model.

Two people chatting in a pub. Why do we like chatting in pubs at all? It’s about bonding — the linguistic performance of a relationship. See above under ‘The personal politics of talking to others’.

Shakespeare’s sonnets. Give me a break. We are incapable of reading them without discovering subtexts that are political either on the grand scale — the politics of recusant Roman Catholicism in Elizabethan England — or the intimate one — the poet’s relationships with his noble benefactor, with the young man and the dark lady — and toward the end, propaganda for the city of Bath. All this is entirely constructed out of language, squiggles on a page, words and how they are put together.

Verb conjugations. As a generally sympathetic reader (henceforth GSR) put it to me by way of objecting to the title of this section, ‘Does this mean that, for example, verb conjugations are political? If so, this pushes the bounds of “political” so far that it ceases to mean anything. If everything is political, then somehow nothing is’. GSR was prepared to accept that all language in use is potentially political, but not language structure, the forms that constitute a speaker’s linguistic competence and are the objects of what GSR calls ‘abstract analysis’. Yet as someone who grew up in a community where almost everyone says it don’t despite having been taught that it doesn’t is ‘correct’, and where access to higher education and white-collar employment demands the use of it doesn’t, I cannot conceive of verb conjugations as anything other than very highly politicised indeed.

My disagreement with GSR closely recapitulates Voloshinov’s critique of Saussure, to be discussed in §4.1. Without wishing to anticipate all the points that will be made there, I should state clearly that nothing prevents anyone from setting out to make an abstract, apolitical analysis of anything linguistic, whether it pertains to structure or use. Nothing forces anyone to interpret a form or an utterance politically, yet neither does anything prevent anyone from doing so, unless it is occurs in solitude or ‘inner speech’.
 To ignore the manifold and sweeping ways in which language functions to position people relative to one another is to have a partial and distorted conception of what language is about. Language always does many things at once, and I do not claim that the political somehow outweighs its other functions (something we have no way of measuring), nor would I deny that, every day, countless acts of language occur without any political consequences ensuing. Still, if we take ‘political’ to embrace all the positioning that speakers, hearers, writers and readers engage in relative to one another, and if the claim is that acts of language are potentially subject to political interpretation, then only a tiny fringe of language would appear to be immune. This does not however bleach ‘political’ of meaning, any more than structural analysis would be meaningless just because the analyst maintained that all language is structured.

Moreover, although the common-sense distinction between language structure and use is a helpful one to be able to make, there is a danger of inferring from it that these are two essentially distinct realms, with structure the one that comes first and is most ‘real’, while use is secondary in every sense. In fact the opposite is true. Language ‘use’ is real and primary — it’s what everyone does, it’s the activity out of which children derive that ‘knowledge’ of language that grammarians subsequently organise into ‘structure’. Grammarians don’t ‘discover’ verb conjugations; neither do they invent them out of whole cloth; we don’t actually have a word for what they do. No grammarian has ever simply recorded the whole range of variation in how speakers of a particular inflectional language inflect their verbs. Rather, they determine a paradigm, a logical, right way of inflecting verbs that captures how a particular segment of the population does it — generally an elite, educated, conservative segment. Already at this point, verb conjugations are political. Thereafter, the paradigm as determined by the grammarian is likely to be imposed upon other segments of the population through the education system, making verb conjugations political in the fullest sense.
One last point I want to make before proceeding. The politics of theoretical and applied linguistics sometimes make it difficult for people studying and working in those areas to see that they have common ground. In taking a strong view of the fundamentally political nature of language, it is not my intention to widen such divisions as already exist. It should be possible for someone committed to a strongly cognitivist, even nativist view of language to read and profit from this book, even if, by their lights, all the phenomena described are epiphenomena and incapable of a ‘scientific’ account. I do not agree that such is the case, and shall be laying out a vision of language as having no existence separate from the way in which we conceive of it and talk about it. Language itself, in other words, is a political–linguistic–rhetorical construct. What is more, the various theories of language which linguists have developed are likewise political–linguistic–rhetorical constructs, and quite as subject to the sort of analysis put forward in this book as are the acts of language they attempt to explain.

But whether you agree with me that language and languages are constructs that emerge from our activity as talking–writing–signing and, above all, interpreting beings — or whether you believe that they have some kind of existence that does not depend on us, and are systems we ‘use’ — so long as you accept that language and languages are bound up in significant ways with the lives of the people who use them, you are ultimately committed to the view that language is political. For man is by nature a political animal.

�. 	Classical Greek anthropos, the word used in this passage, generally means a human being regardless of sex, while andros means a man as opposed to a woman (gyne). That this distinction is more easily made in the classical European languages than in their modern counterparts is the sort of fact that lends itself readily to interpretation about the societies that spoke or speak these languages. The limits of such interpretation will be discussed in Chapter 4 below.


�. 	This question raises issues of the politics of ‘speciesism’ that I shall pass over for the moment, along with the matter of whether the complex signalling systems possessed by bees and certain other animals ought to have counted as ‘gifts of speech’ in Aristotle’s reckoning.


�. 	In fact I am wary of any attempt to construct natural versus unnatural dichotomies in the analysis of language, and have surveyed the history of such attempts in Joseph (2000a).


�. 	John Mitchell of Hodder Stoughton, which bought out the publisher Gordon in 1998, kindly confirmed to me in an e-mail message of 22 Feb. 2005 that the book was in ‘almost endemic use throughout schools in Scotland’.


�. 	The ‘size’ of a language here is shorthand for the size of the community who speak it — a common but risky metaphor, particularly since the whole metaphorical space surrounding language is such a rich breeding ground for misunderstandings.


�. 	In the case of jesuit, when applied to a Roman Catholic who is not a Jesuit, and in the case of  jew, particularly when it is used as a verb.


�. 	This is a real dimension of language, even a significant one for the linguistic function of representation, though not for the other main functions of communication and the phatic and performative uses of language. This means that apolitical language is of limited importance for an applied linguist.





11

