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To the memories of
Charles A. Ferguson and Efurosibina Adegbija

We walk in the glimmer of lightbearers
long gone
The scroll in our grip through this loop
on to eternity
That the words from every clean mouth
And the meditations of all sane hearts
May confluence and in conference
Unleash the glory of mankind.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

This introductory chapter is divided into two parts: Part I and Part II. In Part I, we,
in our role as editors, provide a general overview of the theoretical and methodolog-
ical conceptualization of the sociology of language and religion. In Part II, Bernard
Spolsky presents a discussion and summary of the papers in the volume and suggests a
thematic structure which we have adopted. The volume concludes with an epilogue in
which some of the obvious and not so obvious problems faced by exploratory projects
of this kind are discussed and suggestions are made on possible ways of progressing
research in the field.

Part I

One of the many tasks that confront interdisciplinary research is how to harmoniously
manage and integrate the delicate interface between two or more theoretical traditions
such that a critical paradigm of analysis is established. Haynes (1996), for example,
resolves this problem with reference to the interdisciplinary engagement between
religion and politics by distinguishing between religion in the material sense which
takes the form of institutions and establishments, and a spiritual sense which ‘pertains
to models of social and individual behavior that help believers to organize their
everyday lives.” Issues of appropriateness that arise in the determination of commu-
nicative competence become significant in attempting to characterize the behavior
of the ‘good guys’ and ‘bad guys’ in society. Ethnographers would seek to decipher
between modes of subcultural socialization that violate religious norms, which frame
and define ‘proper’ and ‘improper’ language behavior. Such body of data may equally
be subjected to critical analysis within the framework of interactional sociolinguistics
in the Gumperz and Hymes tradition, as well as the works of Sacks and Schegloft, and
Ervin-Tripp among others.

Karl Marx described religion as the ‘opium of the people’ (1884) and thus intro-
duced an ideological and critical dimension to its discussion both as an academic
discipline and as social practice. It is in this vein that establishing how language may
serve as a tool in the manufacture and distribution of this ‘drug’ and characterizing
religion in the process becomes legitimized scholarship. Ferguson (1982) is a testi-
mony to this claim. The analysis of religion within a Marxist structural-functional
framework works on a similar separation of the material from the ideal as Haynes
(1996) proposed. In such analyses, the subject of religion is explained using the
dynamics of the economics of production and distribution, which are used for arguing
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the existence of classes in society. Thus, does ‘religious capital exist in the same sense
as ‘linguistic capital? Access and exclusion that are determined by religious subscrip-
tion as much as by language skills will suggest this. The geographical spread of the
relevance of these issues can be monitored within the context of expanded notions of
‘communities of practice’ (Wenger 1999).

From the pioneering work of Fishman, Cooper and Ma on bilingualism in the
barrio (1971), Samarin (1972) and Goodman (1972) on glossolalia to contemporary
pre-occupation with identity, the sociology of language straddles the subject domains
of language, religion and sociology. Debates about language spread, maintenance and
death, linguistic imperialism and linguistic human rights, multiculturalism and more
recently linguistic genocide, post-imperial English, language and globalization and
language policy matters in bilingual education, ebonics and racial identity generally
all underline varying aspects of the ideological dimension of the sociology of language.
The discipline has the unique capability to sponsor social intervention schemes by prof-
fering specialist advice and influencing social theory and policy significantly (recall
the ebonics debate which culminated in Senate Bill 205 and the bilingual education
debate through the storm of Proposition 227 in the US). Race, ethnicity, nationality
constantly shape the framework for sociology of language projects anchored to the
themes of individual or group identity, micro- or macro-level politics of control and
access in formal and informal spheres.

Within the broad field of the sociology of language further specializations have
emerged with theories that stretch out to embrace other disciplinary interests out
of necessity as in, for instance, language issues relating to refugee populations being
anchored to social, economic, political, psychological or sociological theories.

The sociology of religion, which is the interface between sociology and religion,
has two central concerns: determining the role and significance of religion in society
and, studying the beliefs and practices of particular groups and societies (Hamilton,
1995). In the pursuit of these tasks, the discipline covers various issues of interest
including secularization, ideology, solidarity, identity, diversity and the impact of
globalization on religious practice. Billy Graham’s television ministry in the USA
flourished via satellite technology to grip other parts of the world as an extension of
Bernard Shaw’s observation in 1912 when he said “‘What has been happening in my
life-time is the Americanization of the world’. Today, what may be called the ‘Dot.
com Evangelization Project’ has added another dimension to the sociology of religion
by setting up a whole new community of practice based on digital technology. But
then there is the issue of access. In what language(s) are people able to access digital
salvation? Which languages by inference then may lead to damnation? If technology
is borne out of rationality and empirical science, how do we explain its function as a
tool in the spread of ‘irrational’ religion? For instance, the World Christian Mission’s
Bishop David Oyedepo preaches on Sunday mornings at the Faith Tabernacle in Ota,
Lagos State, Nigeria, followers across the English-speaking world worship with him at
http://www.winnerscanaanland.org. This collaboration between science and religion
comes across as the resolution of the conflict between their underlying philosophies -
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on one hand ‘seeing is believing’ and on the other ‘believing is seeing’. Also, there are
two categories of worshippers — those participating on location and those in virtual
link with the bishop, the absent-present members of the congregation. Between these
two modes, religious worship as social practice is redefined with a slightly different
language use demand.

Thereisan inevitable link between the spread of religion and the spread of language
(Ferguson 1982). The presence of Spanish and English on one hand and Catholicism
and Protestantism on the other in Latin America, Africa and Asia illustrate this link.
The process has further gained momentum under the more politically correct tag of
‘globalization’. Similarly, throughout history, human migration has altered the cultural
texture of societies to create new tensions around issues of language and identity. In a
substantial number of cases, religion has been equally implicated. The Exodus and the
Hijra in ancient times and refugee cum asylum-seekers in contemporary times readily
come to mind. There are evidences of competition and conflict between religious
groups in the same way that there is conflict and competition between ethnolinguistic
groups. These variables are by no stretch of the imagination entirely exclusive. Rather,
they interconnect in interesting ways. The term ‘ethnoreligious identity” allows us to
theorise diversity that derives from the existence of multiple religions and ethnicities
within a polity (see Modood 1997). The term has ethnolinguistic identities subsumed
in it.

The sociology of language and religion as a discipline must aim then to revisit the
themes that these disciplines have common interest in with a view to constructing
new methodologies and theoretical paradigms appropriate for the interface and how
the shared interests impact social practices in various communities around the world.
The ultimate objectives of the sociology of language and religion however will be
to demonstrate the closeness of the two fields, help us understand the relationship
between them better and fashion tools for creating a body of new knowledge that
supports the emergence of a better society. Israeli authorities described the military
attack on the Palestinian town of Ramala in November 2000 as ‘limited action’ in
retaliation for the murder of two of their soldiers. Palestinian authorities called the
same event ‘a declaration of war’ to justify their own consequent declaration of the
intifadah. This is a clear illustration of the link between language, religion, national
identity, ideology and representation. Similarly, what to the US State department is
widespread terrorism is described across the ideological divide as a jihad thus setting
the context for examining the identity conflicts inherent in British Muslims fighting
on the side of the Taliban post-September 11th and the British government’s decision
to try those who survive the war and return to Britain for treason.

Social constructionism gets a peep into the project and allows us to debate
essentialism and relativism in relation to identity, language and religion in the era of
globalization. The ordination of female priests in the Church of England as an element
of social change creates a whole new perspective for the examination of the sociology
of language and religion in the way that pronominal references, mental and visual
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images, Church discourse and the definition and expectations of interlocutors are
caused to change.

This volume represents only an initial effort to provide an overview of the nature
of the interface that is the sociology of language and religion. Tentative and explor-
atory in parts, as is the nature of pioneering scholarship, nevertheless, the richness of
the individual contributions are attested to by the critical engagement with the issues
that they address and they definitely raise useful questions we need to ponder over
as we consider possible areas for further investigation. It is our hope that the volume
and the project in general will chart a new path of scholarship that is dedicated to
advancing our knowledge of human society and the workings of the structures that
we put in place for the objective of making our world a better place. Next, Bernard
Spolsky offers what he calls a parsimonious grouping of the essays to give the volume
its four-part structure.

Part 11

Bernard Spolsky

My approaches to the disciplines that we are tackling are diverse, for although I study
the sociology of language, I tend to practice religion unsociologically rather than
study it. However, my interest in the intersection of these fields is not altogether new
(Spolsky, 1983; Spolsky & Walters, 1985)

It is quite recently that scholars have started to take note of the possible overlap
between the study of religion and the study of language. Recent research is summarized
in Spolsky (2003). Apart from this review and the authors’ workshop (2002) prepara-
tory to writing the papers in this volume, this has most recently been recognized by the
publication of the Concise Encyclopaedia of Language and Religion, edited by Sawyer
and Simpson (2001) and published as a spin-off volume based on the 1994 Encyclo-
paedia of Language and Linguistics. It combines articles written over a decade ago
with a hundred specifically written for the new volume.

The organization of articles in Sawyer and Simpson (2001) offers one framework
for the task of studying language and religion. The first section goes through a list of
recognized religions and reports briefly on the role of language in each: it assumes
in other words that religions regularly have a language associated with them. This
assumption, not expressed explicitly in Fishman’s Decalogue, perhaps because of
his necessary caution in defining “religion,” underlies all work in the field. While it
becomes clear that there is no one-to-one correspondence so that each religion is
associated with one and one-only language, it is nonetheless the case that each reli-
gious variety has, as Fishman’s first principle proclaims, a variety or cluster of varieties
associated with it.

The second section of the Encyclopedia deals with sacred texts and transla-
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tions, accounting thus for part of the stability of religious varieties of language that
Fishman’s third principle includes. The third includes specific religious languages
and scripts. The fourth is labelled “special language uses” and deals with such topics
as blasphemy, blessing, hymns, metaphor, preaching, and silence. The fifth section is
beliefs about language, including such topics as Gematria, naming, taboo. The sixth
deals with religiously-initiated study of language, including of course the Arabic and
Sanskrit linguistic traditions, the Summer Institute of Linguistics, missionaries and
Plato. The last section gives biographies of relevant scholars.

In an article in Mesthrie (2001), Sawyer (2001) repeats a limited version of this
classification: sacred texts, special languages, beliefs about language and influence of
religion on linguistics. Expanding this, Lewis (2001) deals largely with the work of the
Summer Institute of Linguistics in applied linguistics and Bible translation, and notes
its controversial role with endangered languages. These taxonomies, however, claim
no theoretical basis and simply offer a way of grouping under broad heading the issues
that may be studied.

Fishman’s Decalogue in this volume offers a more challenging and theoretical
approach. Without venturing into definitions of religion, language and sociology, he
proposes using the model of a sociology of language (which he more than any other
scholar has defined and developed) as a basis for studying a sociology of language
and religion (that is clearly more than just a sociology of religious language. Admit-
ting the newness and unformed nature of the field he sets out two handfuls of tightly
worded principles as hypotheses deserving of detailed study, based on his own wide
and deep experience of the field. In these, the languages (or varieties of religious
language) are seen interacting in complex (but orderly) ways with religions (or vari-
eties of religions), setting exciting challenges for those who seek empirical support for
claimed generalizations.

Recognizing that both language and religion are dynamic and ever-changing adds
to the challenge. In his paper, Omoniyi also tries for a generalization, exploring the
notion of looking in sociolinguistics for an approach to the sociology of religion, and
claiming that societal diversity in both provides a basis for the comparison.

Few if any of the other contributions attempt this degree of generalization; most
are satisfied with detailed studies of areas where there is some interaction between
language and religion.

I have tried to come up with my own reasonably parsimonious framework. The
easiest seemed to be to assume that the papers would deal with the relations between
language and religion, or the sociology of language and the sociology of religion,
or language and religion and society. From this point of view, a tentative structure
did emerge.

A group of papers deals specifically with the effect of religion (or a specific religion)
on language (or a specific language.) In this group, Meyjes on Baha’i straightforwardly
asked about the choice of language within the religion. Fishman’s paper is a theoretical
expedition that borrows from the guiding principles of the sociology of language.

In contrast, McCarron dealt with the secularization of a religious variety. 19th-
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century temperance writings show the secularization of religious language. The 12
Steps of Alcoholics Anonymous make use of spiritual language, but with no accep-
tance of religion. One narrator, for instance, pointed out how much easier it was to
deal with the notion of God “with the religious reference removed.” The Alcoholics
Anonymous community, he argues, uses spiritual and religious language but is strictly
secular in its philosophy.

Wolf, writing about religion and traditional belief in West African English,
showed how religion affects the borrowing of lexical items. In a detailed histor-
ical study of the way that Georgian became accepted as a religious language and
won out over Greek, Bolkvadze shows the triumph of nationalism through the
application of the Eastern Christian acceptance of the use of the vernacular for reli-
gious texts.

Dzialtuviate, in a study of Lithuanian immigrants in Scotland, argues that reli-
gion is an important factor in encouraging language maintenance. In similar vein,
Kamwangamalu argues that religion may be able to help indigenous languages resist
English diffusion in South Africa. Finally, Salami shows how earlier religious ideas
have been embedded in the Yoruba language in such a way as to preserve them when
Christianity is added. Essentially, then, this group can be considered as dealing with
religious effects on language.

A second category of papers looked at mutual relationships between language
and religion. Two papers, Pandharipande (on the language of religion in South Asia),
and Joseph (on languages used by Moslems and Christians in Lebanon) do this by
asking about language choice in situations where generally there are several religions
and several languages involved. Amara too describes the interplay between various
religions and languages in the changing sociolinguistic repertoire of the town of Beth-
lehem. Woods asks about the influence of language in ethnic churches in Australia.
Chew analyzes the complex changes following the diffusion of English in Singapore,
and the subsequent reaction of the various relevant religions and their sociolinguistic
reorganization. This cluster is closer to the central theme, and follows Omoniyi’s
implied question about the interrelations of multilingualism and religious pluralism.

A third category of papers may be said to deal with the influence of language
on religion. In one, Zuckerman finds in folk etymologies and creative adaptation of
words borrowed from languages associated with other religions a process of dealing
with cultural contact. In another, Chruszczewski analyzes what he defines as Jewish
religious discourse, and attempts to show how certain prayers facilitate commu-
nity integration. Here understandably as it is the nature of exploratory studies, I
think theory needs further elaboration. The conflict between early Zionists and the
orthodox establishment and the fact that only a minority of Israelis are religiously
observant must be taken into consideration. Nevertheless, he makes a valiant
effort to establish the role of prayer in the formation of a religious community.
Mooney looks at religion and the language of law. Carrasco and Riegelhaupt go
beyond language matters when they discuss the problem of a science curriculum for
Native Americans.
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Finally, two papers chose to focus on literacy, Rosowsky discussing liturgical
literacy among UK Muslims and Menezes de Souza describing Shamanic literacy in
a Brazilian indigenous community; they thus look at the influence of religion and
language, combining through literacy, on a society.

This organization may be parsimonious, perhaps, but it is not terribly revealing,
for it is no more than a grouping. If we are to find some unifying principle apart from
the highest level of generalization, we need a much more powerful method of analysis.
But consider what we are dealing with. The parent fields, the sociology of religion
and sociolinguistics or the sociology of language, are neither of them sufficiently
established to have developed a generally accepted theory and methodology. What
benefit can come from trying to build a new unifying field, such as the sociolinguis-
tics of religious language? Rather, I think that what we have to be satisfied with is the
extra breadth and depth provided in systematic studies such as those presented in
the chapters that follow that add language to studies of the sociology of religion, and
religious contacts and issues to the study of sociolinguistics. Thus, sociological studies
of religion are enriched if they add language, and sociolinguistics is enriched when it
considers religious language and religious domains for language use.

Let me give an example. Studies of language policy have tended to concentrate
on such topics as language choice and language cultivation. Opening our eyes to the
religious aspect, we quickly realize, as Ferguson (1982) noted, that the diffusion of
religions, usually accompanied by diffusion of a specific variety of literacy, has been
one of the major causes for language diffusion. The Islamic spread of Arabic is the
most obvious case, followed by the Christian missionaries who brought literacy and
European languages to much of the world. Some scholars are starting to recognize this.
What is particularly noteworthy is the way that scholar-missionaries of SIL Interna-
tional have of recent started to add innovative studies of language policy and shift to
their former detailed language description. But, reflecting perhaps the apparent secu-
larization of the Western European academy, a recent book on motivation in language
planning and language policy does not include religion as any of its chapter headings
or even as an index item.

There are, I believe, two related lines of research that will help investigate the
relations between religion and language policy. One concerns the specific influence of
religion on various aspects of language policy. In some cases, this is explicit: Middle
Eastern Arabic countries usually have a single clause in the Constitution stating that
the official religion is Islam and the official language is Arabic. Of course, this sets
up the need for detailed study of what such an explicit policy statement means in
practice, and another study of the linguistic influence of Islam in the many parts of
the world where Arabic is not widely spoken. More generally, the interesting question
is the extent to which the diffusion of missionizing religions has affected indigenous
languages, a topic that Bolkvadze treats. In very many cases, Christian missionaries
(especially Protestant ones) have provided support for the development of indig-
enous vernacular literacy, but it looks as though the general effect of this has been to
encourage shifting away from the indigenous language.
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A second line of research might well focus on religious literacy policy. Very
commonly, the preservation of sacred religious texts has been undertaken as a central
task of religious institutions. However, there is a clear division between those cases
where it has been and is considered essential to maintain the text in the original
language, and those cases where translation is permitted or encouraged. Each of these
ideological positions obviously has marked influence on the development of language
policy. There are anumber of intriguing questions about various religions. For example,
how did Persian with its own strong language loyalty accept the use of Arabic for all
Islamic purposes? Under what conditions did Judaism accede on the one hand to the
writing down of sacred texts, and on the other hand to the use of languages other than
Hebrew? And why did it return to Hebrew? Why did Christianity after a long tradition
of accepting translation suddenly freeze sacred texts in Latin, and why was this policy
changed? How do the various indigenous religions handle the writing down of the
sacred traditions?

Interpreting the title of the volume more strictly, our topic is presumably the
interplay of two major social systems, each with its own special structural constraints.
Both have bodies of practice whose structure is analyzable, as Omoniyi asserts, in
not dissimilar terms; both have a set of beliefs and ideologies that may or may not
influence practice; both may or may not have institutional systems that attempt to
control practice and belief. Studying various aspects of this complex inter-relation-
ship provides an excellent opportunity for exploring the ways that human beings have
developed institutions intended to remedy evolutionary deficiency. As the papers here
suggest, there are very rich and varied data to study, and as Fishman demonstrates,
at least ten intriguing hypotheses to explore. All that remains is to develop a sociolin-
guistics of religion.
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Effects of religion
on language






CHAPTER 2

A decalogue of basic theoretical
perspectives for a sociology
of language and religion!

Joshua A. Fishman
Yeshiva University and New York University

1. Introduction

With respect to basic theory, we stand now in the sociology of language and religion
just about where we were relative to the sociology of language per se some 40 or more
years ago. Insofar as our most relevant “mother discipline”, the sociology of religion,
is concerned, an examination of several highly regarded recent works (e.g., Woodhead
and Heelas 2000, Fenn 2001, Bruce 2002, McGrath 2002a) reveals that “language”, as
such, does not even exist, neither as an explanatory variable nor as a variable to be
explained. Insofar as we ourselves are concerned, judging by our own initial efforts
thus far, even sociology does not exist, neither as a body of foundational theory,
methods, nor systematic empirical findings. How can this mutual disregard be over-
come? I suggest that we must do today in the sociology of language and religion that
which we tried to do before in the sociology of language: find a theoretical parental
home for ourselves. Only those who have a parental home can mature and leave it to
build one of their own! Relative to other orphans, we are fortunate in only one respect:
we can adopt a parental home rather than needing to wait to be assigned to one by
others (such as happened in the assignment of sociolinguistics to linguistics).

For me, the parental home that I would like to adopt is one that consists of a soci-
ology of language that is richly informed by sociology proper. I have reason to hope
that such a combination will provide a nurturing point of departure. This is so not
only because I am convinced that any disciplinary point of departure is better than
none, but because both of the above mentioned prospective “parents” (sociology and
the sociology of language) have already provided much evidence of the stimulation
that they could provide for our fledgling enterprise. Among the founders of modern
sociology, Max Weber and Emile Durkheim., were quite clearly very much interested
in religion (note, e.g., Weber’s Sociology of Religion [tr. 1963], and Durkheim’s. clear
demonstration that all social norms are essentially “religious in nature in his Elements
of the Religious Life [ tr. 1915]). Among the founders of the modern sociology of
language, Charles Ferguson stands out for repeatedly stressing the centrality of reli-
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gion in connection with understanding such central sociolinguistic topics as diglossia
(1959) and language planning (1968), as well as in connection with his ground-
breaking inquiries in many major areas of the world (e.g., 1969 and across centuries
and millennia (1982, 1986) So, in accord with at least some religious traditions, I

will now proceed to propose a decalogue of theoretical principles for the sociology

of language and religion, drawing heavily on both of its parents. Nevertheless, I am

not prepared to define “religion” per se, accepting that the behaviors, beliefs and
values that are deigned to be religious are more diverse than any of us are currently
aware of.

2.

A decalogue of theoretical principles

The language (or “variety”)? of religion always functions within a larger multi-
lingual/multivarietal repertoire. This principle assumes that the members of any
socioculture, or, at least, those who have been fully enculturated and socialized
into membership in a speech-community, can and do differentiate between reli-
gion and non-religion, or, in settings where what the West calls religion permeates
and is not separable from the entire culture, more and less sanctified contexts
and pursuits. No matter how difficult it may be for outsiders (definitely includ-
ing most Western researchers) to find the exact boundaries, and no matter how
greatly religion permeates everyday life or how restricted the role and domain
repertoire available in any community may be, the (most-) religious language
or variety is not the only one available to its members. If this is true for pre-
modern cultures (e.g., the Kung!) and for anti-modern cultures (e.g., the Old
Order Amish) then it must be all the more true of modern societies with a larger
role and domain repertoires and with the peripheralization (or “cornerization”)
of religion that tend to obtain in such societies. This principle is an appropriate
one from which to undertake a sociology of language and religion. It not only
permits but expects diversity and, in this sense, provides for a desideratum of
social inquiry. Sociology is not greatly interested in uniformities (“All humans
are mortal”). Indeed, its central task is to analyze (describe, understand and
predict) societally patterned variance in all human behavior. To posit Principle
1, therefore, is merely to posit that the development of a sociology of language
and religion is a fitting topic for sociolinguistic inquiry, both in its “socio-” and
in its “linguistic” concerns. The positivistic (Edward) Thurstonian dictum that
“whatever exists, exists to some degree, and if it exists to some degree it can
be measured” applies to the sociology of language and religion, regardless of
whether the measurement that a researcher prefers is qualitative, quantitative
or a combination of the two. For our analyses to proceed we must be able at
least to differentiate between religion and non-religion (or between varieties
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ii.

iii.

or degrees of religion) as well as between the varieties of language with which
each is generally associated (Samarin 1976).

The variation posited in Principle 1, above, exists both intra-societally and inter-
societally and may vary over time as well. The degree and kind of socioculturally
patterned variation between the language/variety of (greater) religiosity and that
of (greater) non-religiosity (let us call the latter “secularism”) will itself vary
from one socioculture to the other. In Socioculture A it may involve variation
from a Classical to a Vernacular (e.g., among Moslem Arabs or among devout
Hindu Tamils); in Socioculture B, it may involve variation from Vernacular 1 to
Vernacular 2 (e.g., among Christian Tamils); in Socioculture C, it may involve
variation between two different varieties of the same Vernacular (e.g., among
English speaking Quakers or among Lutheran speakers of German, or among
speakers of Turkish of widely different political views). Each of these three
types of inter-societal variation between the languages/varieties of religiosity
and those of secularism are then further modified by the intra-societal varia-
tion within any given socioculture. Avowed atheists and extreme religionists,
both of whom usually constitute speech-networks of their own, may vary less
in their speech repertoires than do members of middle-range religious bodies.
Additional modifying factors with respect to linguistic repertoire-range are
historical circumstances (e.g., warfare with the speakers of a language that is
very similar to the religious variety of ones own vernacular, as for example
the use of German in German-American Churches during World War I), the
politicization of repertoires and organized governmental support or opposition
toward religion per se (e.g., in the pre-perestroyka Soviet Union or the Zionist
movement’s opposition to the allocation of any functions whatsoever to Yid-
dish). In addition, adherence to religion and membership in “churches” also
varies over time, particularly as modernization increases and as disappointment
with modernity also grows or recedes. Even more general societal change (such
as changes in the economic cycle, social mobility possibilities) may also effect
between-group and the within-group variation vis-a-vis the languages/ variet-
ies of religion and those of secular life. Because the repertoires of religiosity
and secularism may be unstable, they are, therefore, not necessarily diglossic,
and even those that are, can and do undergo slow but constant “leakage” and
change.

Religious languages/varieties are more stable than others and impact their secular
counterparts more than the latter do the former. Even long-established diglossic
patterns (and even those involving classicals and vernaculars) “leak”, i.e., the
varieties involved influence each other, whether in subtle or in obvious ways.
Latin has influenced the languages of Western Christianity, not only in legal and
medical terminology, but in terms and expressions that were initially “learned”
but that have entered everyday life as education and literacy became more gener-
ally available. (Note, however, that the medieval Latin of English-speaking clerics
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and scholars reveals that they were exactly that, English speakers, both lexically
and grammatically, and differed, therefore, from the Latin of French counter-
parts.) The same can be said of the interaction between Old Church Slavonic (or
Slavonics, for there were several of them, each in its own area within the Slavic
world) and the various vernaculars of the Eastern Orthodox and Eastern Catholic
worlds. Also, the influences of Classical Hebrew on vernacular Hebrew (as well
as upon other Jewish vernaculars), of Classical Tamil on the spoken and written
Tamil of the well-educated, and of Sanscrit upon all of the vernaculars derived
from it, fit this same paradigm. The situation in the Arabic speaking Islamic
world is somewhat different, since the Classical (Koranic) variety is still the basis
of secular literacy, and even of careful speech, thus more greatly influencing
and even controlling all but the most popular varieties of spoken and written
communication. A “middle Arabic” variety, in terms of degree of classicization,
has developed in more recent years for use among educated speakers of Arabic
across political boundaries, but even here the degree of classicization remains an
effective stylistic variable for both situational and metaphorical purposes. The
Chinese pattern, vis-a-vis Mandarin and the local vernaculars is quite similar
to the foregoing Arabic one, most particularly for writing and reading among
languages of the Han group and, even more broadly, among all languages of the
Sinosphere, whether they now use Mandarin characters or not. Also, in each of
the above cases where classicals are involved, the reverse direction of influence
(of the vernaculars upon the classicals) is proportionately more minor. In the
Hebrew case the modern variety’s revernacularization of the classical is only
a century old and, therefore, less distancing has occurred even under secular
auspices. This imbalance in directions of influence is a byproduct of the common
lack of informal vernacular functions (it is in vernacular functions, after all, that
languages most decidedly interact and in which least correction can occur), as
well as a function of the hallowed status of eternal and immutable texts, truths
and traditions more generally. Even where these contain obvious spelling errors
these are retained, at least in script if not in oral rendition. The impact of the
varieties of languages of religion upon varieties of their commonly associated
secular vernaculars is not limited to classicals, however. The most religiously
impacted vernaculars of former centuries continue to influence the current
counterparts with which they have remained associated. Thus Luther Bible
German vis-a-vis modern German, King James Bible English vis-a-vis modern
English, Yehoash Bible Yiddish vis-a-vis modern Yiddish and other famous
bible translations of former centuries remain living metaphorical influences in
the speech and writing within their counterpart spheres of secular use to this
very day. These “citation varieties” remain a rich reservoir of religion-derived
linguistic permeation of everyday life, extending far beyond learned or pious
circles. In each community of users, they serve as metaphorical modifiers of
the religious (or even less-religious) varieties, whereas the “citation originals”
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themselves, fixed in their texts, change rarely if at all. Thoroughly revised and
updated translations of sacred texts do come to pass, of course, but their inevi-
tably greater proximity to the spoken vernacular robs them of the metaphoric
advantages of the earlier versions that they attempt to replace. Their greater
understandability and similarity to secular usage of the day make them more
understandable, but in the minds of some, makes them less suitable for the
sacred functions with which their predecessors were long associated.

iv. A byproduct of all of the forgoing characteristics of long-standing vernacular

translations (“saintly” translatorship, greater linguistic contrastivity and the sheer
weight of traditional usage itself), is their acquisition of a degree of sanctity of
their own. They come to be associated with the holy liturgy (even though the
latter may continue to be in the classical) itself, or with certain parts thereof
that are deemed worthy of a higher level of lay understanding or of more active
parishioner participation. In some cases the long-established translation variet-
ies also come to be utilized for sermons or for extra-liturgical ceremonies (viz.,
the continued attempted use of Luther German in Old Order Pennsylvania
German sermons, even when either Pennsylfawnisch and/or English are the
language[s] of parishioner everyday life; the synagogue announcement of the
precise time of the new moon in Yiddish, even when modern Hebrew and/or
English have become the language[s] of parishioner everyday life; the singing
of certain parts of the Sephardi liturgy in Ladino/ Judezmo, even when Arabic
and/or English have become the language[s] of parishioner everyday life, the
retention of Unkelos’ Judeo-Aramaic (Aramic) translation within the weekly
lection of Yemenite services, even though Aramic, which once rendered the
Masoretic text more understandable, is now far less widely understood than
the original, etc., etc.). As a result of the partial use of varieties of vernaculars
for sanctified purposes, these varieties often come to be viewed as co-sancti-
fied themselves. The latter half of the 20th century has witnessed the spread of
sanctity claims for vernaculars outside of the Euromediterranean area of their
initial appearance into Latin America, Africa, Asia and the Pacific. Whorfian
and Herderian imagery has accompanied the above spread of sanctity claims
for vernaculars far beyond their initial venues (Fishman 1997, 2002a, 2002b).

The rise and spread of newly sanctified and co-sanctified varieties (or also of
less sanctified ones) within the sociolinguistic repertoire of a speech community
renders that repertoire more complex and more functionally differentiated than
heretofore. Differentiations as to degree and type of sanctification may obtain,
as may intra-cultural disagreements and conflict vis-a-vis acceptance and utili-
zation (or rejection and detachment) of vernacular varieties’ [newly] sanctified
statuses. Further differentiation of the repertoire results from other areas of social
change (including the resulting pressures on religion to change). Sociocultural
change fuels the processes of language shift but also elicits efforts on behalf
of language maintenance and even of reversing language shift. To the extent
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that a variety is religiously encumbered, its associated religious institutions
and their designated officers and local representatives and personnel can provide
valuable intellectual, cultural and fiscal protection on behalf of organized and
ideologized language maintenance for threatened religious varieties and their
tradition-related functions. On the other hand, the very organized nature of
many religious traditions is potentially a two-edged sword vis-a-vis the con-
tinuation of religiously encumbered varieties. When higher order religious
authorities reach a decision that a change in allocation of languages/varieties
to religious functions is required (for example, when the Western Catholic
Church’s authorities reached the decision to perform the Mass in (sufficiently
represented) vernacular languages, rather than in Latin alone, this resulted in
the overwhelming and rapid abandonment of Latin for this purpose. When the
less centralized Missouri Synod Lutheran Church’s authorities reached their
decision to permit the use of English (thereby effectively abandoning German)
as the language of its devotional, educational and social efforts, half a century
or more was required for this decision to be generally implemented among its
member-churches. In the latter case, there were noteworthy regional differences
between “heartland” and “secondary settlement” member-churches of the Synod,
but in the former case (that of the Western Catholic Church) no such regional
differences were apparent, although a few straggler holdouts for the status quo
ante conspicuously occurred in both instances. The abandonment or loss of
heretofore religious varieties in favor of less religiously-linked varieties, initially
temporarily contracts the sociolinguistic repertoire of the socio- (and ethno-)
cultural communities affected. However, the long-term differentiation of the
hitherto non-religiously encumbered repertoire into more religious and less
religious varieties may once more restore or expand the balance of complexity
vis-a-vis the balance that existed previously.

vi. All sources of sociocultural change are also sources of change in the sociolinguistic

repertoire vis-a-vis religion, including religious change per se. Language spread
itself is, of course, the most common carrier of sociocultural change. The cur-
rent spotlight is on the worldwide spread of English (McGrath 2002b), but the
recurring strong social class restrictions upon its functional acquisition still
limits it as a language of religion in most settings where English is not also the
language of the local mainstream. Even this limitation still leaves immigrants,
Hispanics and Amerindians in the USA, immigrants and Aborigines in Australia,
Maoris in New Zealand, a long list of immigrant minorities in Anglo-Canada
and even Anglo-Indians fully exposed to the creeping impact of English in one
aspect or another of religion. Other larger languages are also still spreading into
religious functions: Spanish and Portuguese accompanying the introduction of
Catholicism into the areas of hard-to-reach indigenous populations in Latin
America, as does French among aboriginal populations in Quebec and Fran-
cophone Africa. Eastern Orthodoxy accompanies the introduction of processes
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linked to the spread of Russian in the Siberian interior as well as in much of the
former Sovietosphere. Doubtlessly (though still largely undocumented), there is
an ongoing spread of Mandarin in the Sinosphere and Arabic is still spreading
as well (specifically as the language of Islamic prayer and study, but, at times,
also that of other formal and literacy/education related sociocultural functions
among Muslims). Extensive sociocultural change always accompanies instances
of religious intrusion (“spread”). Language spread is actually rarely, if ever, a
self-propelled phenomenon. The underlying dynamic for the acceptance of a
“new” language into religious functions is often modernization under Western
auspices, via economic penetration or invasion (colonization). Following in
the footsteps of modernization, with or without actual invasion, are soft-sell or
hard-sell (i.e., forced) missionizing and conversion efforts. Voluntary immigra-
tion and forced relocation or exchange of populations have been historically
another source of severe dislocation in the formerly obtaining allocations of
varieties to sociocultural functions. In most of the above scenarios, whether
when a population moves and encounters a religion hitherto foreign to it, or
when a religion moves and discovers a population hitherto unknown to it, the
total sociolinguistic repertoire (i.e., above and beyond religion per se) may also
be seriously impacted and altered. New sociocultural functions and lifestyles
may be introduced (e.g., urbanization, formal education, wider adult literacy,
mass-media and communication technology access, participation in local and
extra-local democratic processes, new methods of production, the industrial-
ization of agriculture, a cash economy, consumerism, and a growing sense of
national, regional and even world-community membership and involvement).
It is not realistic to expect that such new functions, carried as they commonly
are by a new language, will not effect the language of religion as well. This
has been true of the intimate relationship between sociocultural change more
generally and the spread of religion from the earliest times through to today.
The introduction of Judeo-Aramaic (Aramic) into Jewish religious life followed
upon the devernacularization of Hebrew more generally under the social, eco-
nomic and intellectual impact of Hellenism and the physical dislocation of the
Jewish population by the Babylonian captivity. The Christianization of Western
Europe, largely through warfare, occupation, building of roads and missionizing,
brought with it Latin in legal, intellectual and educational functions as well.
The Islamization of North Africa and various parts of Asia, stretching rather
continuously from the Atlantic through to Indonesia, has often provided a simi-
lar functional spread for Arabic, above and beyond its required use in prayer
and Koranic study. The complete or partial Protestantization of Northern and
parts of Central Europe was itself a by-product of the commercial, industrial
and urbanization revolutions and a contributory cause of the recognition of the
major vernaculars for all public and symbolic functions. Each case of language
spread or functional elevation is simultaneously a case of social change, social
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Vii.

dislocation and language shift in many socio-cultural functions, even before
such shift occurs in religious functions per se. Non-textified and unmediated
(spontaneous) functions may well be the first to change, but textified and ritual-
ized functions follow behind, at a greater or lesser remove in time.

There are several reasons why multiple religious varieties may co-exist within
the same religious community. One such reason is that social change is neither
instantaneous nor evenly spread. Outlying (“peripheral”) areas, usually rural and
relatively inaccessible, change more slowly and more piecemeal in all respects,
including religion. They often act as a brake, restraining religious groups from
across the board language shift. As a result, Aramization penetrated only par-
tially into Jewish religious texts and services during the first five centuries of
the Christian era (and several centuries before that era as well). Similarly, many
immigrant-based churches pass through a bilingual phase, in which one language
is used for one audience (the “youth services” or the services for “young-mar-
rieds”, e.g.) and another for others. Such initially “special languages” may find
their way into hymnals, sermons, “church”-sponsored outreach efforts, particular
stage-of-life ceremonies (e.g., births, confirmations, marriages, comings of age,
funerals) and, finally, even into the liturgy. With the passage of time what was
originally considered “special” comes to be considered sociofunctionally natural
and protected by (“haloized” by) tradition. In some cases, a functional reversal
even occurs and the hitherto “special purposes” or “special audiences” variet-
ies become the normal variety while the normal variety becomes the special
(“sometimes”) one. The Greek Orthodox Church in the United States origi-
nally attempted to conduct its services in Katarevusa (the medieval “chancery”
variety of Greek), as was the case in Greece itself. However, whereas in Greece
the government and all reading and writing were in Katarevusa until past the
middle of the 20th century, thus providing strong acquisition and reinforcement
systems for Katarevusa in Church, no such auxiliary systems were available in
the USA (or elsewhere in the Greek diaspora). Accordingly, as familiarity with
Katarevusa waned, demotic Greek (“demotiki”) began to be introduced into
Church services in the USA and, after a while, displaced Katarevusa almost
entirely. Both the Greek churches and the Greek Church-schools in the USA
were clearly demotiki-dominated well before this came to be the rule in Greece
itself. Indeed, most recently the Greek Orthodox Church in the USA has received
major assistance from the Church (and Government) in Greece for its efforts
to continue operating in demotiki as English has come to the fore among the
Church’s parishioners. Demotiki is now more haloized in the Greek diaspora
(where Katarevusa has been well nigh lost sight of and forgotten) than it is
“at home”. This strange turn of events is paralleled in certain other Orthodox
churches of the diaspora, particularly those hailing from the Balkans, the Levant
and the Caucuses, where the transitions and combinations of ecclesiastic holy
tongues, their related and historically associated ethnic vernaculars and more
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recently intrusive languages of extra-ethnic communication have both speeded
up and increased in number. Nevertheless, these “nationality churches” find it
extremely difficult to become entirely denationalized and equally open to all
comers. Indeed, their status as churches functioning in co-sanctified languages,
one of which is related to ethnoreligious origins, even if only vestigially (much
like Hebrew in Reform Jewish services) seems to be destined for long-term
continuation. Strangely enough, it is the international, interdenominational
and interfaith status of English, which renders possible the intergenerational
continuity of ethnoreligious repertoires that include vestigial ethnolinguistic
varieties. Vestigial varieties also exist for legal and medical functions. In the
West they involve Latin, the supraethnic variety of half a millennium to a mil-
lennium ago, when it had begun to lose its prior association with Christendom
and begun its even longer prime association with esoteric literacy. The process
of co-sanctification is particularly deserving of study because it provides con-
temporary evidence of sanctification as an ongoing socioreligious experience. It
is much more widespread than has usually been expected (Fishman 1997), going
far beyond the confines of the West (or of English) and the modernization with
which it is associated. It is also widespread within that half of the globe that
rejects modernization but which, nevertheless, exports so many of its sons and
daughters to diaspora communities throughout the West. It is there that their
ethnoreligious linguistic repertoires undergo further expansion (viz., Islam via
Arabic and English, rather than just Arabic and Urdu, Sikhism via Punjabi and
English, rather than just Punjabi and Urdu, etc.).

The power and ubiquity of sanctified and co-sanctified languages exert a major
conservative influence on the speed and direction of corpus planning and fre-
quently serve as a counterweight to modernization emphases in the language
planning arena. Even religions that spread as a byproduct of the intrusion of
Western power and the vernaculars associated with such power (e.g., Portuguese
as a carrier of Catholicism into the interior of Brazil) ultimately produce texts
that initially influence and reinforce a particular vernacular variety (be it of an
indigenous or of a Western-linked language). Ironically, it is the dominance of
this very variety of religion, which must be overcome if modernization is also to
be pursued under secular auspices. Modernization implies increased interaction
with the modern world via education, the print and non-print media, commerce,
industry, sports contests and countless other secular pursuits. Such interaction
may be conducted via foreign (i.e., already modernized) or via indigenous (not
yet modernized) languages, with the influence of the former upon the latter
becoming stronger with the passage of time. It is the variety of religion (which
in most premodern settings includes the court and the scribes in addition to the
priests and teachers) that frequently provides the only organized counterweight
to the modernization of indigenous languages along foreign lines alone. The
need for corpus planning is obvious if modernization is to proceed, but there
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ix.

is no corpus planning without an overt or covert status planning agenda. If a
maximum of the tradition is to be preserved (albeit modernization is to continue)
then corpus planning models will attempt to do so by fostering rationales of
classicization, archaicization, Ausbau and sprachbund, all of them based upon
notions of greater “authenticity”, “purity” and fidelity to the indigenous tradition
(Fishman 2000). This feat of attaining modernization of the language but doing
so along traditional lines is, of course, a difficult one to undertake, but it has
been attempted in Turkey, China, Japan, Indonesia, Hindu and Dravidian India
and several other, smaller, late-modernization settings. It was even the initial
rationale of the Academy of the Hebrew Language, which expressed a decided
preference for preserving the “true Oriental [=eastern] nature of the Hebrew
language”, by devising neologisms utilizing Biblical and medieval Hebraic roots,
or drawing upon Judeo-Aramaic, Arabic and other Semitic tongues, rather than
upon the languages of Europe. Germany also long followed a similar “indigenist”
bent during the 19th and the first half of the 20th century and influenced several
neighboring Slavic language planning movements along similar lines. In every
case, the language of religion was a decidedly important source (although not
the only one) for the corpus planning enterprise as a means of embracing the
modern West and still keeping it at arms length. This is a neat trick if you can
do it! An intrusive foreign language of religion has a somewhat similar but,
nevertheless, weaker impact on indigenous language planning, even if the for-
eign language is also the vehicle of modernization. Since such languages (e.g.,
of Christianity or Islam) have usually already worked out a modus-vivendi with
modernization, and since they are generally exonormative insofar as any lever-
age that late-modernizers may have to influence them in any way, their greatest
impact on language planning within the indigenous languages per se may be
in connection with replacement of scripts and vis-a-vis the lexicons peculiar to
power function interactions, rather than in connection with corpus planning
more generally or corpus planning in the religious fold more specifically.

However, the languages and varieties of religious functions are not as eternally
unchanging as their custodians often imply. Notwithstanding all of their conser-
vatism and all of their impact on other more changeable varieties, the reverse
direction of change also obtains. Constant efforts to “update” the variety of Eng-
lish in which the Bible is published are a case in point, the King James Version
now having many competitors utilizing more “contemporary” varieties of English
and their end is not in sight. To some extent such efforts are self-defeating, not
only because language change will never cease as long as a language is alive, but
also because the act of rendering mysteries more understandable also demysti-
fies and desanctifies them. The latter experience fuels movements of return to
“old fashion religion”, “the religion of our fathers and mothers” and, inevitably,
movements that return to some or all of the former language(s) of religion per
se. The impact of the cloistered lives of some clergy and of the increasingly
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secular lives of others (and of much of the laity as well, of course) upon their
own preferences vis-a-vis language/variety of religion is, for both populations,
often a powerful one indeed. But clergy frequently need and take instruction
as to how to communicate with their flocks, although the flocks do not speak
with one voice and are sometimes ambivalent and even change directions in
language preferences! The growing fundamentalism of our age has produced
noteworthy influences in connection with the perceived languages of religion.
The Jewish fold has seen the rise of Yeshivish (Yiddish and Hebrew impacted
English) in both modern and, particularly, in Ultra-Orthodox student circles.
Baley-tshuve (returnees to religion) assume that Yeshivish is a legitimate or even
desired variety of people who take religion very seriously and they increasingly
carry it over into their everyday lives, particularly with family and friends. Some
educated speakers of the Queen’s English have learned to speak Yeshivish too,
both to signal group membership as well as for metaphorical purposes. Non-
Arabic speaking Moslems have been doing the same vis-a-vis the Arabization of
their vernaculars, but at the same time Koranic Arabic is being semi-vernacular-
ized for modern intellectual, econotechnical and supra-dialectal functions, both
orally and even in print. On the other hand, Latin is being used for translations
of “Whinny the Poo” and “The Cat in the Hat”, resulting in forms that neither
Cicero nor the Vatican would find comprehensible. Neither written Sanscrit nor
written Mandarin have escaped the modernization impact of Hindi or of Poti-
nua upon recent religious publications of their respective classics. The growing
modernization (and, therefore, secularization) of the Afro-Asian world cannot
but produce similar result with respect to the varieties of religion within those
regions. The impact of languages of secular modernization on the languages of
religion in the former “Third World”, may never rival that which the Protestant
revolution brought about in Europe, particularly if the compatmentalization of
religious behavior is better maintained there than it was in Europe, but great
changes (both in the direction of greater traditionalization, for some, and in
the direction of greater modernization, for others ( as the Tamil case reveals)
are predictable.

Religious emphases ebb and flow and, as a result so do their religious varieties
too, as well the impacts of these varieties on non-religious usage and the impact
of non-religious usage upon them. In addition, different social groups within any
speech community will differ from each other in all of these respects. Although
it has not yet been studied, the Sanscrit of cloistered Sanscrit-speaking com-
munities (there are such in India!) must differ from that of communities that
use Sanscrit only for traditional religious purposes such as ritual, prayer or
study (Shukla 2002). What is more, the impact of Sanscrit upon the Hindi
used by these two types of communities must also differ (and sometimes in
surprising directions). The modern Hebrew spoken by the Ultra-Orthodox in
Israel to their less religious or non-religious compatriots may actually be more
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modern and less “pure” (more intermixed with Anglicisms, e.g.) than is the
modern Hebrew of their interlocutors who are outside of the ultra-traditional
fold. In this manner both “sides” signal group membership: the Ultra-Ortho-
dox indicate that “real Hebrew” (= “the holy tongue”) is not to be profaned,
while the less- or non-Orthodox indicate thereby that they are just as “good
guys” as anyone else even though they are religious and wear yarmulkes. The
expanding use of “Jewish English” among Reform Jews in New York City is
a related attempt to become regular (rather than discrepant) members of the
Jewish mainstream and to decisively set aside the hypercorrect English of some
of their rabbis in an earlier era (and of some even now). The three communal
varieties of Baghdadi Arabic (Jewish, Christian and Moslem) similarly signaled
group membership (Blanc 1964), but the Jewish variety disappeared upon the
resettlement of its speakers in Israel, because no “Jewish signal” was needed
there, thereby robbing it of its main function. Similarly, the communal variet-
ies of Bengali (Hindu and Moslem) first weakened with mutual secularization
and then strengthened with the renewed outbreak of intergroup hostilities. The
almost completely underground movement to revernacularize and modernize
Geez and expand it functionally at least into within-group secular functions in
home and community settings, corresponds to local Christian “resistance” to
identity loss in a context of long-standing mainstream harassment in Egypt. The
above examples all pertain to interactive religious sub-cultures, most of whose
members have a repertoire of other varieties beyond the contrastive ones that
have been mentioned. However, mainstreams also emphasize and de-emphasize
religiously (or anti-religiously) tinged varieties in tandem with large-scale social
change. Widespread anti-Ataturkism (=anti-secularism) in Turkey has reinstated
a more tradition-anchored Turkish usage, just as anti-Shahism (=anti-secular-
ism) in Iran has rejected the “excessive modernism” and “Americanisms” of the
pre-Ayatollah regime. Resistance to and advocacy of either fundamentalism or
modernization cannot but be reflected in the corpus of everyday speech. These
reflections are socially patterned and it is the task of the sociology of language
and religion to reveal both the linguistic patterns and the societal patterns that
ubiquitously accompany one another.

3. Conclusions

Ten theoretical propositions, largely drawn from the sociology of language, have been
proposed for the study of the sociology of language and religion. These propositions
need to be fleshed out, modified, selectively abandoned or added to in order that a
theoretically anchored and empirically supported sociology of language and religion
can ultimately develop.
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Notes

1. I'will not pause to define either sociology, language or religion. To undertake to do so would
be a daunting task. Rather, I will assume that all three terms will be understood, as “primitives”,
in roughly similar ways by the average lay and scholarly reader. I hope to return to this task in
the not to distant future and fully expect that, even thereafter, the behaviors, beliefs and values
that are deigned to be “religious”, somewhere in the world’s speech communities, will be found
to be much more diverse than any of us (myself included) are currently aware of.

2. T also want to avoid any discussion at this stage of the essentially perspectival nature of lay
discussions of the “dialect”/“language” distinction. I will use the more neutral designation
“variety” to refer to either or both of them.
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CHAPTER 3

Language and world order
in Bahd’i perspective
A new paradigm revealed

Gregory Paul P. Meyjes
Solidaris Intercultural Services L.L.C., Washington, DC.

1. Introduction

Many are the ways in which language and religion intersect, sociologically and theo-
logically. There are “languages of revelation,” claims to “divine origination,” the
curse of “babelization,” along with issues of canonization, interpretation, and trans-
lation - to name a few. Yet the annals of religious history comprise no sociolinguistic
doctrine as comprehensive as found in the Baha’i Faith. The present contribution
is dedicated to this unique language ideology - its premises, features, and implica-
tions — as it pertains to international order in this day and age.

It is often helpful to present novel paradigms, new models or “grand theories,”
from their theoretical foundations up. The keener our grasp of the underlying world-
view, the clearer our understanding of the implications for the societal dynamics at
issue here. Therefore, the cornerstones of Baha’i social theory are briefly broached
in Section 2 (“Social Doctrines”). Section 3 (“Language and World Order: a Bah&’i
Model”) outlines Bahd’i teachings on global communication and ethnolinguistic
identity, in sociolinguistic perspective. The comparative merits of languages, the
“biodiversity” hypothesis, and role of globalization receive further attention in
section 4 (“Issues arising”).

Whereas Baha’i texts are open to interpretation by individuals including scholars,
they are not open to boundless deconstruction in a collective sense. Instead, authorita-
tive sources exist, as quoted and referred to throughout by way of evidence. Among
these, a distinction is generally made between original Bah&’i scriptures, revealed
by The Bdb, and Bahd’u’lléh, and their elaboration as provided by ‘Abdu’l-Bahd,
Shoghi Effendi, and The Universal House of Justice (all in historical order)!. It was the
author’s intent to combine religious and scholarly approaches, by providing interpre-
tive commentary on authoritative Baha’i texts, from the perspective of sociolinguistics
broadly defined.
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2. Social doctrines

In Bah&’i view, the divine permeates all of creation. The highest form of divine revela-
tion is through divine messengers, who periodically renew revelation and impart
divine guidance and law to humanity. While renewing spiritual enlightenment, these
“manifestations of God” bring social rules, each abrogating those of their predecessors
and establishing the social order that reflects divine will for their dispensation - as
Bah&’u’lléh attests, to “carry forward an ever-advancing civilization” (1983:214).
Both ontologically and epistemologically, the social teachings of the revelation of
Bah&’u’lldh are thus regarded as the key to our current place in history, as divine
inspiration and exhortation, as godly mandate at once spiritual and societal (e.g.
Saiedi, 2000).

In this view of progressively revealed divine will, religion constitutes the source
and foundation of society’s values, principles, and meaning. When true to its role,
religion becomes “the perfect means for engendering fellowship and union” (‘Abdu’l-
Bahd, 1990:73). Indeed, at the center of the social teachings of the Bah&’i dispensation
stands the doctrine of the oneness of humankind, “the pivot around which the teach-
ings of Bah&’u’lléh revolve” (Shoghi Effendi, 1982:42). The doctrine of humanity’s
oneness is seen as propelling a process of world unification that is divinely inspired
and ordained, evident and inevitable.

To see religious revelation as the foundation of societal order — whether in theory
or practice - challenges prevailing attitudes. Poststructuralist “incredulity towards
meta-narratives” (Lyotard, quoted in Lyons, 1999:16) is particularly anathema to
the notion of divine revelation as the standard of truth and social justice. Many a
theorist today rejects universalism on ideological principle, whether it be religious
or rationalist-humanist in origin. Others denounce it in defense of cultural speci-
ficities. Scholars of language and society, too, are often troubled by the dramatic rate
of language attrition attested today and the imminent loss of substantial linguistic
diversity this forebodes — especially given that the ascendancy of world English and
of Western societal influence co-occurs with the endangerment of a many indigenous
tongues (Dorian, 1998:11). Wary of the trend to globalize one language tradition at
the expense of the others, they tend to view any universal linguistic agenda with reser-
vation.

The Bahd’i ideological focus on the oneness of humankind, therefore, may
raise eyebrows. Yet while underscoring the unity of humanity, the Bahd’{ canon
also pays unequivocal tribute to its equality, with regard to differences of religion,
ethnicity, gender, and the like. Just as it simultaneously embraces rational and spiri-
tual approaches to reality (see below), so too does it consider cultural heterogeneity
compatible with unity, rather than synonymous with conflict. Both unity and diversity
are taken to reflect divine will and the Baha’{ doctrine of unity requires the embracing
of cultural diversity. The Bahd’i worldview is one of humanity “enriched by the
precious variation in human thought, language, religion and culture,” one that favors
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aboriginal and minority cultural rights (Baha’i International Community, 2002:3).
However paradoxical this may appear, and however dubious humanity’s record in this
regard, Baha’i scriptures speak of a new, divinely willed order that patently promotes
policies and values at once worldwide and embracing of cultural diversity.

As for the study of language and society, Bahd’i teachings greatly emphasize that
“religion must reconcile and be in harmony with science and reason” (‘Abdu’l-Baha,
1982:316). As “two indispensable knowledge systems through which the potentialities
of consciousness develop,” the Universal House of Justice elucidates, full and fruitful
interaction between science and religion is welcomed (2002:10), and the scholar
“...should not lock out of his mind any aspect of truth that is known...” (1996:388).
To appreciate this complementary view of science and religion is to recognize the
societal mandate of scholarship. “True learning,” Bahd’u’llah stated, “is that which
is conducive to the well-being of the world” (quoted in Universal House of Justice,
1995:11). Clearly, no modernist, materialist or rationalist interpretation is implied in
this vision of science in service of humanity - no “brave new world,” as in Huxley’s
ominous caricature (1945). Rather, a Bah&’i approach concurs with the ethic of
scholars of language and society such as Hymes (e.g. 1999), who, Figueroa reports,
“does not separate the role of the academic scholar from the role of the individual in
a moral social order,” who “sees the linguist as an activist who must integrate social
knowledge with linguistic knowledge” (1994:32), and who considers sociolinguistics
“...most appropriate to a vision of the future of mankind as one in a world of peace...”
(quoted in 1994:31-32).

3. Language and world order: A Bahd’i model

3.1 Language and diversity

The Bah&’i approach to linguistic minority rights derives from the equality of minority
group members as full members of the broader society and from the a-priori validity
of their unique cultural needs. Minority equality as an element of Bah&’i legal philos-
ophy, becomes a matter of justice - upon which, Baha’u’lléh proclaims, depends the
“establishment of order in the world and the tranquility of the nations” (1988:28).
Based on the principle of equality, derived from the doctrine of oneness and the
emphasis on diversity, minority cultural rights become a matter of “cultural justice.”
Beyond shielding minority populations from cultural tyranny, the socio-spiritual
“principle of the oneness of humanity,” the Bah&’i International Community asserts,
“provides not only a more constructive and far-reaching approach for ensuring
minority rights but also a creative basis for the resolution of long-standing tensions...”
(2002:3).

In addition, language rights as a subset can be seen through the lens of Bah&’i writ-
ings on the native language. The mother tongue is described as “the most profound
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» <«

characteristic of a people,” “the garment of the spirit of the people,” “the native air
which we need for living and dying, which surrounds us from cradle to grave, which
is and remains our most personal property.” “The mother tongue is and will always
be the mistress in the house of a people’s culture,” ‘Abdu’l-Bahd expounds, and “...
if you give up your mother tongue, then faith, love and hope will leave you, the arts
and sciences will flee from you, then justice, law and morality will also disappear”
(1997:42). Language rights, then, are to be considered fundamental because Bah&’i
writings recognize that our primary languages uniquely define us as individuals and
as members of society - including in our relationship with God.

The above scriptural readings, then, co-define a Bahad’{ conception of language
rights. Inter-culturally, linguistic human rights derive from the principles of unity,
equality, and diversity. Intra-culturally, language rights follow from the primordial
role of native languages to our cognitive and social identity and thus to our duty
to know and worship God - just as “the right to religious freedom” can be seen “as
a human right, in order to be able to fulfill the duty of obedience to God.” (Heller,
2000: 35, original emphasis).

» «

3.2 Global auxiliary

Bah#&’i scriptures provide guidance as to how to combine humanity’s oneness with its
linguistic diversity. It is here that the Bah&’i Faith’s most distinctive sociolinguistic
tenet comes into play, i.e. the doctrine of a Universal (or “International”) Auxil-
iary Language (UAL). Prominent among Baha’i social teachings, ‘“Abdu’l-Baha calls
promotion of this principle “the very first service to the world of man” (1982:61) and
its realization “...the greatest achievement of the age in conferring profit and pleasure
on mankind” (Holley, 1923:337). Indeed, Baha’u’lldh describes espousal of this cause
the principal indicator of humanity’s “coming of age” (1992:250).

In the late 19" and early 20'" centuries, the idea of an auxiliary language for inter-
national communication enjoyed considerable popularity (see Burney, 1962; Couturat,
and Leau, 1903; Jespersen, 1962). Linguists such as Couturat (1903), Sapir (1949), and
Pei (1961) were among the leading auxiliary language advocates. They deemed the
burden of many languages an unacceptable practical impediment to international
communication — and Bah&’{ writings confirm this sentiment. In part, the Bah&’i
UAL doctrine is supported by Bahd’u’llah’s admonition “that men’s lives may not be
dissipated and wasted in learning divers languages” (1978:68). There are, however,
numerous other facets to the Bah&’i UAL model, including descriptive-linguistic,
pedagogical, attitudinal, cultural, political, and legal elements. The following are
reviewed below: a) general features, b) the question of UAL selection or creation, and
¢) lexico-grammatical concerns.
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3.3 General features of the UAL doctrine

As stands to reason, the “universal” element of the UAL principle flows directly from
the oneness of humanity doctrine at the center of Bahd’u’llah’s social teachings.
The primary functional domains of UAL are international contexts, communica-
tions, and institutions, i.e. international contacts between native speakers of different
languages. The more interethnic the domain, the more use of UAL is indicated, such
as in international organizations. Other likely environments include international
research, information management, media, technical cooperation, military commu-
nication, and such. Informal interethnic contacts are by no means excluded, for at
least as significant in Bahd’i perspective, is UAL’s tacit contribution to the sense of
unity and solidarity among humankind, without thwarting the exigencies of primary
ethnolinguistic identity. “Oneness of language creates oneness of heart,” ‘Abdu’l-Baha
reportedly stated in this context (Holley, 1923:337).

Regarding the meaning of “auxiliary,” Bahd’i scripture explicitly calls for UAL
to be secondary to native languages — not necessarily, a community-internal second
language (L2) in the traditional sense. UAL is linked to community-external, inter-
community communication, functionally compartmentalized from the primary
languages — much like Crystal observes with regard to world English (see 1997:19).
No diglossic relationship (Ferguson, 1959) is intended, since UAL’s auxiliary and
international aspects are intended to weaken its ability to compete, let alone domi-
nate, within primary cultures. Rather than violently usurping community-internal,
primary languages, UAL provides a practical and reliable bridge to others, without
unduly curtailing the “ethnolinguistic vitality” of local speech communities. Rather
than a cultural Trojan horse, it is intended as an institutionalized — and thus likely
stable - vehicle of a worldwide “bilingualism without diglossia” (Fishman, 1967), one
that asymmetrically favors primary languages.

The educational aspects of the doctrine further flesh out the meaning of “auxil-
iary”. UAL is to be taught in school curricula worldwide, so that “in the schools of the
future two languages will be taught -- the mother tongue and this international auxil-
iary tongue” (“Abdu’l-Bahd, 1918:84). The goal is what has been called academic, as
opposed to natural, bilingualism. This underscores its role as secondary to native
languages, since the latter are internalized through an informal acquisition process
at home. UAL learning is not meant to interfere, compete, or even co-occur with this
native-language acquisition process.

Both “Abdu’l-Bahd and Shoghi Effendi have made occasional favorable refer-
ence to the simplicity of a potential UAL, i.e. that it be easy to learn. Such hints at the
learnability of the auxiliary further confirm its intended non-primary status in the
bilingual matrix, since learnability is not of concern with native languages. The Baha’i
UAL principle reflects both the doctrine of humankind’s unity and its emphasis on
diversity. Unity is seen as needed for the flourishing of diversity — and diversity is the
instrument through which unity is realized. The UAL doctrine encompasses this dual
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stance par excellence. It envisions global communication in service of an ethnolinguis-
tically heterogeneous world.

3.4 The question of UAL selection or creation

Bah4&’i scriptures do not foresee a world that relies on the extra-linguistic market place
to determine the lingua franca of the hour by default, as has been the case throughout
history - including today with English as a world language. Instead they call for a
global language policy effort without historical precedent. Unlike the survival-of-the-
fittest rise and fall of speech communities of the past, the UAL doctrine prescribes
a novel process of selecting and implementing a global auxiliary by intergovern-
mental fiat. Placing the choice of language entirely in the hands of language planners,
Bah&’u’lléh states that a “...world language will either be invented or chosen from
among the existing languages...” (1967: xi). He proclaims:

“It is incumbent upon all nations to appoint some men of understanding and
erudition to convene a gathering and through joint consultation choose one
language from among the varied existing languages, or create a new one, to be
taught to the children in all the schools of the world (1978:165-167).”

Clarifying that “the matter is to be determined by a confederation met for the purpose
which shall represent all tribes and nations” (1918:84), ‘Abdu’l-Bahd expresses the
“...hope...that intelligent men may be selected from the various countries of the world
to organize an international congress whose chief aim will be the promotion of this
universal medium of speech” (1982:61).

As for the cultural politics of choosing a UAL, much has been said in auxiliary
language circles about the avoidance of cross-cultural offense and the appearance of
hegemonic or imperialist intent, i.e. about the need for the language to be culturally
neutral, or “unencumbered.” Even if the international community favored compro-
mise, UAL policy makers could steer clear of the natural languages of particularly
powerful speech communities, as was the case at the creation of postcolonial plural
states such as India (e.g. King, 1997). Despite the emergence of regional varieties of
world English, so-called “Englishes,” the prevailing unprecedented global spread of
the language and of Western societal influence cannot automatically be equated with
Bah&’i standards of oneness, equality, and diversity. Regarding post-colonial English,
some consider it naive to believe that the language no longer fosters the ethnocen-
tric hegemony of its traditional speech communities (Dua, 1994, Pennycook, 1994).
Conversely, others hold with regard to UAL that “if English is selected, then, rather
than triumphing as a linguistic form bound by a particular cultural and historic past,
it will become ... a new language expressive of a new world culture” (Gruber, 2001).
Notwithstanding its success as a global lingua franca, however, the preeminent status
of English results from worldly dominance. It does not reflect the deliberate and
participatory language planning effort to regulate interethnic communication that the



32

Gregory Paul P. Meyjes

UAL doctrine calls for - though admittedly UAL policy makers may consider world
English a fait accompli.

Bah&’u’lléh stipulates that children worldwide will “be acquiring only two
languages, one their own native tongue, the other the language in which all the
peoples of the world would converse” (1988:138). One of the questions to face future
UAL policy makers is that of how to define primary languages. A related one is
how to represent “all tribes and nations.” Internationally, policy guidelines could be
established, and applied according to the language relationships extant within the
states, for instance, and territories. Multilingually complex societies for instance,
could develop policies that support languages at more than just the local and the
global level. Depending on the political mandate of UAL policy makers, the arbitra-
tion of conflicts between country-internal languages may fall to central governments,
international bodies and, of course, the force majeure of societal trends. In view of
such imponderables, additional guidance could possibly be requested of the Universal
House of Justice.

At present, sub-state languages often receive limited de facto status. Their welfare
depends on states’ legal provisions and, de facto, on society’s will to honor them. In
what is the European Union today, Fishman notes that “states are not slow to apply
to languages lower in the pecking order than the state-languages per sé, the very same
notions of limits that the state languages are to unwilling to apply to themselves”
(1995:55). Presently it is unmistakable that not all speech communities large and small
everywhere always enjoy all desired linguistic rights and privileges (Skutnabb-Kangas
and Phillipson, 1995), or even those officially granted. It is equally clear that the Bah&’i
language ideology, while deferring to central governments for the development and
implementation of a UAL policy, favors the extension to all ethnolinguistic groups of
maximum consideration with respect to their cultural needs.

3.5 Lexico-grammatical concerns

Conspicuously absent from Bahd’i writ is a notion often associated with religious
discourse, that of a superior ur-language, arche-language, global metalanguage,
Adamic, or divine language (e.g. Eco, 1995) that could or should be selected as UAL.
Though Baha’u’lldh expressed a personal liking for Arabic, Bahd’i scriptures explicitly
avoid prescribing a particular language or language type as UAL. They require only
that the ultimate choice be fit for functionally unrestricted human communication at
the international level and that it include a choice of writing system - likely, of course,
to raise its own applied-linguistic, technological, and ethno-political questions. It
could be a natural or constructed, living, extinct, or yet to be invented language. There
is little in the Bah4’i writings about intrinsic linguistic criteria for UAL construction or
selection. The same applies to the question of structurally comparing natural-language
UAL candidates.

Historically, proponents of constructed languages did not look to linguistics for
cues as to what properties to include, even though some were linguists themselves.
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Generally, the structure of invented languages was grafted on abstract postulates such
as simplicity, naturalness, or regularity, however these were understood. A primary
goal was often learnability by adult native speakers of generally Western languages,
like themselves. With regard to language construction, Bahd’{ sources make some
reference to the need for collaboration and a lexicon “made up of words from all
the languages” (‘“Abdu’l-Bahd, 1918:84). About the selection of UAL, Shoghi Effendi
explains, that however “anxious to see a universal auxiliary tongue adopted as soon
as possible, Bahd’is ...are not the protagonists of any one language to fill this post”
(National Spiritual Assembly - UK, 1973:27). Baha’is have regarded Esperanto favor-
ably since its inception, if only as a contribution to international understanding.
Despite its recognized Eurocentric lexico-grammatical origins, nothing intrinsically
precludes Esperanto — or any other constructed language — from becoming more
universal. Indeed, Esperantists claim this has already been achieved.

The question of the learnability of a constructed auxiliary has led to considerable
debate about its structural simplicity, particularly with an eye to adult learners, who
are past the “critical period” for first language (L1) acquisition posited by Lenneberg
(1967). This question has been at the core of artificial-language debates for nearly a
century and a half. It has led to numerous language designs and proposals to reduce
the grammar and/or lexicon of certain natural languages. In structural terms, UAL
learnability can be interpreted as a question either of logical (i.e. cognitive) simplicity
or of neurological (i.e. innate) “acquirability” — especially since the twain are not
incompatible. As for learnability neurologically defined, the “language instinct,”
nativist, innateness, or universal grammar hypotheses and their explanatory adequacy
for first language acquisition (Chomsky, 1965) remain controversial, from both a
linguistic (e.g. Sampson, 1999) and neuroscientific (e.g. Muller, 1996) standpoint.
Moreover, the link between the learnability of artificial languages and the question
of their grammatical proximity to the putative language “bioprogram” or “language
acquisition device” has been almost entirely ignored.

4. Issues arising

4.1 Linguistic equality

While advocates of auxiliary languages concentrated on constructed languages,
contemporary linguists, sociolinguists in particular, have concerned themselves
almost exclusively with natural languages. As a result, we know precious little about
what either field can contribute to the other. While artificial language efforts have
focused on perceived grammatical simplicity and the like, they have not benefited
from knowledge of descriptive linguistics. They do not, for instance, include insight
into known tensions between simplicity and complexity that reveal that more of
the former in one area of grammar may lead to more of the latter in another. By
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the same token, with the possible exception of certain creole studies (e.g. Bickerton,
1984), descriptive linguistics offers little to be informally applied to creating,
improving, or judging efficiency in language design. This state of affairs is a handicap
from a Bah&’{ perspective, since its UAL mandate requires at least a weighty choice
of language and possibly the construction thereof - either of which stands to benefit
from broad scholarly input.

Empirical data is available regarding the contrastive cognitive and technological
merits of the world’s scripts and graphemic principles (e.g. Gillooly, 1973; Tzeng and
Hung, 1980). The same cannot be said about our knowledge of the comparable socio-
or psychological functions of the grammatical features of natural languages. The
Sapir-Whorf or linguistic relativity hypothesis has hitherto eluded scientific arbitra-
tion, and remains controversial despite recent revisiting (e.g. Gumperz and Levinson,
1996). Throughout the 20™ century, the comparative relation between the linguistic
attributes and the psychological profile of natural languages was a question eschewed,
except notably by the Third Reich, in response to the era of racist and linguicist bias
that preceded it. With this question taboo, linguists en masse hold to the notion that
all natural languages are roughly equal in that they meet or can be made to meet any
of the communicative requirements of their speakers with comparable adequacy. Any
potential disadvantage of a given language in one grammatical area is simply assumed
compensated for in some other area.

However politically correct, this premise deserves further assessment. That natural
languages belong to the same functional class does not make them universally identical
in level of functionality - let alone with regard to simplicity or some other criterion.
To dodge such questions behind reference to the overall cognitive and communica-
tive adequacy of all natural languages is academically self-censoring and unfounded
in light of scarce data. One could contrast, for instance, the level of morphological
structure between languages and its relation to logical simplicity. Or a comparative
look could be taken at the connection between features of universal grammar and
ease of foreign language acquisition (see Epstein et al., 1996). Answers to such ques-
tions, if we dared to raise them, could aid the short-listing of UAL contenders. The
functional needs of the auxiliary could determine the relative attractiveness of certain
languages, however categorically “equal” to others they may be. Besides indirectly,
however - such as in reference to the limits of translatability of Bahd’u’llah’s Book
of Laws, Kitdb-i-Aqdas (e.g. 1992:9-10) — Baha’{ writings offer very little encourage-
ment to scrutiny of the inequality of natural languages. They are particularly open
with regard to UAL selection. Any inherent cognitive benefit of one over the other
natural UAL contender may therefore be considered subordinate to other goals from
the perspective of the UAL doctrine.
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4.2 “Biodiversity”

In the euphoria of the early international language movement some protagonists
felt impelled to clarify that “there is absolutely no question of a universal language
destined, sooner or later, to abolish and supersede national languages” (Couturat,
1903:5). Such fears may strain the credulity of late 20™ century observers, while
others may find it naive to expect an auxiliary language to remain so forever. Sapir,
for instance, states that a language could be auxiliary “for untold generations to come”
without indefinitely being so (1949:50). Like the issue of linguistic equality discussed
above, this question leads to the “biodiversity” hypothesis that regards diversity of
language as essential to the intellectual and cultural future of mankind as diversity of
species is to its physical survival (e.g. Hale, 1998). We see efforts to promote, maintain,
and revive smaller languages, including a scholarly drive to diagnose the language
pathologies at hand (e.g. Dorian, 1998; Fishman, 1991; Grenoble and Whaley, 1998;
Krauss, 1992) and to record and describe endangered languages and dialects (e.g.
Asher, 1994; Grimes, 2000).

In its broader form, the alleged cultural and cognitive merits of “biodiversity” are
considered together (e.g. Mithun, 1998). The Baha’i writings do not directly address
this view. They do, however, support the notion that linguistic diversity enshrines
differences in culture. While reflecting little to no concern for natural languages
as semiotic systems per sé, Bahd’i texts stress their value as conduits of group and
individual identity. Peace and stability are considered unachievable at the expense
of diversity (Universal House of Justice, 1985). Even while hinting at the cogni-
tive uniqueness of individual languages as described above, Bahd’i sources make no
mention of protecting linguistic diversity devoid of ethnocultural content, nor of
resisting language change or shift on cognitive principle. From a Bahd’i stance on
unity and diversity, the main concern is not whether but how ethnolinguistic changes
occur, i.e. under which circumstances regarding the justice, equality, dignity, rights,
participation, and volition of their communities of speakers.

Whether or not we define biodiversity culturally, the question as to whether
the current level of linguistic diversity, enhances or reduces, broadens or atomizes,
unifies or separates the world’s resources becomes moot when we cannot protect
diversity. Similarly, for humanity to benefit from its diversity ultimately requires a
shared mode of communication, which has been English in recent times, the very
code most associated with the corrosion of diversity. On both counts, the passing of
time risks rendering the cause of linguistic diversity futile. Against the backdrop of
Bahd’i texts on the oneness of humanity, the equality of peoples, and the role of diver-
sity, the UAL doctrine stands out as a distinctive answer to the question whether the
world’s diversity of language, roughly half of which is considered at immediate risk,
would be helped or hurt by a global auxiliary. What is urgently needed is a language
that does not undermine native linguistic traditions, does not enter into competi-
tion with them, and is not hegemonic, while allowing peaceful interchange between
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the world’s linguistic communities. Only such a language would allow humanity to
access its collective cultural resources without destroying them in the process. This is
precisely what the present reading of the Bahd’i UAL doctrine indicates. Moreover, it
appears less than logical for those who promote language biodiversity broadly defined
to both insist on the cognitive equality of natural languages and decry the loss of the
particular cognitive characteristics of languages at risk of extinction. If languages are
of equal value cognitively, any one should do. Instead, from a Bahd’i vantage point,
concern for global language mortality would be more effectively channeled through
promotion of UAL.

4.3 Universalization

The auxiliary element of the Bah&’i UAL principle compels closer scrutiny if only to
address the reservations of those who, especially in this era of globalization, deem that
“the universal is a fraud, a mask for the self-interest of the dominating over the domi-
nated” (Fishman, 1989:572). The auxiliary nature of UAL lies at the nexus of Baha’i
principles regarding the oneness of humankind and cultural diversity. According to
Bah#&’i scripture, the oneness of humanity calls for an organic, open-ended develop-
ment towards greater harmony (e.g. Shoghi Effendi, 1982:43). UAL would function
like “a bridge to the rest of the world” (‘Abdu’l-Baha, 1997:42). Its adoption is to
enable a world in which the geopolitical gnats can fly with the eagles. Whether one
spoke Sranan Tongo or Mandarin at home, the language of international contact, the
language of unity between cultures, would be UAL.

Such a Bahd’i-inspired vision of linguistic ecology stands in contrast to the present,
largely economically-driven dynamic surrounding world English, the unprecedented
global dominance of which (e.g. Crystal, 1997; Pennycook, 1994; Phillipson, 1993)
behooves no further illustration. The Bah&’i UAL doctrine does not point to speedy
inter-societal homogenization driven by the logic of modernity. It is not materially,
but spiritually motivated. Rather than encouraging disconnectedness from native
traditions it supports them. Instead of superimposition it promotes a voluntary partic-
ipatory process, an articulation of what Fishman terms “ethnolinguistic democracy”
(1995). In lieu of the law of the jungle, it demands justice and equality. It calls not for
a facile, rapid, and subconscious process but a deliberate, organic, and ideologically
coherent one - not one of globalization (Robertson, 1990) but of “universalization”
(Meyjes, 1999), akin to Kuczynski’s theory of universalism (1996). It offers a third
way between the conflicting logics of annihilating global uniformity and irreconcil-
able worldwide specificity. Such a Bah&’i-inspired vision of humanity goes beyond
what Fishman playfully calls “positive ethnopluralist” (1989) - at least in its post-
modern sense. Based as it is on a spiritual understanding of humanity’s oneness
and diversity, it sees ethnolinguistic diversity as a foundation of a world order both
culturally richer and more unified. In this view, the worldwide adoption of UAL
is urged in Bah&’i writings, not to glibly install uniformity in guise of unity, but to
shield humanity’s ethnolinguistic heritage sooner rather than later from the violence
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of unbridled intercultural competition, imposition, and displacement that character-
izes the socio-Darwinist reality in which we live — while satisfying our common need
for communication.

5. Conclusion

We are faced today with a world of intercultural tensions and changes, a global caul-
dron in which the macro-social threat of “intercivilizational” conflagration mounts,
while subaltern populations sustain societal pressures so consuming they are forced
into violent self-defense and extinction. At issue are often language, religion, or
both - due to their fundamental role in constructing meaning and identity. Whether
one regards communalism, tribalism, and identity politics as problems or solutions,
humanity must achieve greater effectiveness in justly negotiating intercultural diver-
sity if it wishes to avoid consequences potentially more destructive tomorrow than
they already are today.

The Baha’i scriptural guidance on the management of ethnolinguistic heteroge-
neity reviewed suggests that support for and protection of “the world’s little people and
languages” (Fishman, 1989:573) is no mere noble luxury. It is a most urgent necessity
if we are to carry into the future the myriad assets of cultural knowledge and heritage
to which our diverse linguistic traditions so uniquely provide access — and thereby
lay the critical basis of justice and equality required for humanity’s peace and well-
being. This is no small responsibility. Neither are the two - effective concern for
primary language and the promotion of worldwide communication - separable. The
above reading of Baha’i sources suggests that both must be simultaneously addressed
for either to be achieved. It is this dual stance that the Baha’{ UAL doctrine so inimi-
tably reflects.

The Bahd’i vision of international cultural order is a historically-specific ideology
based on a self-defined revelation. Its divine claim alone may suffice to rally believers
to its cause, but its UAL doctrine offers all of humanity a unique model of ecological
relations between linguistic traditions, without a vested interest in any particular
language. It addresses the very tensions between globalization and cultural specifi-
city that so preoccupy certain scholars of our time. Far from opening the door to an
all-devouring “killer language” a universalisme cannibale (M.A.U.S.S., 1999), UAL is
intended to satisfy the planet’s need for cultural justice under conditions of vibrant
interethnic exchange. It is meant to shield the primacy of native linguistic traditions
from undue pressures even while allowing unfettered, organic, and participatory
cultural exchange - and change.

As the object of language policies that secure its position as secondary to primary
languages, UAL could in theory remain auxiliary indefinitely. Yet cultural change is
natural, and the UAL doctrine does not preclude this. For the distant future Baha’i
writings confirm Sapir’s allusion to the possible emergence of a world-embracing
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identity, society, and culture. Under UAL, it will have been gradually and organi-
cally nourished and informed by a multitude of primary cultures. Like any other,
such a truly universal society will eventually require its own language (Baha’u’llh,
1992:250), which may or may not be genetically related to UAL. No Baha’i prophesies
are known to the author about its identity. Indeed, from the perspective of the Bah&’i
UAL doctrine, such developments are as distant as they are irrelevant to the complex
and compelling challenges of global language policy before us.

Notes

1. Mirza ‘Ali Muhammad (1819-1850), entitled The Bdb (“the Gate’), prophet-founder of the
Bébi religion;

2. Mirza Husayn ‘Ali (1817-1892), entitled Bahd’w’lldh (“the Glory of God”), prophet-founder
of the Baha’i Faith;

3. Abbas Effendi (1844-1921), named ‘Abdu’l-Bahd (“Servant of Bah4”), appointed interpreter
of Bah&’w’llah’s writings;

4. Shoghi Effendi Rabbani (1897-1957), called Shoghi Effendi, appointed Guardian of the
Bahd’{ world community from 1912-1957;

5. The highest and elected governing body of the Bah&’i Faith, certain statements of which are
published by its United Nations mission, the International Baha’i Community.
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CHAPTER 4

Religion and traditional belief
in West African English

A linguistic analysis

Hans-Georg Wolf
The University of Hong Kong, Pokfulam

1. Introduction

The theme of this book touches upon one of the most pressing concerns of post-
modern times: a resurgence of religious questions, catalyzed by the September 11
2001 bombing of the World Trade Center in New York City, USA. Yet as individual
religious phenomena, definable as “crossing the boundaries of the sensual world to
a meaningful beyond” (Der Grosse Brockhaus 1980:423, my free translation) may
pertain to the realm of the unspeakable and would thus evade critical discussion, reli-
gion as a cult, on the other hand, i.e., the social practices built upon religious beliefs,
involve language to a considerable degree. To that extent, these beliefs and practices
are open to (linguistic) analysis.

In this chapter I shall deal with linguistic realizations of religion in sub-Saharan
Africa, specifically West Africa. The medium of these realizations is the L2 varieties
of West African English (WAE).! Speakers of these varieties use English to convey
culture-specific beliefs and concepts. In other words, WAE is far from being culturally
westernized.?

From my own professional and private dealings with speakers of WAE and my
readings of non-theological texts written in this part of the world I had the prior
intuition that, in general, religious discourse is more prominent in WAE than in
“Western” native-speaker varieties of English. This intuition is confirmed, in fact, by
political scientists investigating African politics. For example, throughout his book
Political legitimacy in Middle Africa, Schatzberg (2001) stresses the inseparability of
politics and religion, i.e., the influence of the “invisible spiritual world” on the political
terrain (also see Chabal and Daloz 1999:63).

It is crucial to note that “religion” and “traditional beliefs” should not be seen as
something separate, as the title of this paper may suggest. If a cosmology is involved
(see below), then all concepts pertaining to it are ‘religious.” From a Western perspec-
tive, however, religion would refer to terms and concepts associated with the world
religions we find in this part of the world, i.e., Christianity and Islam, and ‘traditional
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belief” to culture-specific concepts and their expressions. From an African perspec-
tive, such a separation most likely does not hold true (cf. e.g., Chabal and Daloz
1999: ch. 5).

From the above, one can infer that terms relating to the realm of religion (broadly
understood) should be more frequent in African English than in Western native-
speaker varieties of English. And indeed, this is my hypotheses here with respect
to WAE. This inference rest, of course, on the assumption that lexical frequency is
indicative of socio-cultural patterns (cf. Wierzbicka 1997: 1; Wolf 2003).* In so far as
computer corpora are representative of a variety used by speakers of a given society or
at least of some text types produced in it, a corpus-based analysis is ideally suited to
arrive at the key words of a culture/society.’

At this point I need to preclude the possible question whether the speakers of
WAE can be considered a ‘society,” or, for that matter, a ‘speech community’ and
hence, if they can be legitimately grouped together in this study. While, from such a
macroscopic perspective, it would be convenient to say that in the studies mentioned
so far the targeted ‘societies’ or ‘cultures’ in question are not really defined or internally
differentiated either, I do not want to dodge the question this way. My answer to such
a possible objection would be that, as to culture, I find that (West) Africans share basic
concepts, beliefs, and practices, despite variation in the forms these practices may take,
a view that is supported not only by my linguistic data but also by work produced in
various disciplines (e.g., Bjornson 1985:69, Wiredu 1992, Tengan 1994, Simo Bobda
1994:8f.; and from an historical perspective, Cheikh Anta Diop’s 1959 classic L’unite
culturelle de UAfrique noire). The reasons for limiting my study to WAE alone are that
the varieties grouped under this label share a common history (see, e.g., Hansen et al.
1996:177-182; Wolf 2001: ch. 2) and that they have a number of structural features in
common, despite national peculiarities (see, e.g., Simo Bobda 2000).

As to speech community, if we loosely define speech community as a group of
people that feels connected through the use of the same language or language variety
(see Hansen 1987:7; Wolf 2001: 15-16) we have a concept that is flexible enough to
include the speakers on the level of the different national varieties of WAE as well as on
the more general trans-regional level. Also, this understanding of speech community
closely corresponds to the African cultural model of community (ACMC), to which I
will return later on. Roughly, the understanding of community in the African context
is not fixed and stable in the sense that belonging to a community is restricted to one
sociological entity but is open to redefinition according to the circumstance. The
community (a synonym for ‘family’) a person belongs to can range from that of the
village to that of Africa.®

The ACMC cannot only be related to the theoretical notion of speech commu-
nity, but, more importantly, is a crucial part of the cosmological, i.e., religious belief
system of (West) Africans. It is here where “modern religion” and “traditional” beliefs
converge. Since this model plays a prominent role in my interpretation of the data, I
will offer a short outline of it later on.
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2. Method

As pointed out, computer corpora are an ideal means to investigate the salience
certain lexical items, in my case items from the domains of religion and traditional
belief, have for members of a given culture or society. Yet for the use of computer
corpora a prior understanding of the subject matter is a bare necessity (cf. Schmied
1990:264). As indicated in my introduction, through my studies in the field of WAE
I had a preconception about the expression of religious terms in this variety which I
intended to test empirically.

My starting point was to compare the frequency of terms relating to these domains
in corpora of WAE with their frequency of occurrence in corpora based on native
Western varieties of English. So far, only one major corpus of WAE exists, namely the
Corpus of Cameroon English (CCE), which was compiled as part of the ICE project
(cf. International Corpus of English 2002) by a team of Cameroonians.” It has 898,572
tokens.® Thus the CCE stands pars pro toto for WAE in general. To see if my findings
apply to other varieties of WAE as well, I also checked into a smaller corpus compiled
by students of mine, which, because of its size, cannot be considered representative,
but confirms the general tendency (see below). As a reference corpus, I combined the
FROWN corpus and the FLOB corpus into one large corpus. My rationale for this
was that the FLOB corpus, which is based on British English (BrE), and the FROWN
corpus, which is based on American English (AmE), together represent the two major
native varieties of English and hence are a good sample of anglophone “western”
society.” FLOBFROWN combined has 2,064,764 tokens.!°

The text types a corpus includes are an important point to take into consider-
ation. The corpora used for this study are designed in a similar fashion and are thus
comparable.11 Yet, to clarify the social significance of certain items in the corpora, in
some instances it will be necessary to highlight the text types and the textual context
in which they occur.

In preparing the data, I lemmatized most of the relevant items consistently across
the corpora, basically following the entries in the Concise Oxford Dictionary. One
exception was God and gods, because the Christian God is not the singular to polythe-
istic gods. Some other items were not lemmatized to simplify the differentiation of the
various senses, as in the case of relatives, fasting and mediums. These differentiations
were made where the frequency of occurrence allowed for an individual control of the
item in each text and where the reference was straightforward enough to distinguish
the sense; for example, the entry saviour here only refers to Jesus or God, but not to
saviour in the general sense (cf. Aston and Burnard 1998: 15-16; Leech et al. 2001:19).
In turn, bless, which appears as bless, blessed and blessing in the COD became one
lemma bless, because I found the senses too closely related to pick them apart. I also
checked the spelling differences of BrE and AmE. The software I used for the analysis
of the corpora was WordSmith (Scott and Oxford University Press 1998), which
enables the linguist to compute key words “by comparing the frequency of each word
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in the smaller of the two wordlists [the CCE] with the frequency of the same word in
the reference wordlist [the FLOBFROWN]” (Scott and Oxford University Press, 1998:
help menu).

I have trusted WordSmith with the statistical computations. The minimum
frequency of occurrence for key words was specified as 4x, and the probability or
“p-value” as 0.01, which, as one can learn from the manual, means that there is only a
1% chance of claiming a wrong relationship. Yet as the results show, the probability of
an error is by far lower. More keywords than the ones presented here were computed,
but I selected only those which I found relevant to this study.!?

3. Results

The following tables consist of 5 columns: The first column contains the key words,
the second and third columns show the frequency of occurrence of each item in the
respective corpora, column four the “keyness”!* and column five the p-value. In Table
1, items I labelled “core religious terms” are listed.

These items alone would warrant the claim that religion, particularly Christianity,
is more salient in Cameroon English (CamE) than in AmE/BrE. Numerous terms
denoting concepts of the Christian faith, among them the most central ones like Jesus
and the synonyms Lord, Christ and Saviour and Almighty appear as key terms. Though
Lord was one of the terms whose occurrences in the text were not checked individually
to see if the term actually refers to God and/or Jesus, the religious reference becomes
clear when one looks into the collocations of the base form of this term with content
words in the respective corpora. Not only do we find numerous more collocations
with Lord that occur 5x or more in the CCE, but also a number of words that are
listed in this article as key words (e.g., disciple 63x, Christ 21x, spirit 17x, God 13x). In
FLOBFROWN, on the other hand, only prayer is a term with a religious reference that
collocates with Lord (5x). In this corpus, Lord mostly refers to the mortal nobility (e.g.,
Chamberlain, Vartha, Weinstock, 8x each).

Though God and prophet in table 1. might as well be used in an Islamic context, in
CamE they mostly likely have a Christian background, because anglophone Camer-
oonians are predominantly Christian. In Nigeria, for example, the religious context of
these terms may be more open (see below). In this list, we also have an instance where
a concept motivated the formation of neologisms, as in the case of disciple and disciple-
maker, discipling and discipled.

Table 2 includes the key terms which reflect the role religion and religious institu-
tions play in Cameroonian society. Here, one finds the names of protestant churches
and missions and their activities, as well as terms referring to the clergy.!* In this table
we also find attestation for the role of Islam in Cameroonian society as a whole, the
religion of roughly one-third of the population, and which is geographically demar-
cated (see Wolf 2001: passim).
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Table 1. Core religious terms

Word CCE FLOBFROWN Keyness P-value

God 876 531 609.6 0.000000
Jesus 258 125 2223 0.000000
Lord 667 319 581.2 0.000000
Christ 179 114 117.9 0.000000
Almighty 30 7 40.8 0.000000
Saviour 16 10 10.8 0.001035
heaven 52 71 7.8 0.005119
Satan 18 4 25.0 0.000001
Devil 27 26 9.8 0.001774
Lemon* 32 32 10.8 0.001032
prophet 27 30 7.3 0.007076
apostle 41 14 45.6 0.000000
disciple 458 15 971.0 0.000000
disciple-maker 71 0 169.4 0.000000
discipling 8 0 19.1 0.000012
discipled 7 0 16.7 0.000044
Bible 143 93 92.0 0.000000
commandment 10 3 12.0 0.000535
gospel 70 69 242 0.000001
discipleship 11 3 13.9 0.000196
saint 37 39 11.2 0.000828
holy 206 67 235.8 0.000000
sin 235 82 257.7 0.000000
sinner 52 9 79.6 0.000000
sinful 13 3 17.8 0.000025
cleanse 15 3 21.7 0.000003
pray 184 50 23255 0.000000
prayer 173 119 104.1 0.000000
amen 12 5 11.7 0.000641
spiritual 140 96 84.6 0.000000
theodicy 6 2 6.8 0.009286

* In West African English, demon is also frequently used in the context of traditional belief,
understood as an ancestor haunting the living. In the CCE, however, this word only appears
with reference to biblical demons. Therefore, it is listed in this table.

Table 3 represents those key words which have a strong religious connotation,
including traditional belief, but which are not restricted to the domain of religion
alone.

It was not possible to dissect each textual occurrence in both corpora to determine
whether these terms are used in a religious sense or not. However, given the salience
religious terms have in Cameroonian society, as already demonstrated, there is a
high degree of likelihood that these terms more often than not refer to the religious
domain. This can be confirmed exemplarily if one looks again at the collocations some
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Table 2. Religious terms referring to sociological functions

Word CCE FLOBFROWN Keyness P-value

mission 195 137 114.3 0.000000
missionary 92 28 109.4 0.000000
Bethel 8 3 8.4 0.003817
Presbyterian 33 5 52.8 0.000000
Adventist 5 2 5.0 0.025317
presbyterial 0 11.9 0.000552
evangelistic 11 1 20.1 0.000007
evangelic 0 14.3 0.000154
clergy 14 11 7.1 0.007867
pastor 48 16 54.1 0.000000
reverend 27 16 19.2 0.000012
archbishop 26 31 5.9 0.015934
catechist 9 0 21.5 0.000004
apostolate 4 0 9.5 0.002004
baptism 37 12 42.2 0.000000
evangelise 107 8 203.1 0.000000
preach 54 33 37.2 0.000000
Islam 90 40 83.2 0.000000
Alhadji** 34 0 81.1 0.000000
jihad 11 6 8.5 0.003526
mosque 11 5 10.0 0.001574
Muslim 73 105 9.1 0.002537

** A title usually prefixed to a personal name, signalling that the bearer has been on the “haji,”
the pilgrimage to Mecca (see Igboanusi 2002, Lucko; et al., in progress).

of these terms form. For example, the three most frequent collocations the plural of
spirit forms with content words are with ancestral (17x), deities (9x) and evil (5x),
collocations that need to be seen in the framework of the ACMC. The word that most
frequently collocates with spirit in the singular is holy (167x).

The content word that most frequently collocates with obey (lemmatized) is Lord
(28x). Ritual(s) collocates 5x with religious. For a contrast, none of the terms used as
an example collocates 5x or more with any content word in FLOBFROWN. In the case
of love, the most frequent content word it collocates with in the CCE is Lord (43x),
whereas in FLOBFROWN it is life (21x). Thus, from a West African perspective, we
may be misguided to talk about a religious ‘connotation’; rather, the frequent colloca-
tions with religious terms suggest that they are used primarily in a religious context
and that a religious component is an integral part of the meaning of these terms.

The next table lists terms which, in WAE, can be used either in the context of the
world religions or in that of traditional belief. Examples taken from the CCE proof that
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Table 3. Key words with religious connotations and non-exclusive references to the domain
of religion

Word CCE FLOBFROWN Keyness P-value

spirit 395 175 366.2 0.000000
ceremony 131 66 109.1 0.000000
ceremonial 19 16 8.6 0.003283
ritual 58 65 15.3 0.000093
rite 22 23 6.8 0.009309
taboo 18 14 9.2 0.002402
sacrifice 73 47 47.5 0.000000
forgiveness 17 7 16.7 0.000045
obedience 23 8 25.3 0.000000
disobedience 30 4 49.9 0.000000
obey 80 24 95.9 0.000000
faith 100 176 4.4 0.035648
faithful 62 55 25.9 0.000000
believer 37 29 18.7 0.000015
repent 10 3 12.0 0.000535
infidelity 7 3 6.7 0.009881
kingdom 124 89 70.7 0.000000
fasting 8 3 8.4 0.003817
destiny 31 25 15.1 0.000104
eternal 39 31 19.4 0.000011
love 459 714 41.1 0.000000
loving 40 31 20.6 0.000006
brethren 17 5 20.6 0.000006

Table 4. Key words that apply to both world religions and traditional religious practices

Word CCE FLOBFROWN Keyness P-value

bless 83 72 36.0 0.000000
priest 82 132 6.2 0.012755
worship 47 46 16.5 0.000049
sacred 37 50 5.8 0.016266

these terms can be used in reference to the “modern” domain of Christianity and the
domain of traditional religious practice:

God bless you, to ask the blessing of their ancestors;

parish priest, Anglican priest, fetish priest, chief priest;
worship the Lord, high priest of ancestral worship;

sacred ministers of the church, the sacred shrine of the tribe.

Ll

Yet it would be a mistake to assume that these domains are strictly separated;
often there is a blend between the spheres of “modern” and “traditional” religion
(see below).



Religion and traditional belief in West African English

49

Table 5.1 brings us to what I termed the ACMC, whose linguistic realizations
I described in detail elsewhere (Wolf 1999, 2001; Wolf and Simo Bobda 2001). It
involves a cosmology, which, as African theologists have argued, underlies African
religious belief (see, e.g., Mbiti 1990; Musopole, 1994). This cultural model cannot be
described here with all its intricacies. Yet the importance and vitality of this model
becomes evident if one considers that a number of terms expressing conceptual
components of the model show up as key words in the CCE. For the sake of clarity, I
have grouped these key words into three separate though thematically related tables.
One element is the community of human beings with God/the gods and community/
family in general, which is reflected in Table 5.1.

In this cosmological model, life comes from the gods, or, in a Christian mould,
from God (cf. above). Human beings, i.e., mankind, are central, because they link
God/the gods to nature and earth (Musopole 1994, Wolf 2001:276). Community is
a, if not the crucial concept in this holistic constellation; ideally, the whole universe
forms a communal relationship. Since life comes from God/the gods, children are
sacred, because they perpetuate this link. As Musopole (1994: 11) puts it, ‘procreation
is a divine obligation’ (my emphasis). The various key words relating to children and
childbirth confirm this statement. The prerequisites for children are marriage and
parents to foster them. The occurrence of orphan and orphanage inversely highlights
the importance of parents and family as well. If a couple remains childless, childless-
ness may be understood as breaking the continuation of the sacred community and
therefore as sin. Another entailment from the fact that life comes from God/the gods is
that human beings are interrelated (as children of God/the gods). Hence, in the African
context, community and family are interchangeable terms. As in the case of children
and marriage, several terms from the domain of family appear as key words. One can
easily see the link between Christianity and Islam on the one hand, which share these
basic assumptions, and traditional African thought on the other. It is very well possible
that mutual influencing has occurred or is occurring, or that a common archetypal
model exists. Even in the case of community/family, the Christian conceptualisation
is compatible with the ACMC, if we think of expressions like brothers and sisters in
Christ or the Holy Communion. However, for many “Western” speakers of English,
terms like parent, family, marriage seem not to have a spiritual/religious meaning.

Another important element of the ACMC is an understanding of community as
including the ancestors. The relevant key words are listed in Table 5.2.

Ancestors are conceived of as part of present reality, and as part and parcel of
community. Rites are performed in reverence of the ancestors, or living-dead, and the
people talk about the cult of the ancestors. Furthermore, in this conception, ancestors
are spirits (see above) or, more negatively, ghosts, who exert a strong influence upon
the living. The collocation ancestral spirit(s) occurs 24x in the CCE and seems to have
become a fixed expression. Normally, the ancestors are buried in the village, the ances-
tral home, another collocation from the CCE. The reason that elder(s) are included
here is that because of their age, they are closer to the ancestors and therefore draw
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Table 5.1. Key words pertaining to community of human beings with God/the gods and
community/family in general

Word CCE FLOBFROWN Keyness P-value

life 987 1.505 96.9 0.000000
gods 50 33 31.6 0.000000
deity 26 1 54.2 0.000000
goddess 12 7 8.7 0.003202
Earth-goddess 14 0 334 0.000000
person 570 584 267.3 0.000000
mankind 22 6 27.7 0.000000
human 650 548 295.3 0.000000
earth 150 216 18.6 0.000016
nature 207 345 12.9 0.000321
universe 41 46 10.8 0.001033
community 413 599 49.9 0.000000
communal 35 27 18.1 0.000021
marriage 189 281 20.7 0.000005
marital 23 20 9.9 0.001616
husband 171 300 7.7 0.005463
wife 234 468 3.0 0.085403
parent 344 493 43.6 0.000000
parenting 16 4 21.1 0.000004
maternity 31 12 31.7 0.000000
procreation 11 7 7.3 0.007078
birth 100 131 17.3 0.000033
child 1,057 1.480 146.0 0.000000
neonate 10 3 12.0 0.000535
newborn 9 5 6.8 0.008901
filial 9 2 12.5 0.000408
offspring 38 24 32.4 0.000000
childless 12 7 8.7 0.003202
orphan 14 8 10.4 0.001281
orphanage 15 6 15.0 0.000106
family 545 1.010 16.0 0.000063
relatives 44 43 15.5 0.000083
kin 35 11 40.9 0.000000
kinsman 9 3 10.2 0.001443
kinship 19 18 7.1 0.007773
lineage 18 16 7.5 0.006160

brotherhood 14 8 10.4 0.001294
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Table 5.2. Key words pertaining to the role of the ancestors

Word CCE FLOBFROWN Keyness P-value

rite 22 23 6.8 0.009309
cult 23 23 7.7 0.005400
living-dead™™* 3 0 7.2 0.007456
ancestral 58 10 88.9 0.000000
ancestor 65 28 61.6 0.000000
ghost 60 64 17.7 0.000026
elder 59 68 22.5 0.000002
village 423 250 302.2 0.000000

*** Though this term appears only three times and thus would normally fall below the minimum
frequency of four occurrences in the corpus, it is included here because it cogently supports the
terminology used in the literature (Mbiti 1990, Chabal and Daloz 1999).

Table 5.3. Key words relating to the domain of witchcraft

Word CCE FLOBFROWN Keyness P-value

totem 8 3 8.4 0.003817
mediums 6 2 6.8 0.009286
healer 5 2 5.0 0.025317
heal 69 32 61.7 0.000000
soothsayer 0 9.5 0.002004
juju-man 6 0 14.3 0.000154
seer 6 1 9.3 0.002291
witch-doctor 10 0 23.9 0.000001
divination 5 0 11.9 0.000552
fateful 10 5 8.4 0.003788

considerable respect (Kalu 1993:115; Geschiere 1997:95,151). The important role of
the ancestors has been frequently discussed in the literature (cf., e.g., Mbiti 1990: ch.
8; Geschiere 1997: passim; Chabal and Daloz 1999:66-67). It is an aspect of African
spirituality that is not readily compatible with Christianity or the Islam.

The terms elder and village point to the third element of the community model,
namely witchcraft.

Witchcraft is seen to take place mostly in the village (cf. Geschiere 1997). Elders
or certain persons of respect mediate between the spirits and the living (see Wolf
and Polzenhagen fc.). The power of these mediums is ambiguous (cf. Gbadegesin
1991:109-136); they have a power to heal (cf. Chabal and Daloz 1999:74), to cure
childlessness (cf. Makuchi 1999), or to exorcise spirits and ghosts (CCE), and to prac-
tice the art of divination. Yet they also have the power to harm or even destroy people,
often through the use of “destructive medicines” (see Wolf 2001:270, and below). The
synonymous terms mediums, healer, soothsayer, juju-man, seer, witch-doctor confirm



52

Hans-Georg Wolf

Table 6. Socio-political terms as key words possibly motivated by the ACMC

Word CCE FLOBFROWN Keyness P-value

father 365 793 22.5 0.000002
fatherland 7 2 8.6 0.003332
country 1,278 1.054 600.8 0.000000
nation 633 418 400.2 0.000000
people 2,110 2.140 691.5 0.000000
society 792 617 404.7 0.000000
social 816 797 287.6 0.000000
societal 14 3 19.7 0.000009

Fowler (1991:82), who claims that “clusters of related terms are found to mark out
distinct kinds of preoccupation and topic.”'® In CamE, fateful exclusively introduces
negative, often fatal events. Since in the popular African understanding death often
does not have a natural cause (see Wolf 2001:289-291), events introduced with fateful
are frequently conceived in the context of witchcraft or the supernatural. The terms
witchcraft and witch do not appear as key words; however, one needs to consider the
text types in which they occur in the respective varieties of English. That witchcraft is
a fact of everyday African life is reflected in the occurrence of this word in, e.g., travel
reports and newspaper articles; witchcraft is even a topic in school books (see Wolf
2001, 2003). In FLOBFROWN, on the other hand, with one exception, it is only listed
in the text category “religion”, in reference to neo-pagan witchcraft. In the ACMC,
witchcraft is implicated if communities values are broken or the egalitarian ideal of the
community is disturbed (see Geschiere 1997: passim; Chabal and Daloz 1999:73-76;
Wolf 2001:288-290).

The ACMC extends to the realm of the political. Schatzberg (2001) argues that
political legitimacy in Middle Africa to a great extent rests upon three additional
aspects orthodox definitions of political power tend to miss. The second of which
corresponds to the model discussed, namely “spirituality,” as described above.!” In
turn, one could tentatively argue that certain terms from the socio-political realm are
more salient, i.e., are ‘key’ because they have a spiritual dimension qua being under-
stood against the background of the ACMC. These terms are listed in Table 6.

Schatzberg (2001: ch. 5; 1986) has pointed to the conceptualization of persons
in authority as Father-chiefs; African presidents, for example, are often conceived
as and present themselves as “father of the nation.” This conceptualization seems
to follow “naturally” from the community model, where a given nation, country, or
society can be understood as an extended family (see, e.g., Wolf 2001:293-298). Since
this model is so salient in (West) African culture, it lends itself to be exploited by
political leaders.

To counter possible objections that CamE may not be representative of WAE/
West African culture, I compared a smaller corpus compiled by students of mine,
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Table 7. Key words from the domain of religion and traditional belief in CN

Word CN FLOBFROWN Keyness P-value
Rihadji T 216 0 974.2 0000000
Allah 38 4 145.8 0.000000

10 7 20.8 0.000005

16 14 338 0.000000

18 31 23.6 0.000001

18 72 7.1 0.007898

116 1.480 19.6 0.000010

Christian 122 284 116.8 0.000000
8 3 23.8 0.000001

9 11 15.5 0.000083

6 9 8.9 0.002913

5 3 12,6 0.000380

112 599 18.5 0.000017

553 1.054 659.1 0.000000

disgrace 8 11 12.7 0.000376
_ 77 68 161.9 0.000000
enshrine 5 6 8.7 0.003149
217 1.010 57.4 0.000000

8 3 23.8 0.000001

121 531 37.8 0.000000

harmony 11 34 7.1 0.007766
herbal 11 3 35.7 0.000000
holy Y 26 67 21.9 0.000003
Imam 5 0 225 0.000002
_ 72 16 244.8 0.000000
4 3 9.1 0.002498

Koran 17 0 76.7 0.000000
Mallam!® 27 0 121.8 0.000000
14 6 40.0 0.000000

117 46 343.9 0.000000

151 418 1152 0.000000

Papa 15 12 33.2 0.000000
31 82 252 0.000001

15 16 28.2 0.000000

867 2.064 808.8 0.000000

212 427 238.7 0.000000

ractitioner 12 9 27.4 0.000000
30 50 40.5 0.000000

28 119 9.5 0.002067

6 10 8.1 0.004419

38 20 101.1 0.000000

14 43 9.1 0.002539

religion 89 206 85.8 0.000000
Sharia 211 0 951.7 0.000000
92 495 14.8 0.000118

70 224 42.6 0.000000

14 46 8.1 0.004340
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namely the Corpus Nigeria (CN), 241,982 tokens, with FLOBFROWN.!8 It is exclu-
sively derived from online sources (online newspapers and a newsgroup). In terms
of size and text categories it is quite different from the CCE and FLOBFROWN, and
cannot be considered as fully representative of Nigerian English (NigE). Therefore, I
will not break down the key words into the different categories, and will not discuss
the results in detail. Still, as Table 7 shows, the computations made on the basis of this
corpus confirm the general tendency. The fact that CN does not have a separate text
category “religion” but mostly deals with socio-political issues strengthens my argu-
ment even more.

Many of the words that appear as key words in the CCE also appear as key words
in CN (the ones in the shaded cells). As there are proportionally more Muslims in
Nigeria than in anglophone Cameroon and in the US and Great Britain, it comes as no
surprise that terms relating to Islam (introduced to NigE as loan words from Arabic)
are additional key words (Imam, Koran, Mallam, Sharia). Of the words that have not
appeared in the CCE as key words but do so in CN, herbal, Papa, practitioner, deserve
special attention. Herbal relates to the traditional medicine applied by the traditional
medical or health practitioners, synonyms for witch-doctors. Papa is a respectful term
for elders, not necessarily the biological father (see Igboanusi, 2002).

4. Discussion

The overlap of key words relating to religion and the ACMC in CamE and NigE
suggests that religion, broadly understood, is of similar social significance in Nigeria
and Cameroon, and, furthermore, that the speakers of these varieties share certain
cultural beliefs — which may also be held by other West Africans.

Also, the results of the corpus investigation confirm my own intuitions and
the observations made by political scientists that religion plays a central and more
prominent part in West African social life than in the “West.” The significantly more
frequent occurrence of a number of central religious terms in varieties of WAE and of
terms which, from a Western perspective, can have a religious connotation is telling in
itself. Yet one would not capture all the facets of this phenomenon if one were content
with saying that religious terms are more frequent in WAE than in Western varieties
of English because religion is more salient in West Africa. At least, a cursory attempt
should be made to explain why this is the case.

One part of the answer is that Christianity and Islam as world religions have a
much younger history in West Africa than in other parts of the world. In the case of
Christianity, the activities of the mission, whether good or bad, were closely connected
with colonization, which is still hotly debated in the countries in question.

Secondly, religious issues are played up as part of “identity politics,” especially in
contemporary Nigeria, where religion is a major factor in the struggle for power, influ-
ence and the allocation of resources. Besides, there has never been a strict separation
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of the state and religion in the modern history of African states (see Schatzberg 2001).
Today, we find that in parts of Nigeria, this separation has been completely aban-
doned and religious codes, i.e., the Sharia, have become an instrument of governance.
Furthermore, the deterioration of the countries and the worsening plight of the people
encourage a resort to religion as a means of alleviating burden, which brings us to the
third, and perhaps most important point.

In African countries, we witness an upsurge of religious activity. For example,
it is estimated that West Africa has the fastest growing congregations within the
Catholic Church. But not only the Catholic faith is thriving; especially protestant
groups, if not sects, are multiplying rapidly. One source states that in Africa, 1200
new Christian congregations come into existence each month (Willmann 2002). The
material success of these groups and their footing in traditional African belief has
been proffered to account for their growing influence (Chabal and Daloz 1999:70-73).
From my point of view, the blend of “modern” Christian elements with “traditional”
African spirituality is crucial. Christian elements lend themselves to become part of
traditional African belief and vice versa. Geschiere (1997: e.g., 187-195) recounts the
ways in which Western notions of witchcraft may have fused with African beliefs in
the course of colonization. This fusion can be witnessed in so many ways today: For
example, in Nigeria, the Aladura (‘praying people’) are fundamentalist Christians
who “believe that the witches and witch doctors who practice traditional medicine are
real and have real spiritual powers” (Lettinga 2000). In a Cameroonian paper (The
Herald Observer 1998:6), one finds the story of a “diabolic owl exorcised from Pres-
byterian Church” and the pastor referring to the owl as the “omen of death and
destruction.” That is to say, the ACMC, as sketched out here, is a flexible web of
concepts which can incorporate new elements and apply “old” concepts to new situ-
ations. It is deeply believed in and functions as a “sense making device for people”; in
Schatzberg’s (2001) terms, it provides “alternative causalities.” The cosmological and
holistic nature of this model and its pervasiveness also explain why key words like
child or family, and perhaps even society and nation, which, in Western varieties of
English, do not have a religious or spiritual meaning except for some fringe groups,
could be understood as religious terms in WAE.

5. Summary and conclusion

This study was intended to investigate lexical frequency of terms from the domain
of religion and traditional belief in WAE. It was found that terms central to reli-
gious belief are significantly more frequent in West African varieties of English than
in native “Western” varieties of English and thus appeared as key words in WAE.
Furthermore, the occurrence of key words which, from a Western perspective, do not
or only faintly have a religious dimension was also interpreted as an indication of the
salience of religion in West African society because these terms need to be seen in the
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framework of a cosmological cultural model. The holistic nature and the pervasiveness
of this model, which is open to incorporate elements from world religions, was offered
as one explanation in the attempt to account for the higher frequency of religious
terms in WAE, besides the general importance of religion in the socio-political arena
of (anglophone) West African countries.

Notes

1. WAE refers to the L2 varieties of English as spoken in Gambia, Sierra Leone, Ghana, Nigeria,
Cameroon and the L1 and L2 varieties of Liberian English.

2. For arguments against the view of English as culturally alien language in the African context,
see, e.g. Wolf (2001) and Wolf & Polzenhagen (fc.).

3. Asan encompassing term, one could perhaps use spirituality, as Schatzberg (2001:37), does,
“to include formal world religions (e.g., Christianity and Islam), the cosmological world view
containing the abode of the spirits and ancestors, and sorcery,” (which to my mind is also part
of this cosmological world view).

4. For the purpose of this paper, I do not distinguish between ‘culture’ and ‘society.’

5. Key word should not be confused with search word, terms sometimes interchangeably used
(cf. Barnbrook 1996:67; Oakes 1998:151), but refers here to a word which is significantly
more frequent or “key” in one corpus/variety than in another one and thus socio-culturally
significant. See Leech and Fallon (1992) for a paradigmatic corpus study.

6. See Wolf (2001:294-295), Wolf and Polzenhagen (fc.) on the family/community concept.

7. The corpus was near completion when work on it stopped. Therefore, only “unofficial” copies
of it exist. I received mine from Josef Schmied, TU Chemnitz, who participates in the ICE
project and whom I thank at this point.

8. The CCE was originally prepared for the corpus software TACT. For reasons internal to the
programs, the number of tokens calculated by TACT is slightly lower than the one computed
by Word Smith, namely 889,590.

9. After the computation of the key words, I selectively checked if they also appear as key words
if FLOB and FROWN serve as separate reference corpora, and, indeed, they did.

10. This is the figure one gets if the .byb files (the file type used by the corpus program
WordCruncher) of FLOB and FROWN are fed into WordSmith.

11. See Tiomajou (1995) for the corpus design and text categories of the CCE, and the manuals
of FLOB and FROWN for theirs.

12. I do not claim to have selected all the possible key words from the domain of religion. With
more time and space, I could have been more exhaustive; e.g., I could have checked into all the
names that derive from the Bible or the Koran to see if they refer to figures in these sources or
not. The high frequency of biblical or koranic names found in the CCE may even be telling in
itself.

13. “A word is said to be ‘key’ if a) it occurs in the text at least as many times as the user
has specified as a Minimum Frequency b) its frequency in the text when compared with its
frequency in a reference corpus is such that the statistical probability as computed by an
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appropriate procedure is smaller than or equal to a p value specified by the user” (Scott and
Oxford University Press 1998: help menu).

14. There is no key word that immediately relates to the Catholic church, except for
archbishop — the Archbishop of Yaounde is an eminent figure in the political life of Cameroon
(cf. Schatzberg 2001: 74-75) — which is surprising, because the Catholic church is quite active in
the country, and the British and American society are generally perceived to be predominantly
protestant.

15. Both modern and traditional are also key words in the CCE.

16. Another synonym in the CCE is sorcerer. It occurs 6x in the CCE and 20x in the FLOB
corpus and thus is not listed as a key word. Yet, a consultation of the texts is revealing. In the
FLOB corpus, sorcerer is the name of a mountain bike (10 occurrences), and a character in
a fantasy story (also 10 occurrences). In the CCE, sorcerer appears in a religious text and in
newspaper articles (in collocation with fetish priest).

17. The other two aspects Schatzberg (2001:37) mentions, namely eating or consumption and
unity and indivisibility, to my mind, also belong to the ACMC. For further explanation, see
Geschiere 1997: passim, Wolf 2001:291-292; Wolf and Polzenhagen (fc.), Polzenhagen and
Wolf (fc.).

18. On the usefulness of small corpora, see Sinclair (2001).

19. A Mallam in the Islamic context is “learned man” or diviner (cf. Igboanusi 2002).
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Eastern-Christian tradition
and the Georgian language

Tinatin Bolkvadze
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Thilisi I. Javakhishvili State University

1. Introduction

According to Eastern Christian Holy Fathers, initially God delivered the curse of
“Babel” so that people would speak different and mutually unintelligible languages,
but later this punishment turned into a manifestation of God’s mercy for mankind.
The world of Eastern Christianity has paid special attention to this fact in order to
develop the theory of equality of languages. The main cause of God’s punishment
was people’s malicious intent and the rationale was that if they could not speak the
same language, they could not understand each other, and thereby not achieve their
haughty aim. Now, however, these different languages existed for one sole aim - to
convey God’s goodwill. People should listen and hear God’s preaching, suppress their
evil intents and nurture feelings of compassion and love instead. In the opinion of the
Eastern Christian Holy Fathers, language diversity is a characteristic of the present as
well as of the future.

The Eastern Christian tradition considers all languages equal before God - unlike
the Western Christian tradition that considered only Hebrew, Greek and Latin to be
sacred languages. Eastern Christianity included the Copts, Goths, Syrians, Georgians,
and Armenians, later on Slavs, and also the Christians of Persia and Arabia. In spite
of the fact that languages were recognized to be equal, the languages of Eastern Chris-
tianity faced many difficulties in competing with Greek, as Byzantium did all it could
to prevent their legitimization. However, these languages managed to find their place
against Byzantium’s will, turning the process into a struggle for the recognition of
national cultures and national rights in general.

A typical example of such a struggle is conveyed in a poetic work by Constantine
— Cyril, a statesman of the last quarter of the 9th century and the converter of Great
Moravia. He expresses sympathy for the peoples who suffer terribly from speaking
to God in a language they do not understand and are thus unable to tell Him of
their troubles. As a Czech legend of the tenth century relates, Constantine posed the
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polemic question to the Western adversaries of the Slavic liturgy: “If everybody has
to glorify the Lord, why do you, chosen fathers, prevent me from conducting mass
in Slavic whereas God created this language perfect, much as the other tongues?” A
prominent Bulgarian writer of Moravian tradition, the monk Khrabr, insists that the
Slavic language is the equal of Greek, Latin and Hebrew because all languages arose at
the same time, the time of the Tower of Babel; and if Slavic has no ancient letters, it is
all the better because its creators were Christian saints, while Greek and Latin letters
were invented by unknown pagans.

Russian author of the eleventh century Mitropolitan Illarion goes further still in
defending languages without long written traditions: “the new faith demands new
words and letters just as new wines require new skins” (Jacobson 1970:589,594). The
Georgian Language had to compete with Greek much earlier, from the 3rd and 4th
centuries, A.D. It had already gained a significant social function by that time - it was
the main means of national identification and cultural self-consolidation for Kartli.
Georgian had been declared the state language in the 3rd century B.C. Georgian
literature of the old feudal period was being created at the time when Kartli had to
fight simultaneously for national and cultural independence first against Mazdeian
Persians, and then against Mohammedan Arabians. In addition, the country had
to wage a confessional, dogmatic-philosophic war against paganism and various
Christian sects (Aryanism, Nestorianism, Antichalcidice-Monophysite teachings,
Pavlikianism). These fights resulted in the formation of the old Georgian culture,
which represents a synthesis of the best eastern and western literary and life tradi-
tions [Kekelidze 1933: 19, Kekelidze 1951: 36]. The followers of Eastern Christianity
tried to give special significance (mission) to their languages and nations. Here are
four motives presented in Ioane Sabanisdze’s hagiographic work “The Martyrdom of
Abo Tpileli”in the period of Arab domination (7th and 8th centuries AD) to reveal
Georgia’s national merits:

1. We Georgians, live “at the outskirts of the world”, i.e. at the outskirts of the
cultured world (Romans and Greeks live in the cultured world) and defend
Christianity all by ourselves”. Reproach seems to be expressed towards Greeks
in these words.

2. Georgians adopted Christianity over five hundreds years ago. “It has been more
than five hundred years since the Georgians adopted Christian faith”.

3. If Greece is the centre of Christianity, Georgia is its end, and yet it is no worse
than Greece is: It is not only the Greeks who have adopted this faith of God,
but so have we, people living far from Greece”. Here Sabanisdze remarks that
“they have come from the East and the West and take their origin from the
realms of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.

4. “Kartli is the homeland of saints. In short, defending Christianity at the out-
skirts of the cultured world, the honor of the ancient Christian country, being
equal to Greece, the homeland of saints — these are the merits of Kartli, the
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foundation of national consciousness” (Siradze 1987:46-54]). It is to be taken
into consideration that Sabanisdze expressed these ideas at the difficult time
of Arab domination, when denationalization threatened the Georgians. Thus,
the author was fully conscious of the fact that Georgia could save herself only
by reviving the national-Christian culture under the aegis of her own church.
It shows that those ideas were not patriotic rhetoric, they formed the credo for
the Christian elite of Kartli. It ends with the information given by Giorgi Mer-
chule in “The Life of Grigol Khandzteli”, which established the inner measure
of fixing the borders of Kartli with precision. “Kartli is reckoned to consist
of those lands wherein the service is conducted in the Georgian tongue”; i.e.
Kartli encompasses the territory where liturgy and divine service, in general, are
performed in Georgian. It is a statement appropriate to the Eastern Christian
tradition, and the cultural and political ideals of 9th and 10th century Georgians
as well. The words of the 9th century hagiographer reveal his wish to find the
basis for the socio-cultural integration of Georgians and a measure for defin-
ing the political frontiers of the country. Therefore, it is natural to think that
the idea expressed by Giorgi Merchule concerning the area of the prevalence
of the Georgian language being the main criterion for defining the concept of
Kartli does not point to a new phenomenon - it is the fixation of a centuries-
old tradition lost in the depths of the past (Gordeziani 1998:17).

Gradually, Georgian society begins to search for a “respectable” origin for the Geor-
gian language. To achieve this, they revive myths, create genealogies and cultivate
them, and the result is that the Georgian language plays a decisive role in the “Great
Georgian Tradition”, together with state administration, religion and history (on the
concept of “Great Tradition” see Fishman 1972). This Tradition created an exoglossic
society whose members believed that their language reflected their exclusive genius
and is authentically connected to their unique life and spiritual experience.

A concrete time and local conditions determine the sociolinguistic attributes of
every language. The growing national consciousness of the Georgians, who followed
the road of political, economic and cultural development consistently demanded a
historical comprehension of antiquity. “The Life of Kings” by Leonti Mrovely, an 11th-
century ecclesiastic figure and bishop of the Ruisi eparchy, in Fishman’s words, attests
to the quest for the “respectable” past. This historic work contains an andresic story
with a complete plot narrating the strange adventure of Parnavaz, the founder of the
Georgian State. According to this story Parnavaz was anointed by the sun’s royal glory
i.e. parna, or hvarna “brilliance”, “halo” descended on him, hence the name Parnavaz
(Kiknadze 1984:115-117; on the etymology of Parnavaz’s name see Andronikashvili
1966:498-499).

Despite the fact that they adopted Christianity, Georgians are proud of the pagan
king Parnavaz - “respectable” as Fishman would have put it - as his name is associated
with the foundation of the first Georgian state, the declaration of Georgian as the state
language and creation of the Georgian alphabet. It is difficult to ascertain which sources the
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11th century historian used when he wrote about Parnavaz- was it a written source or an
oral anecdote? It is not of great importance to the “Great Tradition” (Fishman 1972:39).

2. Codification of Georgian and the idea of equality to Greek

The Georgian literary language became more expressive as it competed with Greek
and fought for equality to it. Old Georgian literary schools aimed at deeper integra-
tion into the Eastern-Christian world. It was thought expedient to master the Greeks’
cultural achievements as much as possible for this purpose. This was mostly revealed
in translation.

The literary school united around a certain codifier (as E. Haugen understands

it 1972:168), or a person who was an arbiter, a legislator, an authority and a
worthy person not only in the opinion of this school, but also that of the educated public,
in general. According to Christian authors’ belief, the Lord prepared such a future for
His chosen one in advance. Thus, it was an ability bestowed by God (see a detailed
discussion by Boeder 1983). An illustration of this was Eptvime of Mtatsmida in Iviron.
As Giorgi Mtsire wrote, Eptvime, by translating sacred books from Greek, (a) removed
the veil of ignorance from the Georgians’ minds, in this way freeing his people from the
negative label of barbarians, which had been given to them by the Hellenes, and b) made
the Georgians (people and their language respectively) equal to the Greeks and the Greek
language.

This deed of Eptvime was acknowledged and appreciated, and it is for this reason
he is described as a brilliant luminary a man who brought wisdom to Georgians. These
attributes fully coincide with E. Haugen’s description of a codifier. He (the codifier)
is an arbiter of fashion, a national hero, for he brought honor to his language and
country - “It is blessed Eptvime whose name solely is sufficient to prove the greatness
of his merits. He appeared to be a jewel among us, and like sacred apostles, enlightened
the Georgian language and the country of Georgia” (Giorgi of Mtatsmida 1967:41).
Eptvime is not only appreciated in Georgia, he is esteemed in Greece as well. He not
only translated books into Greek, he also wrote original works in this language.

Eptvime’s Georgian translations were considered to be incomparable and invio-
lable sacred works. His translations can only be compared with the works of the first
anonymous Georgian codifiers-“There are no such other translations but those first
ones, and I think there will not be any” (Giorgi of Mtatsmida 1967: 16). Giorgi Mtsire
(“the small”) shares the same opinion (1967:145). The codifier is concerned with the
future of the work he began. He himself prepares the one who will succeed him. The
follower continues the work of his predecessor. Giorgi of Mtatsmida succeeds Eptvime
of Athos due to the gift bestowed upon him by God (Giorgi Mtsire 1967:122). The
aim is the same - to make Georgian equal to Greek and is revealed as I mentioned
above through translating and mastering Greek cultural achievements. Giorgi of
Mtatsmida completed Eptvime’s unfinished translations as well. Giorgi of Mtatsmida
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is also a recognized codifier. He was admired by Greeks and Assyrians in addition
to the Georgians (Giorgi Mtsire 1967:148). Patriarch Tevdosi says to Father Giorgi:
“Although you are an ethnic Georgian, on the other hand, with all your erudition
you are a real Greek.” The Greek patriarch makes the point: erudition and knowledge
make Greeks and Georgians “equal” (Giorgi Mtsire 1967:151). It is easy to understand
what Patriarch Tevdosi had in mind - though Giorgi of Mtatsmida was a barbarian
(Georgian) by birth, he was educated in the way the Greeks were, and, therefore, he
was their equal. By learning and erudition they meant the knowledge of Greek and
the Holy Writ.

In spite of the fact that the Greeks regarded themselves as superior to other Chris-
tian peoples of the time, for the Georgian monks of Athos being bilingual by no means
suggested diglossia, i.e. they perceived Georgian and Greek not as two functionally
differentiated languages, but languages with equal rights (Boeder 1983:86). The term
diglossia denotes the situation in which there is a public agreement, concerning the
status of a certain language, i.e. a situation in which one of two functionally differ-
entiated codes by its social and cultural significance has a “higher” or “lower” status
(Ferguson 1964:429-438; Fishman 1970). Of course, Greek was a language of an
“higher” status, but Georgian does not have a “lower” status either, for it obtained the
function of defending itself from aliens in alien surroundings (Boeder 1998:64).

In the determination of language status, we depend on the principles articulated
by Paul Garvin: a) internal qualities of the language, b) its functions, and c) the attitude
of the speaking community to the given language (1959:28-31). The internal quali-
ties of the Georgian language strengthen its chances of attaining equality with Greek.
These qualities include flexible stability that allows modification to reflect cultural
changes in the language, and intellectualization, as a codified version of the Georgian
language into which the Holy Scripture and theological literature are translated and
in which original works are written. The same qualities differentiate official Georgian
from that of everyday use, though with a high degree of artificiality. Gospels and other
parts of the Bible translated into Georgian guaranteed the normative stability of the
Old Georgian language by its constant ecclesiastic use during service and in other
areas of spiritual life. The native language is a recognized norm for Georgian scholars
working in cultural centers abroad and they make it the standard. In addition, Geor-
gian performed the functions of uniting its community of speakers, setting divergence
from communities of speakers of other languages. In addition, in the past it had the
function of protecting the cause of national pride. In return, this role increased the
prestige of the language.

The endeavor of making Georgian equal to Greek continues later on as well, but
translations are done in a different way. The translators were eager to give Georgian
a status equal to that of Greek. The principle of free translation, established by those,
working on Mtatsmida (Athos), is substituted by the principle of word for word trans-
lation from Greek. Eprem Mtsire (the small) established this form of translating.
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In spite of the new principle, to overcome the difficulty conditioned by the
differing natures of the languages, Eprem Mtsire thought it necessary to add ex-
planatory notes to the words. We come across various comments in these explana-
tory notes — theological philosophical, linguistic-philological, cultural-historic, etc.
Translation is a practical realization of codification, and such explanatory notes and
commentary express the theoretical views of the codifier. While making comments,
Eprem Mtsire reveals the same freedom as his predecessor codifiers while translating
the text.

The Gelati Philosophical Literary School continued along the same path as Eprem.
A conscious endeavor was made to establish a united mono-structural system of phil-
osophical-theological terminology here. Ioane Petritzi, a recognized codifier, headed
it too (cf. E. Haugen’s concept of a codifier 1979: 168, see also above). It is to him that
we owe the establishment of philosophical terminology in the Georgian language.
With the help of Georgian root-words he invents all the necessary terms with amazing
precision. The same terms are presented in European languages as borrowings from
Greek or Latin (Marr 1909:35). The Gelati School demonstrated extensive creativity
and boldness in giving a wide scope to their native language to develop its own
scientific terminology only from internal Georgian language resources; they coupled
Georgian roots and affixes rather than resort to external borrowing. Thus by the scale
of its expressiveness the Georgian language was made equal to Greek (Melikishvili
1999:7).

3. The mission of the Georgian language(the Georgian nation)

The Georgians faced the challenge of proving once and for all that they were neither
barbarians, nor heretics. The dialogue between Giorgi of Mtatsmida and Patriarch
Tevdosi is very interesting from this point of view. The Georgian monk says, “Holy
Father, those that consider us to be ignorant and light-minded and yourselves to be
wise: there was a time when Orthodox Christianity did not exist in the whole of Greece
and Ioane the bishop of Gutha was sanctified in Mtskheta as is written in the great
Svinaxar”(Giorgi Mtsire 1967:155). These words make the patriarch draw back, for
Giorgi of Mtatsminda brings a historic fact as a proof. Ioane, bishop of Gutha, whom
he mentioned, left Constantinople because of iconoclasm raging there and was sancti-
fied by Cathalicos Ioane in Svetitskhoveli in Mstkheta on June 26, 758. This signifies
that the Bishop of Gutha was to obey Mtskheta Catholicos Ioane from the point of view
of church jurisdiction. The latter would mention his name during the Divine Liturgy.
The story told by Giorgi of Mtatsmida points to the great and deserved authority of the
Georgian Church from the point of view of Bishop Kirion (Bishop Kirion 1910:4-7).
This feeling already existed in Georgia in times of Arab domination. Let us recall the
ideas preached in “The Martyrdom of Abo Tpileli” (see above).

The principle of equality of languages meant that in the nations that had newly
adopted Christianity, instead of Greek and other official languages of the Church, they
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gradually instituted a priority for national languages and their qualitative excellence
(Gamkrelidze 1990). From this point of view “Praise and Glorification of the Georgian
Language” is extremely noteworthy (this work is also known under different titles,
such as “Praise of the Georgian Language”, “On the Georgian language”). “Praise”
raises many interesting issues from a sociolinguistic point of view. The author stresses
the fact that Georgian is “humbled and rejected” at present. This could have been
caused by the rivalry between the Georgians and Greeks, described above, as a result
of which it was difficult for Georgian to get rid of its label as a “barbarian language”
in the eyes of the Greeks. According to “Praise”, the humbleness and rejection of this
language is a sign of its future glory. Here we can see the eschatological meaning of
consecration and adornment, “It will be cursed at birth and rise in glory”.

The Georgian language is cast as the language that is to perform a mystery, and this
is its consecration and adornment. The most important part of “Praise” is where the
author unequivocally tells us the following: the Georgian language is buried, but not as
a corpse. It is preserved until the day of the Second Coming of Christ, i.e. until the day
of judgment (Kiknadze 1990:15). “The Georgian language (nation) is preserved until
the day of the Second Coming to testify to Him, in order that God judge (expose) all
the languages through this language”. The language in “Praise” signifies nation- it is
usual for the old Georgian (Gamsakhurdia 1991).

Thus, the Georgian language [and consequently the Georgian nation] adopts a
specific religious consecration — as it becomes the language of Judgment Day and
the conveyer of divine mysteries — a function which according to Ioane-Zosime was
imposed upon Georgian through biblical prophecy. The declaration of Georgian as
the last language is the opposite of the frequently expressed idea about the priority
of some language - the attribute by means of which Ioane-Zosime placed Georgian
in a difficult competitive situation with sacred languages — Hebrew, Greek and Latin
(Boeder 1998:66). But it is not an unconquerable competition, for “Praise” declares
Georgian and Greek to be sisters — “these are two sisters like Mary and Martha, and he
said friendship because all mysteries are hidden this language”.

4. Conclusion

The existence of many languages created by God was not a guarantee of the equality
of languages in the Eastern Christian world. On the contrary, the followers of Eastern
Christianity predicted the superiority of this or that language in the future. There
were two reasons for this: the first reason was that functional equality with the Greek
language was completely impossible, and the second reason was, that according to
Christian eschatology, during future cataclysms some nations will perish, they will be
razed to the ground, while others will survive. A prophetic optimism was needed in
this case.
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CHAPTER 6

Alcoholism and authority
The secularization of religious vernaculars

Kevin McCarron
Roehampton University, London SW15 5PH

Alcoholism is, among other things, a disease of authority; that is, centers
of power and patterns of hierarchy are misperceived or displaced;
existing social and political structures are repudiated or ignored; the
texture of human life - situated, interwoven, dependent - is denied;
phantom authority is arrogated to the self, and a potent illusion of
control is contrived to maintain the false edifice.

(Edmund B. O’Reilly)

1. Introduction

Omoniyi and Fishman (this volume) writes, citing Hamilton (1995), “The Sociology
of Religion, which is the interface between Sociology and Religion, has two central
concerns: determining the role and significance of religion in society, and studying the
beliefs and practices of particular groups and societies’. In this essay I will look at the
nature of religious experience in Alcoholics Anonymous, at least as represented in a
collection of contemporary texts, and analyse, in particular, the language employed by
AA. Announcing the scope of the Sociology of Language and Religion Omoniyi writes:
“The ultimate objectives of the Sociology of Language and Religion will be to demon-
strate the closeness of the two fields, help us understand the relationship between
them better and fashion tools for creating a body of new knowledge that supports
the emergence of a better society’ (Omoniyi). No one could deny the havoc wreaked
by alcoholism and drug addiction in our societies and yet, social concerns aside, the
subject of alcoholism, and of AA itself, seems particularly suitable to an appraisal from
within the perspective of Language and Religion precisely because the words at the
very centre of addiction discourse are themselves unusually contentious and prob-
lematic. Edmund B. O’Reilly writes, for example: “The notion that “alcoholism” is an
equivocal culture-specific construction - a notion to which many anthropologists are
committed - is abhorrent to those in the therapeutic community who depend upon
the stability of a professional discourse... (O’Reilly, 1997:2) Similarly, Nan Roberts
observes: ‘Nothing makes a member of Alcoholics Anonymous more uncomfortable
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than the comment that AA is “religious™ (Roberts, 1988:138).
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Similar anxieties exist with reference to words which are absolutely indispens-
able to AA, words such as “disease”, “spiritual”, “conversion” and, perhaps most
significantly, “God”. In a celebrated critique of linguistic essentialism, Pierre
Bourdieu writes:

The naive question of the power of words is logically implicated in the initial
suppression of the question of the uses of language, and therefore of the social
conditions in which words are employed. As soon as one treats language as
an autonomous object, accepting the radical separation which Saussure made
between internal and external linguistics, between the science of language and the
science of the social uses of language, one is condemned to looking within words
for the power of words, that is, looking for it where it is not to be found
(Bourdieu 1994:107).

Bourdieu’s central premise here: that words do not have in themselves an intrinsic
power, but that rather their significance and authority are communicated by the social
context within which they are uttered, seems to me incontestable, until, perhaps, the
unique nature of AA is considered. Bourdieu continues his rejection of the power of
words themselves by saying ‘Language at most represents ...authority, manifests and
symbolizes it’ (1994:109). However, Roberts writes of disclosures at AA meetings:
“The revelations can be as intimate as those told to a clergyman or a doctor, and the
trust that they will be kept confidential is as absolute. The difference is that at the meet-
ings there is no authority figure listening. In AA everybody is equal. Everybody has the
same cunning, baffling, powerful disease; there is no rank higher than membership
and nobody has sway over anybody else (1994: 117, my emphasis). Bourdieu writes: ‘In
fact, the use of language, the manner as much as the substance of discourse, depends
on the social position of the speaker, which governs the access he can have to the
language of the institution...(1994:109). However, Roberts writes: ‘In the subculture
that is AA, most of the world’s yardsticks for success do not count. Members usually
do not ask others about their age, occupation or profession, where they work or where
they went to school. The clothes a person wears, the way he handles language, the
size of his bank account, the honors he may have won are not important in AA...The
language is plain and everyday’ (1994:124). Classless, leaderless, apolitical, altruistic,
AA is successful precisely because it does not recognize social authority. Inevitably,
this has implications for the language of AA.

Bourdieu’s critique of linguistic essentialism assumes, a priori, that in any institu-
tion there will be representative figures of authority and, by definition, there will be
considerably fewer of these than there will be of those whose societal role is to obey
the dictates of authority. AA rejects Bourdieu’s a priori assumption. While Roberts
may say of AA that within it ‘everyone is equal’, she could also have said that within
AA ‘everyone has authority’. Perhaps justly, only another of Bourdieu’s highly influ-
ential theories can account for an apparently impossible scenario - one in which every
member of an institution has the same amount of authority as every other member. In
his introduction to Bourdieu’s Language and Symbolic Power, John B. Thompson 1995



70

Kevin McCarron

writes: ‘One of the central ideas of Bourdieu’s work...is the idea that there are different
forms of capital: not only “economic capital” in the strict sense (i.e. material wealth in
the form of money, stocks and shares, property, etc.), but also “cultural capital” (i.e.
knowledge, skills and other cultural acquisitions, as exemplified by educational or
technical qualifications), “symbolic capital” (i.e. accumulated prestige or honour), and
so on’ (14). The “capital” which confers authority on all AA members, the currency
which authorizes all of them to speak, is suffering. All have suffered, all may speak.

While the prominence of the ‘Big Book’ within the culture of AA may suggest
that, in essence, AA is logocentric, it also has a very strong oral tradition, which is
particularly amenable to evaluation through the perspective of linguistics. According
to Labov and Waletzsky (1967), for example, oral experience narratives consist of six
components: ‘abstract, orientation, complicating action, evaluation, resolution, and
a coda’ (cited in O’Reilly, 1997:124). O’Reilly notes ‘the AA narrative form may be
matched to the Labov-Waletzsky model by simply dissolving boundaries that would
probably be unclear in an actual narrative in any case’ (O’Reilly, 1997: 124). Similarly,
‘In the taxonomy of speech acts advanced by John Searle (1969, 1979) the statement
“I'm an alcoholic” may, in fact, be understood as a member of each of the five discrete
categories simultaneously. It is a representative (or assertive)...; it is a directive...; it is
a commisive...; it is an expressive...; and it is a declarative...” (O’Reilly, 1997:155).

This essay will focus on a group of texts I have called ‘Recovery Narratives’, all
of which are indebted to the 12-step programme of Alcoholics Anonymous. The
recovery narrative is a specific literary genre in which a protagonist, addicted to drugs
or drink, or both, is placed within a dedicated space and participates in a formal
process designed to return him or her to sobriety. This might involve the protagonist’s
experiences in an actual rehabilitation clinic, as occurs in Barnaby Conrad’s Time
is All We Have and Malcolm Lowry’s Lunar Caustic, or, as is more common, such
narratives may depict a protagonist’s involvement with Alcoholics Anonymous, as
occurs in the majority of the texts I want to discuss now: Donald Newlove’s Those
Drinking Days, Nan Robert’s Getting Better, Jerry Dunn’s God is for the Alcoholic, and
Alcoholics Anonymous’ own publication, The Big Book. Although the sanctification
of profane vernaculars is clearly a worthy subject of study, this essay uses the language
of AA to assess the reverse procedure: the secularization of religious vernaculars. The
‘drying out’ clinic, or the AA meeting, provide sites for various strategies of linguistic
displacement that disassociate traditional theological signs from their conven-
tional Christian framework and re-employ these signs to construct an alternative,
secular world-view.

Omoniyi and Fishman write of the Language and Religion project, citing Wodak
(2000), that four levels of theorizing will initially animate it, and says of the second
level of theorizing that it will consider ‘the intertextual and interdiscursive relation-
ship between utterances, texts, genres and discourses (discourse representation and
allusions or evocations)...’(see ‘Introduction’) Recovery narratives are the twentieth
century’s version of the nineteenth-century Temperance Narratives, which themselves
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have Puritan origins, and this essay will examine the ways in which conventional reli-
gious concepts such as ‘spirituality’, ‘resurrection’, and ‘conversion’ operate within
a space where such words have, increasingly, a secular meaning. Bourdieu writes:
Tt is clear that all the efforts to find, in the specifically linguistic logic of different
forms of argumentation, rhetoric and style, the source of their symbolic efficacy are
destined to fail as long as they do not establish the relationship between the properties
of discourses, the properties of the person who pronounces them and the proper-
ties of the institution which authorizes him to pronounce them’ (111). However, as
noted above, AA is strikingly unusual in its reluctance to confer authority on an elite,
insisting instead that all members possess an equal authority. For this reason, while
bearing in mind Bourdieu’s warning quoted above, I do want to now focus precisely
on ‘the specifically linguistic logic of different forms of argumentation, rhetoric and
style’ and through an appraisal of the metaphors, rhetorical strategies and syntax
employed within texts indebted to AA’s 12 step programme, I will suggest that perhaps
the most striking ‘conversion’ that occurs within the recovery narrative is linguistic.
The essay will evaluate, in particular, the various strategies of linguistic manipulation
that transform or ‘convert’ a religious discourse into a secular one. Overall, I want to
suggest that recovery narratives are representative of the contemporary Western drive
to replace the traditional supernatural elements of religion with rational, humanist
ones, while still maintaining an earlier, now inappropriate, religious terminology.
Parenthetically, I would also like to make it clear that I do not consider humanism as a
belief system inferior to organized religion, but I do note that while they are not at all
the same thing, all the texts under discussion here imply that they are.

In his book Equivocal Spirits, Thomas Gilmore notes that a chief strength of
literature is ‘its awareness that often the root cause or effect of the illness of alcoholism
is spiritual’ (Gilmore, 1987:9). With its understanding of alcoholism as a tripartite
illness: mental, physical, and spiritual, Alcoholics Anonymous similarly places great
stress upon the spiritual. The link between recovery and spirituality is emphasized by a
number of writers of recovery narratives. In A Nice Girl Like Me, Rosie Boycott writes
of a famous letter Carl Jung sent to one of the co-founders of AA, Bill W: “T'o Bill, Jung’s
letter meant a master’s confirmation of what he, as a layman, had struggled to prove:
that the alcoholic can only be rescued through experiences which must be accounted
spiritual’ (Boycott, 1984:204). In Time Is All We Have, Barnaby Conrad writes of his
time at the Betty Ford Center: “There was no heavy insistence on religion as such at
the BFC, yet since the treatment and preparation for subsequent after-care was based
on the Alcoholics Anonymous program, it perforce placed considerable emphasis on
the spiritual side of the patient’s treatment and development during his time there’
(Conrad, 1982:252). Caroline Knapp, in Drinking: A Love Story, writes of her own
reluctant admission of alcoholism: “The gift of desperation has a spiritual quality’
(Knapp, 1996:210). In Any Woman’s Blues, Erica Jong’s protagonist, Leila, says of AA:
“the Program led me to see my life in spiritual terms...”” (Jong, 1990: 137)

The specific nature of the ‘spiritual’ experiences within recovery narratives,
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however, are strikingly vague. Conrad writes: T am not arrogant or wise enough to
presume that there is or is not a God. But I know that I did go through some sort of
spiritual awakening...” (Conrad, 1982:52) The imprecision of the phrase “some sort
of spiritual awakening” is absolutely characteristic of the genre. Specificity is only
achieved within recovery narratives confrontationally, when stressing the differences
between religion and spirituality. Roberts writes in Getting Better: ‘Spiritual and Spiri-
tuality are words one hears a lot of in A.A. “It’s not a religious program, it’s a spiritual
program” is a sentence A.A.’s utter over and over again...” (Roberts, 1988: 145) O’Reilly
writes of AA meetings: “The AA distinction between religion and spirituality is almost
universally appreciated, and theology as such is only rarely an ingredient in AA stories’
(O'Reilly, 1997: 154). Notwithstanding this defiant separation, however, AA still actu-
ally enjoys the comfort of conventional religious terminology. Roberts writes: “The
two basic texts of Alcoholics Anonymous - its Twelve Steps to recovery and the Big
Book, which contain the steps - are studded with references to God. Six of the Twelve
Steps mention God directly or by implication’ (Roberts, 1988: 139). However, appear-
ances to the contrary, God, as understood conventionally, is quite dead within the
recovery narrative.

Roberts writes of the founders of AA: “Neither Wilson nor Dr. Bob Smith was a
religious person in any conventional sense of the term’ (Roberts, 1988:129). Gilmore
writes of literature’s ability to portray the spiritual dimensions of alcoholism: “Spiri-
tual” should certainly not be reduced in meaning to “religious”; any good definition
of the term would be capacious, including many elements of the irrational and the
emotional’ (Gilmore, 1987:11). Both Roberts’ use of the word “conventional” and
Gilmore’s use of “reduced” imply that a narrow religiosity is necessarily inferior to an
inclusive spirituality, a view which pervades contemporary culture. O’Reilly’s refer-
ence to spirituality in AA focuses on the advantages of an ill-defined spirituality:

AA’s indeterminate spirituality is a zone where inner experiences - feeling-states,
imprecise cognitions, awkwardly intermingled ideas and affects - may be artic-
ulated in nonsectarian language, made accessible to others across a range of
aptitudes, habits, and codes. (O’Reilly, 1997:154).

However, it is certainly possible to argue that within the recovery narrative, as within
the larger culture, the word ‘spiritual’ has become an inchoate term of approba-
tion without any determinable referent; that it is, essentially, different from religion
precisely because it is both subjective and invariably secular. Indeed, while the struggle
to accept the “God part” is virtually a generic requirement of the recovery narrative,
such texts rarely depict an individual’s acceptance of God, rather they articulate the
procedures whereby God is replaced. In this, recovery narratives reflect the growing
tendency within Western democracies to substitute a secular humanism for a tran-
scendent God, while retaining the comfort of the earlier vernacular. As a case in point,
I want to quote an extract from Marc Almond’s 1999 autobiography Tainted Life. In
the passage I want to look at Almond is just beginning treatment at the Promis Treat-
ment Centre for his drug addiction. He writes of the programme:
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Initially the one thing that put me on guard was the word ‘God’. I suspected
that I'd been duped and was surrounded by religious maniacs - that I might
even end up being brainwashed, a glass-eyed Christian smiling and doing all
the right things...But over the following days, I began to understand what ‘God’
could mean for me. As one counsellor, Elizabeth, said, ‘GOD stands for “Good
Orderly Direction”. With the religious reference removed, the idea of God
began to appeal to me. Good Orderly Direction (Almond, 1999:391).

»>

This is, of course, not a recent phenomenon. In his book Emerson and Power, Michael
Lopez writes: “The habit of using a traditional religious terminology in the advance-
ment of ideas that are neither traditional nor Christian, nor even religious, is one of
the distinguishing features of post-Enlightenment philosophy and literature’ (Lopez,
1996:157). These are certainly distinguishing features of the recovery narrative.
Roberts writes: ‘An atheist member of A.A. said, “People use the word spiritual in ways
that define themselves. I think it means the ability to get outside one’s own immediate
concerns to perform an altruistic act” (Roberts, 1988:145). The spirituality which is
so pervasive within recovery narratives forms part of a humanist enterprise which
has, with remarkable success, appropriated a religious discourse to strictly secular,
albeit admirable, ends. Authors of recovery narratives employ a variety of techniques,
including elision, qualification, chiasmus and conflation, to construct a model of spiri-
tuality which is thoroughly secular while shrouded in the language of religion.

Writing of Bill W and Dr Bob, Roberts writes: ‘Some revere these two men as
saints. This is not surprising when you consider the lives, directly and indirectly,
they have saved’ (Roberts, 1988:21). Equally, it is surprising if one believes that
‘saving lives’ is no criterion for establishing sainthood. Roberts writes that many A.A.
members ‘regard the Big Book and other authorized A.A. literature almost as Holy
Writ” (Roberts, 1988:105). Of course the Big Book is not Holy Writ; it is a recovery
narrative and the persistent use of meretricious equivalences and conflation within
the genre is given its ultimate sanction by AA itself. Roberts describes one of the most
important moments in the mythology of AA:

During the final months of his drinking in 1934, his old school-mate Ebby, who
had gotten sober in the Oxford Group, suggested to his resistant friend, “Why
don’t you choose your own conception of God?” Wilson recounted his reaction:
“That statement hit me hard,” he wrote. “It melted the icy intellectual mountain in
whose shadow I had lived and shivered many years...It was only a matter of being
willing to believe in a Power greater than myself. Nothing more was required of me
to make my beginning” (Roberts, 1988:139).

This ‘Power greater than myself’, or ‘Higher Power’, may be, essentially, anything the
alcoholic desires it to be. Roberts writes of AA: ‘Some members are religious, and some
are agnostics or atheists. Many members choose to believe that their “higher power” is
their A.A. group’ (Roberts, 1988: 100). That one should be asked by an organization to
surrender to a ‘higher power’, but that this ‘higher power’ could be that organization



74

Kevin McCarron

itself is as neat, and tautologous, a line of thinking as could be found. It is an example
of the ease with which ostensibly religious ‘equivalences’, irrespective of their plausi-
bility, are constructed and maintained within recovery narratives. Roberts writes of
the last of the three central ideas Bill W. took from William James’ The Varieties of
Religious Experience: “Third was an appeal to a higher power, or at least a cry of help
to another human being’ (Roberts, 1988:61). Bill W. deftly turns James’ ‘God’ into his
own Higher Power, implying by the effortless and unqualified transition that there is
no ontological difference between the two, then suggests that an appeal to the Higher
Power is itself much the same as an appeal to another human being.

Boycott writes: ‘But the whole question of God in AA is a stumbling block’
(Boycott, 1984:202). On the contrary, it is rarely a ‘stumbling block’ in recovery narra-
tives, precisely because God is envisaged so loosely. Conrad writes of his treatment:
‘Tt was reiterated that God, or the preferred term Higher Power, was as we perceived
him as individuals, not the way some formal church tradition or TV preacher might
have pictured Him’ (Conrad, 1982:202). The use of the word ‘or’ at the opening of the
statement takes for granted that these two terms ‘God” and ‘Higher Power’ are synony-
mous, and the second ‘or’ assumes an equivalence between a centuries-old religious
tradition and the hucksterism of a contemporary media evangelist - a thoroughly
illusory equivalence, but one which permits the alcoholic to reject conventional Chris-
tianity in favour of an entirely subjective construct. Recounting his experiences at an
AA meeting, Conrad cites another alcoholic:

“I...mentally ran through all the notions of God I had rejected. I knew I didn’t
believe in God the lion, God our father, God the punisher of sins, or Jesus Christ
as God. I considered other definitions of a Higher Power. I heard a few people
say that their AA group was their Higher Power. One woman described God as a
loving force, or the kindness generated by people” (Conrad, 1982:113).

As always, the use of a meretricious equivalence features strongly here; Conrad
writes ‘other definitions of a Higher Power” when his earlier references have all been
to conventional Christian understandings of God. This easy transition from God to
Higher Power is complemented by, again, the use of the word ‘or’ to establish equiva-
lence between a transcendent entity and the mere manifestations of social amiabilty.

Erica Jong relies heavily on conflation to steer her protagonist through the spiri-
tual dimensions of AA’s programme: “Her. Or Him. It doesn’t even matter; it’s a sort
of vanity even to argue about the sex of God. We’re talking about spirit here, the gift
of life - and whether you choose to affirm or deny it. That’s all this is about™ (Jong,
1990:137). Jong moves from ‘God’, to ‘spirit’, to ‘gift of life’, as though all three were
synonymous. Recounting her experiences at an AA meeting, Leila suddenly realizes:
‘We were not human beings going through spiritual experiences; we were spiritual
beings going through human experiences, in order to grow’ (Jong, 1990:202). The
meaningless chiasmus is succeeded by an equally meaningless intransitive — grow
into what?

Linguistic imprecision and disingenuousness are the hallmarks of recovery narra-
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tives and “Resurrection” is another word which is endlessly rewritten and vitiated
within this body of texts. While the word “resurrection”, and attendant imagery
derived from its conventional Christian usage is pervasive within recovery narratives,
the books inevitably reject the orthodox Christian tenet of literal bodily resurrection
and reconstruct it in metaphorical, allegorical terms. Resurrection in the recovery
narrative invariably means the possibility of individual regeneration. Throughout
nineteenth century temperance fiction there is a clear shift from the religious to
the secular and representations of resurrection in the later narratives are invariably
metaphorical. In “How His Easter Came” for example, Godfrey Brent, previously a
drunkard, vows to his aged mother to give up drink:

“My son,” she quavered...”It is Easter Sunday”

“Yes,” he cried, “my Easter, mother! I am risen from the dead! For,” his voice sank
to a tender whisper and Sally, in the doorway, caught a rapturous breath, “for I
have been dead and am alive again - alive forevermore!” (Shaw, 1909:236)

What is significant here is the insertion of the pronoun possessive in ‘my Easter’,
clearly signaling the view of Christ’s resurrection as a metaphor for personal growth.
In ‘Granny Hobart’s Easter’, Billy, previously a drunkard, vows to his extremely
elderly grandmother to give up alcohol:

“What air the church bells ringin’ for, Mary? Have the folks found out our Billy

has come home?”

“God has, mother,” answered the daughter, gently. “It’s Sunday, Easter Sunday.”

“Easter!” laughed Granny exultantly, “an’ I was afeared to see it! It’s a true Easter,

Mary, for “This my son was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found!”
(Shaw, 1909:290)

This metaphorical understanding of the resurrection pervasive in temperance
narratives leads inevitably to the eventual abandonment of God, as understood in any
orthodox sense, seen in later A.A. practice and in recovery narratives, both of which
are indebted to this body of literature.

In Those Drinking Days, published in 1981, Donald Newlove, a novelist, writes of
his early days in AA: ‘T drew the line at Fundamentalism, the truth of the Scriptures,
Bible miracles, virgin birth, resurrection of the body in any religion, and I was sceptical
of the Crucifixion...But I was ready to accept most Christian mysteries as metaphors
for the uses of adversity’ (Newlove, 1981:107). Bill W. records that his newly sober
friend Ebby looks to him like someone ‘raised from the dead’” (O’Reilly, 1997:110).
Within the recovery narrative, resurrection is a trope, a rhetorical figure, gesturing
only at the possibility of personal renewal in this life, and not toward eternal life.

Jerry Dunn writes of the archetypal recovering alcoholic by quoting directly, and
without attribution, from the story of the Prodigal Son, as indeed does Granny Hobart
in the quotation above. Dunn writes: ‘We must remember that our alcoholic is like
that prodigal son. Once he was lost. Now he is found. Once he was dead. Now he lives’
(Dunn, 1977:126). The appealing balance and binarism of such declarations is one of
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several reasons that the most frequently cited Biblical story in recovery narratives and
temperance narratives is this reassuring and emphatically wordly tale of dissolution
and redemption; intimations of resurrection reside within a strictly secular context.

Many of the protagonists of recovery narratives stress the ‘life and death’ nature
of their struggle with alcoholism. Conrad observes of a group session during his stay
at the Betty Ford Clinic:

they were sharing a-and the simple and unremarkable word came to
me - “fellowship.” I'd heard people who had been in the Army or Navy or Marine
Corps in wartime talk about unlikely and extraordinary fellowships created by
sharing life or death situations.

This, too, I reflected was a life or death situation’. (Conrad, 1982:110)

Roberts quotes a counsellor at Smithers, one of the most successful rehabilitation
clinics in New York City: “”This is a life-and-death situation - your life and your
death...Up to now your life has been abuse. What it can be is recovery” (Roberts,
1988:216). The rehabilitation programme which Jerry Dunn begins his book God is for
the Alcoholic by outlining is called, significantly, the New Life Programme.

Although there is the imminent possibility of death unless the protagonist becomes
sober, the opposite of death in recovery narratives is not life, but sobriety — a synonym
for life. Recovery narratives articulate a process whereby death is not vanquished, as
it is within the orthodox Christian perspective, but is only temporarily forestalled, the
deferral predicated absolutely on continued sobriety. Strikingly, however, recovery
narratives obscure what is actually a temporary frustration of death and, instead, by
employing the traditional rhetoric of rebirth, act as though their protagonists had liter-
ally died and been resurrected. Recovery narratives have numerous cultural services
to perform, but a primary function of the genre is to persuade its readers that meta-
phorical death and literal death are of the same order of being; that they have the same
ontological status. The persistent drive of the recovery narrative to depict literal death
and metaphorical death as equivalent, utilizing the conventional imagery of rebirth
and resurrection, forms part of a displaced Christian acesis. In order to defeat the
‘demon drink’, a phrase literally much in use in temperance narratives, the alcoholic
must be removed from the snares and temptations of this world; this is achieved in
large part through the symbolic staging of the alcoholic’s own death, and included in
this construct is the possibility of a personal, strictly secular, resurrection.

The shift from addiction to sobriety is often represented as a ‘conversion’ in the
recovery narrative, and allusions to St Paul’s epiphany on the road to Damascus
frequently accompany such depictions of ‘conversion’. A ‘conversion’ scene is central
to Charles Clapp’s The Big Bender (1938), and Clapp’s friend and mentor immedi-
ately seizes upon Damascus for a comparison: ‘Sam recalled for him the prototypical
conversion of Saint Paul on the road to Damascus and told of comparable modern-day
marvels’ (Clapp, 1938:128). Matthew ]. Raphael, however, notes of Clapp’s descrip-
tion of his ‘conversion’: ‘Here, God is almost entirely uncharacterized; conversion has
more to do with a new outlook on life than with any specific idea of divinity’ (Raphael,



Alcoholism and authority

77

2000: 86). ‘Conversion’ in the recovery narrative is almost always secular, not reli-
gious. Converse, in essence, means the imitation of models, it corrects the arrogance of
thinking oneself and one’s story unique, so the Damascene narrative becomes central
to AA: it offers a religious parallel to a secular experience, eliding the difference, and,
just as importantly, it minimizes the addict’s sense of ‘self. While Christ’s “Follow
Me” stands at the origin of imitation, in the recovery narrative it is a strikingly secular
community which the addicted protagonist joins.

Conclusion

Nevertheless, AA is a community and as the most successful self-help group in the
world, it is a global community. Omoniyi and Fishman note in the introduction to this
volume that “The Sociology of Religion, which is the interface between Sociology and
Religion, has two central concerns; determining the role and significance of religion
in society and, studying the beliefs and practices of particular groups and societies’
(citing Hamilton, 1995). In the pursuit of these tasks, the discipline covers various
issues of interest including secularization, ideology, solidarity, identity, diversity and
the impact of globalization on religious practice.

It is striking that an analysis of AA’s rhetoric involves an appraisal of all six of the
issues cited above. Similarly, the editors describe the sociology of language and religion
as ‘a level-two hybrid, a hybrid formed from a combination of hybrids - sociology of
language and sociology of religion’. In an increasingly pluralistic and fragmented
society, this ‘level-two” hybridity is precisely where its strength and importance as a
discipline resides. Language is an inescapable aspect of Religion and, as this chapter
has suggested, religion is fluid: pluralistic, multi-faceted, even, increasingly, secular.
The phrase ‘secular religion’, once clearly, even risibly, an oxymoron, is clearly not
perceived as such today. This is a significant shift in ‘religious’ perceptions, perhaps
even more important, because it is less obvious, than the emphatic, post-Enlighten-
ment rejection of religion as a viable belief-system. Only a rigorous analysis of the
rhetorical strategies that have facilitated this process will help us to explicate the
phenomenon and assist us to fashion the tools necessary to measure and evaluate the
enormous implications this secularization of religion will have for the twenty first
century, and perhaps even more importantly, the study of Language and Religion may
help us to accommodate it within our societies.
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CHAPTER 7

The role of religion

in language choice and identity
among Lithuanian immigrants
in Scotland

Jurgita Dzialtuvaite
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1. Introduction

This chapter draws on data gathered in the Lithuanian immigrant community in Scot-
land. It examines the role of religion in the formation of the Lithuanian immigrant
identity and its effect on the community’s linguistic behaviour. From the beginning
and up to this time, a great number of Lithuanians have kept the community alive
through their shared Catholic faith. On one hand, faith forms strong bonds among
the elder members of the community whilst, on the other hand, it seems to alienate
the youth. The duality of such linguistic situation observed in church events gave rise
to the phenomenon of ‘pretended bilingualism’! which causes ridicule amongst the
third and subsequent generation monolinguals. Religion plays an important role in
the survival of the Lithuanian identity within the community. It will be argued that
religious practices strongly influence the language maintenance in the Scottish-Lithu-
anian community and that church thus appears to be one of the key factors in the
language perseverance or loss. The chapter adds to our understanding of the relation-
ship between language and religion by drawing from the experiences of a century-old
Lithuanian community in Scotland.

At the turn of the twentieth century, a need for strong ties emerged in the
Lithuanian community on their first steps in Scotland. Firstly, a great majority of
the immigrants were unable to speak the local English language. Secondly, they were
committed Catholics. The majority of Catholic Lithuanians became part of the Arch-
diocese of Glasgow including areas such as Lanarkshire and northern Ayrshire which
had become noted in the nineteenth century for Protestant-Catholic religious clashes
and for the growth of the Orange Order. 2 The commonly shared Catholic faith formed
strong bonds and provided a base for the disorientated immigrants in a strange land.
Up to this time, Lithuanians keep the community alive through their church which has
promoted the Lithuanian culture and language for more than a century of the commu-
nity’s history in Scotland. This chapter will examine the importance of religion in the
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process of language maintenance or shift in the Lithuanian community in Scotland
and give comparisons to the experiences of other immigrant communities in Britain.

2. Role of the church in the Lithuanian immigrant lives

Although Lithuania did not accept Christianity until the fourteenth century thus
becoming the last European nation to be baptized, the people, mainly Roman Catholic
in their religious belief, remained steadfast to their church. The local Catholic churches
had been the Lithuanian immigrants’ initial contact on arrival in Presbyterian Scot-
land. Their faith and the spiritual need in times of hardship and discrimination
brought them together to create a strong social network to motivate and generate their
ideas and activities and thus make the community’s identity evident in the dominant
Scottish society. With the ever-increasing numbers of Lithuanians, the need for a
Lithuanian priest and church was inevitable. In 1902 an official request was submitted
for a Lithuanian church in Bellshill, the main Lithuanian settlement. It was argued
that Lithuanians were “unable to speak and understand the English language”, and
therefore having their own church would help “to keep [their] fathers’ faith” (Poutney
1902). The majority of Lithuanians were farmers in their country. They arrived in Scot-
land generally with no knowledge of English and many were illiterate in their native
Lithuanian language. However, most of them could speak Russian and Polish fluently
and were able to make themselves understood in German. The clergy in Britain, like
most of the population at that time, had no awareness that there was a Lithuanian
language or culture and simply referred to the incomers as “Poles” due largely to the
fact that Britain saw a substantial influx of Poles in mid nineteenth century and so the
locals identified all immigrants from Eastern Europe as Polish. * The clergy were totally
opposed to a separate church, stating: “We do not consider the Poles a fixed quantity
[...] if the Poles and Lithuanians intend to reside here permanently, it is in their own
interests to learn English”.#

Having lost the battle for a church in Scotland, the community organised bringing
a priest from their native land guaranteeing upon his immediate and future expenses.
Since that time highlighted has been the importance of the Lithuanian priests who
became leaders of the community, as few outstanding laymen seem to have emerged
particularly in the period after 1920 (Norbutas 1920). Often being the only person
of education and standing in the immigrant neighbourhood, each of the chaplains
at their time contributed to some extent to the protection and development of the
Lithuanian cultural identity. For many of them this was not a new experience as they
came from a country which has seen long years of common history with Poles and
then occupation by Russians who imposed their languages, culture and Orthodox
religion onto Lithuanians. Thus, resistance to the forced russification gave rise to
underground activities of the enlightenment movement. Catholic priests in Lithu-
ania played a prominent role in the awakening of national consciousness, religious
seminaries there becoming both seats of learning dedicated to the cultivation of the
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Lithuanian language and centres of resistance to Russian policy (Sabaliunas 1990).
The Lithuanian people having left their country in search of freedom, once again had
to deal with similar experiences as immigrants in Scotland where they faced constant
struggle to keep their identity alive as a minority group.

Thus, the initial proliferation of Lithuanian societies and clubs in Scotland owed
much of its inspiration and organisation to the chaplains. For instance, the first
chaplain, Fr Varnagis, contributed directly to the developing of Lithuanian national
consciousness in Scotland through being involved in the production of Vaidelyte,
the first Lithuanian newspaper in Britain, followed by the establishment of the Sviesa
Society (Eng. ‘Enlightenment Society’) and a Lithuanian co-operative society Sandara
(Eng. ‘Harmony’) in 1899 (Michell 1989).

Apart from the Lithuanian priests who held services in the native language, but
were physically unable to cater for all Lithuanians scattered around Scotland, the
local clergy also made an effort to cater for the needs of the Lithuanians unable to
speak English. Reportedly, in early 1900s, an Irish priest learned Lithuanian. Later,
in the Craigneuk parish in the 1920s, a German priest had mastered enough Lithu-
anian to preach sermons in the language, while in the Mossend of the 1930s local
priests could manage a brief formal speech in Lithuanian at community functions
(Norbutas 1920).

By the late 1920s, the second generation reached maturity and began to identify
with the country in which they had grown up rather than that of their parents. And
so the mission in life of Fr Petrauskas, the next priest, became that of keeping the
community together and giving it a new pride in its identity. In 1927, Fr. Petrauskas
established the Lithuanian Students’ Society, launched the Lithuanian Education So-
ciety of Scotland as well as the bilingual publication Naujas Laikas (Eng. ‘New Era’).
Such organisations were well placed to carry on his work of promoting the Lithuanian
culture through arts, dance groups and choirs. He actively promoted the language,
not just through retaining church services in Lithuanian but also through setting up
Lithuanian language classes. Petrauskas did some teaching himself, enlisted the help
of members of the community, including trained teachers, and even brought over
helpers from Lithuania itself. He received no help in language teaching from any offi-
cial source either in Lithuania or Britain — an obvious contrast with the situation in,
for instance, the Italian community. By the 1920s, instruction in the Italian language
in the Glasgow area was promoted both by the Glasgow Education Department in
three state schools, and by the Italian government through evening classes for children
(Colpi 1991).

The subsequent chaplain, Fr Gutauskas emphasised the centrality of the Lithu-
anian language in the community and was editor of the only remaining Lithuanian
language newspaper in Scotland ISeiviu Draugas (Eng. “The Immigrants’ Companion’)
which became the longest running Lithuanian newspaper having ceased publication
in1983. It has been suggested that his continued emphasis on the centrality of the
Lithuanian language was a mistake simply because with the passage of time, fewer



82

Jurgita Dzialtuvaite

and fewer people knew the language - the assimilation had taken its effect on the
community.’

3. Assimilation into Scottish culture

In the course of time, despite all the efforts of the Lithuanian clergy and some laymen
activists, the survival of the Lithuanian culture was in danger as the community
lost members, either suddenly, as in 1917-1920, when over 1,000 men were compul-
sorily repatriated under the Anglo-Russian Military Agreement to fight as “Russian
subjects” on the Eastern front, or gradually, as younger generations drifted away from
their Lithuanian heritage (Rodgers 1982:61, 69).

The religious identity, which helped sustain the ethnic identity, became some-
what double-edged. Firstly, the Lithuanians reacted to the religious discrimination
against Catholics in the field of employment. Secondly, in view of the gender imbal-
ance among the immigrants, many Lithuanian men had stopped practicing their
religion as a result of protestant marriages. The first generation of Lithuanian young
men had avoided intermarriage with the Scots and brought their partners from their
native land, however intermarriage became much more common between the wars.
Thus, some Lithuanians just drifted away from their religion, others left as a matter of
conscience as a strong sense of social justice and a desire to change the poor working
and living conditions of the day led them into socialism. Some people of Lithuanian
extraction, particularly of the second generation, made a conscious decision to drop
out of the community altogether. Others of this generation however were reasonably
content with their Lithuanian identity but were not actively involved in any of the
community’s cultural activities. Their children were likely to be in a no-man’s land
being neither fully Lithuanian nor yet Scottish. If second generation Lithuanians
married out of the community, the third generation would have little that was Lith-
uanian with which to identify. And as time went on, so much of the community’s
identity had become bound up with Catholicism that there was an issue of what place
there was in the community for those who felt they had some kind of Lithuanian iden-
tity but did not want to find this through the Catholic Church.

The process of assimilation speeded up from the 1950s. An additional factor at
work was the increasing secularisation of society, a process which had begun to affect
the general Catholic community in the interwar period and became more prominent
in post-Second World War Britain and particularly in the 1970s (Brown 1992). The
Lithuanian Catholic community was not immune to this widespread secularisation
and at the present time is but a shadow of its former self. Lithuanian church services,
however, continued to take place on a monthly basis both in Glasgow and Mossend
up until May 2003. The services were normally followed by a social gathering at the
Scottish-Lithuanian Club next-door. However those attending the services and even
the big celebrations of the year such as Easter Sunday, Christmas Eve and Carfin
Day, were mostly the older members of the community (60+). For many years, the
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church, on the one hand, maintained strong bonds among the elder members of the
community whilst, on the other hand, it seemed to alienate the youngsters from it.
Religious activities were wholeheartedly practised in the community and no event
passed without attending to Church or, at least having a resident Lithuanian Catholic
priest present in the venue. The mass was held in the Lithuanian and English languages
and even the parishioners who claimed to be unable to speak or understand Lithu-
anian, they sang the hymns in the language from specially provided books printed in
1984. In between the hymns, the priest conducted the mass in English mainly with
occasional readings in Lithuanian, which he then found necessary to summarise in
English to ensure that all was understood. The duality of the situation — I will term it
‘pretended bilingualism’ - may promote curiosity, but it also caused ridicule amongst
the third and fourth generation monolinguals. Once a representative of the former
said jokingly all she knew in Lithuanian was “mama” (Eng. ‘mother’) and she could
also ... “make a cross”.® Although, this was meant to be a joke, the statement can serve
as a perfect illustration of how strongly the Lithuanian identity and religion were
bound together. Very few younger generation Lithuanians attended to church, and
when they did it was usually owing to their grandparents who cherished those short
regular meetings but needed assistance to make their visits possible. Even today, many
older members of the community assign major importance to the church in keeping
up the vitality of the Scottish Lithuanian identity and the language of the community’s
ancestors. However, with the loss in numbers of the original immigrants mainly due
to the geographic dispersal and old age or general lack of interest, the church has been
becoming weaker and weaker in its influence on the community.

The latest chaplain worries about his ageing and dwindling community. He
wonders if there will be anyone to carry on his work after he dies.” Due to ill health
of Fr McAndrew, the Lithuanian mass has not been reconvened up to this day. A
substitute has not been found and there is a general tendency among the community
to question the need to take action. Many do not see the point in carrying on with the
tradition. It can be predicted that with the loss of the church services in Lithuanian, the
community’s language use will be affected, too - yet another domain, which for many
years has been a stronghold for the use of the minority language and a uniting factor
in bringing the community members together, will be lost.

4. Other immigrant communities - A comparison

Itis revealing to compare the situation in Scotland with the experiences of other immi-
grant communities in the UK. England had Polish, Lithuanian and Italian churches in
London dating back to 1894 (Kay 1996). Jewish immigrants in Scotland had formed
their own separate community from the predominately Catholic Lithuanians and had
little or no social contact with them. This was not solely due to religious and cultural
differences but because Jews did not work in the mines and steelworks and founded
themselves in the larger cities such as Glasgow and Edinburgh. Unlike the large Jewish



84

Jurgita Dzialtuvaite

community in Glasgow where education was provided in three Jewish schools with
Jewish teachers, the dispersed Lithuanian population had no option but to attend local
schools where the language, values, history and literature of the host community alone
were taught (Devine 1999). Inevitably, the immigrant identity came under pressure,
not least from the peers at school as the new generation grew into young adulthood.
It can also be argued that, in not granting a church in the early years, the authorities
were in fact aiding the process of integration of the Lithuanian community. A sepa-
rate church would have marked out the distinctiveness of the immigrants and might
perhaps have unduly prolonged the exclusiveness of the community. An ethnic church
could have taken on the role of guardian of the language and culture, protector of the
identity of the community.

Both the Jews and the Catholic Irish have demonstrated that it is possible to
achieve integration without complete assimilation. Why were the Lithuanians unable
to do so? The small size of the community (around 8,000 people in 1914) was one
factor. A sharp drop in these numbers occurred in 1917 as a result of the Anglo-
Russian military agreement®. In the 1920s there was a further haemorrhage as a result
of emigration to the USA and return migration to the independent Lithuania. Only
after the Second World War, when the Russians annexed Lithuania, were there some
new arrivals in Scotland. There was an obvious contrast with the Irish whose sense of
identity was constantly refreshed by a continuous flow of migrants over several gener-
ations from the early 1800s until the 1950s. The Scottish Lithuanians, on the other
hand, were effectively isolated after 1920 because of the restrictions on alien immigra-
tion which followed the Great War and the deteriorating economic circumstances of
Scotland in the inter-war period which made it a much less attractive destination for
their fellow countrymen (Devine 1999).

The Lithuanian community was also weakened by both internal and external pres-
sures. Deep tensions were apparent between the minority of immigrants with socialist
sympathies who became associated with the Lithuanian Socialist Federation of Great
Britain and the ‘conservative’ majority who looked to the Catholic Church for leader-
ship and guidance. The confrontation of ideas and values diminished the Lithuanians’
ethnic solidarity. This was put to the test most severely during the economic crises of
the 1930s when in the worst years of the Depression the unemployment rate was 70
percent (Millar 1998). Unlike the Italian community, who could find work for fellow
countrymen in their own shops and cafes, most Lithuanians faced the bleak prospect
of the dole and long-term unemployment. They were likely to suffer discrimination
in some areas of the labour market because of their Catholicism and their distinc-
tive identity. The consequent strategy in such circumstances was to submerge their
identity, keep a low profile and become part of the Scottish community. By changing
their names and dissociating themselves from the Lithuanian Catholic commu-
nity, their original nationality could be concealed and the chances of securing a job
improved. Thus, many Lithuanians adapted to life in Scotland by becoming invisible.
Not surprisingly, as a once distinctive Lithuanian identity in Scotland is nowadays
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close to extinction, there is consequently little awareness in the wider community
of the Central European people who settled in Lanarkshire over a century ago. Their
religion seems to have provided the Lithuanians with the only strong base to nurture
their identity, culture and language. Having lost interest and contact with the strongly
Catholic Lithuanian community in Scotland, many thousands of the four or five
descendent generations of Lithuanians, have also lost the language their forefathers
once brought with them.
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CHAPTER 8

Religion, social history,
and language maintenance
African languages

in post-apartheid South Africa

Nkonko M. Kamwangamalu
Department of English, Howard University, Washington DC.

1. Introduction

This chapter discusses the role of religion in language maintenance in South Africa,
with a focus on the indigenous languages. This it does against the background of the
socio-political changes that have taken place in the country since 1994, among them
the end of apartheid, end of school segregation, adoption of a new language policy,
to list but a few. The chapter examines the impact of these and other changes on the
‘life” of the indigenous languages. It points out that currently, in South Africa there is
a steady language shift from the indigenous languages to English especially in urban
black communities. It argues that religion can play a vital role in staving off language
shift, provided it is taught through the medium of indigenous languages rather than
through the medium of an already powerful language, English, which is currently
intruding the family domain, one that has traditionally been the preserve of the indig-
enous languages.

South Africa has a long history of language struggle, a history in which religion
has been deeply embedded. On the one hand, religion has been implicated among the
dehumanizing forces in South Africa. It has been entangled with economic, social, and
political relations of power that have privileged some, but have excluded many from a
fully human empowerment (Chidester, 1992:xi). Some of the European missionaries who
settled in South Africa worked as spies for the colonial authorities (de Gruchy, 1995:62;
Cochrane, 1987) and so played a major role in the oppression to which the African
people were subjected. The Church, and particularly the Dutch Reformed Church, was
very instrumental in the creation of the ideology of apartheid (Loubser, 1987; Sunder-
meier, 1975; Hexham, 1981; Moodie, 1975). In this regard, Chidester (1996:75) notes
that “the Dutch Reformed Church was organized as a branch of government. It rejected
social equality of Blacks and Whites in South Africa, and promoted social differentia-
tion and spiritual or cultural segregation”. On the other hand, however, by introducing
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literacy and education in South Africa, among other things, the missionaries contributed
substantially to the development of the country and its linguistic heritage.

This chapter looks at the role of religion in language maintenance and language
shift in contemporary South Africa, with a focus on the indigenous languages. In
order to understand the process of language shift that is currently in place especially
in urban black communities, one must understand the social history that underpins
that process. Section 2 will be devoted to this history. Section 3 examines the role of
religion in the development of indigenous African languages. Section 4 focuses on
the socio-political changes that have taken place in the country and their impact on
language practices in the family domain, with a focus on the language of religion.
Section 5 concludes the discussion by looking into the implications of these language
practices for the maintenance of the indigenous languages.

2. Religion, language, and social history

The term ‘religion’ is used here in the sense of Geertz (1973:90-91), who defines it
as “a system of symbols which acts to ... establish powerful, pervasive, and long-
lasting moods and motivations” in people. South Africa is not only a multilingual and
multiracial country, but it also is religiously plural. Besides the indigenous religions
commonly known as African Independent or Traditional Religions, South Africa is
also home to nearly every religious tradition in the category referred to as “world
religions”: Roman Catholics, Protestants, Islam, Hinduism, Budhism, Confucianism,
Zionism, Zoroastrianism (Parseeism), etc. There are four major religions in South
Africa. These include, in numerical order, Christianity, African Traditional Religions,
Hinduism and Islam. The following table presents the statistics of membership of the
various religions practised in the country.

Membership of the various religions as a percentage of the total

Religion 1980 census 1991 census
Christian churches 77,0 66,4
Hinduism 1,8 1,3
Islam 1,1 1,1
Judaism 0,4 0,2
Other faiths 0,1 0,1

No religion 2,1 1,2
Nothing/object 3,1 29,7%
Uncertain 14,4*

*The people in these two categories are believed to include many members of the African
traditional religions. Source: Kritzinger (1993:2-4).
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In spite of this religious pluralism, in the apartheid era South Africa was persis-
tently declared a Christian country, underwritten by a particular Protestant, national
understanding of Christianity. The country’s inherent religious diversity was not offi-
cially acknowledged, nor was its linguistic diversity, except where this was convenient
for the purpose of dividing up and thus have political control over the majority of the
country’s population, the Blacks. Christianity, says de Gruchy (1995:28), developed in
South Africa along two distinct paths. In the first instance, it was the established religions
of the European powers, Dutch and later British, who colonized the Cape from the mid-
seventeenth century onwards. The second strand in the development of Christianity
came as a result of missions to the indigenous peoples of South Africa, and to those who
had been brought to the Cape as slaves from the East.

Earlier contacts between Europeans and the indigenous people of South(ern)
Africa began not with the first European settlers in the Cape, the Dutch of ‘Dutch East
India Company’, but rather with the Portuguese navigators in 1488, especially Bartol-
emeu Dias, whose cross-raising at Kwaaihoek on the southeastern coast is the first
known Christian act in South Africa (Prozesky & de Gruchy, 1995). Almost a decade
later, in 1497, another Portuguese sailor named Vasco da Gama gave a Christian name
to eastern coastal area, Tierra da Natal (Land of the Nativity), for he sighted the area,
the present-day Province of KwaZulu-Natal, on Christmas day. According to research
reports, these earlier contacts between the Europeans and the Africans primarily had
nothing to do with religion (e.g., Du Plessis, 1965, Prozesky 1995a, Beck 1989, Geertz
1973). If the account, given by Du Plessis 1965, of how the Dutch East India Company
was founded is anything to go by, the contacts happened as a commercial enterprise:

In 1648, the Dutch East Indiaman “Haarlem” was stranded on the north-eastern
shore of Table Bay . The crew reached the shore in safety, and made their way to
the spot on which Cape Town was subsequently built. On their return to Holland
five months later, two of the wrecked mariners named Leendert Jansz and Nico-
laas Proot, drew up a document which they entitled “Remonstrance”, in which is
briefly set forth and explained the service, advantage and profit which will accrue
to the United Netherlands Chartered East India Company, from making a Fort
and Garden at the Cabo de Boa Esperance” ... The man to whom was entrusted
the task of carrying out this important project was Jan van Riebeeck, a ship
surgeon by profession, a man who thus became the founder of the Colony of the
Cape of Good Hope (Du Plessis,1965:19)

It seems that, as Prozesky (1995b:7) puts it, the European impact on South Africa was
neither in its origins nor in its subsequent main line of development primarily moti-
vated by religious conviction, and not especially by any great missionary concern for
the soul of Africa.

Reporting back home on their contacts with the indigenous people of South(ern)
Africa, Portuguese, Dutch and English traders asserted that Africans had no religion
(Chidester, 1996: 15). This assessment was echoed by early missionaries to South Africa.
The London Missionary Society, for instance, assumed that Africans provided a natural
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focus for Satan’s attention, and saw them as “essential sinners, as people of wild birth
and dark color who, in the order of things, lived like children unknowingly close to
evil” (Landau, 1995:xvi). Landau observes further that African worship of fetishes was
described, in the words of Godefroy Loyer in 1714, as neither a cult, nor a religion, nor
rational, because “not one of them [the Africans] knows his religion”. As the Wesleyan
missionary William J. Shrewsbury put it, the indigenous people of Southern Africa lived
“without any religion, true or false” (Chidester, 1996:13). J.T. van der Kemp wrote back
to London in 1800 about Xhosa-speaking people he stayed with in the eastern Cape: “I
never could perceive that they had any religion, nor any idea of the existence of God”
(Van der Kemp, 1804:432). Twenty years after van der Kemp, the Methodist missionary
to the Xhosa, William Shaw, argued that they [i.e. the Xhosa] “cannot be said to possess
any religion”, while in the north, the Methodist T. L. Hodgson reported that the Tswana
“appear to have no religious worship”, “with no idea of a spirit” (Cope, 1977: 155, 367).
Like the Xhosas, the Tswanas and other south(ern) Africans the Zulus were subject to
denials of their religion. For instance, the survivors of the shipwreck of the Stavenisee,
as reported by the Cape Governor Simon van der Stel to the Netherlands in 1689, had
discovered an absence of religion among people in the eastern coastal region: “During
the two years and eleven months which they passed amongst that people (i.e. the Zulus)”,
the Cape Governor recorded, “they were unable to discover amongst them the slightest
trace of religion” (Chidester, 1996:118-19). Further, Chidester notes that during the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, travel reports frequently coupled the lack of religion
with the absence of other defining human features, such as the institution of marriage,
a system of law, or any form of political organization. In many cases, the diagnosis of an
alien society without religion was delivered bluntly in the assertion that such people were
brutes and beasts by comparison to Europeans (1996: 13).

This initial, sweeping denial of African religion, says Chidester (1992:38), repre-
sented South Africa as if it were a clear space for Christian conversion. Soon enough,
however, Europeans began giving names to aspects of southern African behavior
they called religious. Looking at BaTswana, for example, what might otherwise be
called ‘invoked ancestors’ became demons, and ‘dingaka’ (priest healers) aware of the
ancestors’ presence were termed ‘sorcerers’ (Geertz, 1973). By the 1850s, Christian
missionaries had been forced by their engagement with African resistance to conver-
sion into acknowledging, grudgingly, that Africans did in fact have a religion, but one
which, in the words of the government agent, J.C. Warner, in the eastern Cape, “ [was] a
regular system of superstition which answers all the purposes of any other false religion”
(Chidester, ibid.).

The missionaries suddenly discovered that the Africans did indeed believe in a
Supreme Being, a God, and that this God had a name: Modimo in Setswana and Sesotho;
uNkulunkulu in isiZulu and siSwati, Mudzimu in Tshivenda; xiKwembu in Xitsonga;
uZimu in isiNdebele, Qamatha in isiXhosa, etc. This Supreme Being is closely associ-
ated with natural phenomena. The essence of mystery, It evokes a sense of awe. It
represents the ultimate source of man’s well-being, but is not directly involved in
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the affairs of the living. Its influence is mediated through the ancestors, badimo in
Setswana, amadlozi in isiZulu, makhulukulu in Venda, izinyanya in isiXhosa, etc. One
missionary after another suddenly found evidence of this once ‘unknown God’” among
the many language groups in the region. W.J Colenso found this evidence among the
Zulu in the 1850s, Henry Callaway among the Xhosa in the 1870s, and D.F. Ellen-
berger among the Sotho-Tswana at the beginning of the twentieth century (Beck, 1989;
Cope, 1977).

In brief, the missionaries found that all Africans in south(ern) Africa, simply by
virtue of birth, actually had a religion, a common, generic religious system that could
be identified as Bantu religion. The discovery that black South Africans had a God was
not an accident. Chidester (1996) explains that this discovery came about after the
European colonial authorities, in collusion with the church, had achieved their initial
goal to conquer and impose their power over the African people. Put differently, the
discovery of an indigenous religious system in Southern Africa depended upon colo-
nial conquest and domination. Once conquered, dispossessed and contained under
colonial control the African people, who supposedly lacked any religion at the begin-
ning of the nineteenth century, all were credited with having the same religious system
at century’s end (du Plessis, [1911] 1965; Geertz, 1973; Hofmeyr & Cross, 1986; Cobbing,
1988). The section that follows examines the impact of the missionaries’ discovery of
African religions on the development of the indigenous languages.

3. Religion and language development

An assessment of the impact of missionaries in South Africa must acknowledge both
good and ill. Indeed, Christian missions in South Africa were interlinked with the
economic, social, and military advance of European colonial interests. In different
ways, and with different intentions, Christian missionaries appeared as agents of
conquest (Majeke, 1952). The implication of Christian missions in conquest gave rise
to the common aphorism that “when the white men came to Africa, the black man had
the land and the white man had the Bible, [but] now the black man has the Bible and
the white man the land” (Zulu, 1972:5). Although in some ways they were destructive,
the missionaries also brought tangible advantages. Perhaps most comprehensive were
literacy and education (Lye & Murray, 1980:67; Ashley, 1980, 1982). From the start,
they founded schools, which remained the basis of local educational systems. The
Church became the first context where the indigenous languages were used as written
languages. Put differently, the educational system of South Africa developed out of the
work of the churches. So the kind of language used in church and school became the
‘standard’ among the new elite.

When missionaries first arrived in South Africa, they did not speak any local
language. So, they could not achieve their goal to convert the Africans to Christianity.
Initially they utilized a wide range of material means, goods and services, which might
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help promote this aim. Soon they realized that to reach out to the indigenous people
and preach to them the word of God, they had to learn local languages. For the
missionaries, people had to get the Bible in their own language (Petersen, 1987). They
were convinced that the experience of Pentecost, where everyone heard the message
of the great deeds of God “in his own language” (Acts 2), had to become real also for
this newly reached language group (Kritzinger, 1995). That is why so much effort was
put into the reduction of the language to writing, and the subsequent translation of
the Bible into the language. By the turn of the nineteenth century there were already
full published Bibles in five South African indigenous languages: Setswana (1857),
isiXhosa (1859), Sesotho (1881), isiZulu (1883) and Sepedi (Northern Sotho) (1904).
The Setswana Bible of Robert Moffat was not only the first in an African language, but
these five were among the first eight (Kritzinger, 1995).

European missionaries were later joined in their effort to spread the word of
God by African independent churches that emerged and proliferated in number
from the early twentieth century onwards (e.g., Strassburger, 1974). According to the
Human Science Research Council (HSRC) (1985:20-24) in 1984 among South African
Blacks there were 2,419,000 Methodists (11%); 2,022,000 Roman Catholics (9.4%);
1,300,000 Dutch Reformed (6.1%); 1,224,000 Anglicans (5.7%); 948,000 Lutherans
(4.4%); 516,000 Presbyterians (2.4%); 297,000 Congregationalists (1.4%); and 141,000
members of the Apostolic Faith Mission (0.7%). (For a more elaborate discussion on
African independent churches, see Kamwangamalu, 2001a; Sundkler, 1961; Stras-
sburger, 1974; Oosthuizen, 1987)). Most of these churches conduct their services
in the medium of an African language. And this augurs well for the maintenance of
these languages against the spread and hegemony of English. Language practices in
the family domain, however, suggest that English is gradually replacing the African
languages in virtually all spheres including religion. The section that follows discusses
this situation and its implications for the survival of African languages.

4. Religion and language maintenance and shift

In this section I examine the role of religion in language maintenance or shift against
the background of the end of apartheid and concomitant socio-political changes that
have taken place in South Africa. The most relevant changes for the purpose of our
discussion are the new language policy and the social meanings with which the offi-
cial languages have become associated (e.g., Kamwangamalu, 2001b). In terms of the
language policy, South Africa is no longer officially the bilingual state it was claimed
to be in the apartheid era, with English and Afrikaans as the sole official languages of
the state. Rather, the country has given official recognition to 11 languages including
English and Afrikaans and nine African languages: Zulu, Xhosa, Ndebele, Swati,
Sotho, Pedi, Tswana, Tsonga and Venda. In terms of the social meanings, that is “the
set of values which a language itself encodes or symbolizes and which its use commu-
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nicates” (Downes, 1984:51), English has become far more hegemonic than it was in
the apartheid era. The majority of parents [and this includes parents in some sections
of the Afrikaans-speaking communities] want their children educated in English-
medium schools: English is the language of power, prestige, and status; it is seen by
many as an open sesame by means of which one can achieve unlimited vertical social
mobility (Samuels, 1995). In contrast, Afrikaans has lost some of the privileges it had
during the apartheid era: it’s no longer a compulsory school subject in the country’s
educational system; it no longer has the political protection and financial support it
was invested with in the apartheid era; it’s no longer the sole language of the army and
is gradually being replaced by English in this domain to accommodate the members
of former liberation armies who have been incorporated into the new South African
National Defense Force (de Klerk and Barkhuizen, 1998). Finally, Afrikaans is strug-
gling to shed its tarnished image and identity as the language of oppression, an image
it has acquired because of its association with apartheid.

As for the African languages, nine of them have achieved official recognition
and count among the country’s 11 official languages; they are more visible in the
national media (especially television) than they were in the apartheid era; occasion-
ally, some jobs both in the public as well as private sector now require knowledge of an
African language. Despite these gains, compared to English and Afrikaans the African
languages have no real cachet in the broader social, political and economic context.
Against this background and of the political power and instrumental value of English
in particular, there is now a tendency especially in urban black families to encourage
the use of English in all spheres of social life including religion. As a result, English and
all the other official languages including Afrikaans and the African languages co-exist
in what Sridhar (1996:54) describes as a state of organic tension, in which language
practices enforce the supremacy of English over the other languages. The pressure that
English exerts on the other languages, coupled with the international image of English
as the language of upward social mobility, has to a large extent contributed to current
trends towards language shift from the African languages not to Afrikaans but rather
to English, especially in urban black communities.

The term language shift is invoked here in the sense of Fishman (1991:1), who
uses it to refer to “speech communities whose native languages are threatened because
their intergenerational continuity is proceeding negatively, with fewer and fewer users
(speakers, readers, writers and even understanders) or uses every generation”. The
opposite of language shift is language maintenance. The literature indicates that many
factors are responsible for language maintenance and shift, the most important among
them being generation, the numerical strength of a group in relation to other minori-
ties and majorities, language status, socio-economic value, education, and institutional
support/government policies (see Sridhar, 1988; Fishman, 1991; Romaine, 1995).
These factors, I argue, do not operate independently of one another, but they interact
in complex ways in determining language maintenance and shift. For instance, quite
a number of scholars maintain that generation is the single most vital factor of
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language maintenance and shift (Sridhar, 1988; Fishman, 1991; Gupta & Yeok, 1995).
It is argued that the ability and desire of parents to transmit the ancestral language
to their children (Gupta & Yeok, 1995:302), or the extent to which the language is
used among the younger generations (Sridhar, 1988:83), constitute the litmus test for
language maintenance and shift. It is worth noting, however, that individuals’ deci-
sions to transmit or not to transmit the ancestral language is often influenced not by
generation alone, but also by other factors, such as the status of the ancestral language
in the wider society, government’s language policy vis-a-vis the ancestral language in
question, community support, etc. (Tollefson, 1991). A case in point is the shift from
Indian languages to English in the South African Indian community. Prabhakaran
(1998:302) describes the shift as a conscious choice that Indian parents made for their
children. She explains that parents forced their children to learn English and discour-
aged them from learning Telugu or any other Indian languages, because, first, the
social identity associated with English was more desirable than that associated with
Indian languages and, second, the government’s language policies did not assign the
Indian languages any role in the South African society.

The process of language shift that took place in the South African Indian commu-
nities and, before them, in the Khoisan communities, is now taking place again, this
time in the urban black communities and to some extent in the white, middle class,
Afrikaans-speaking communities. In this regard, Reagan (2001:63) points out that
although neither Afrikaans nor most of the indigenous African languages are in any
immediate danger, language shift toward English is clearly taking place at an acceler-
ated rate, and the number of spheres, and this includes religion, in which languages
other than English can be used is rapidly declining. It seems that in these communi-
ties English is increasingly becoming the medium of communication in the family, a
domain which is traditionally the preserve of the indigenous languages. Domain intru-
sion, observe Appel and Muysken (1987:39, 41) is a clear warning sign of language
shift. Fasold (1984:213) makes a similar point, that “when a speech community begins
to choose a new language in domains formerly reserved for the old one, it may be a
sign that language shift is in progress”. Along these lines, Fishman (1989:206) remarks
that “...what begins as the language of social and economic mobility ends, within
three generations or so, as the language of the crib as well, even in democratic and
pluralism-permitting contexts”. For instance, in a survey of language use in the family
by black high school teenagers in the Durban area in South Africa, Kamwangamalu
(2003) found that the teenagers use English to meet most of their communication
needs, including religious ones. It seems that the use of English in the family is delib-
erately encouraged by black parents, for they see English as an open sesame by means
of which their children can achieve upward social mobility. In contrast, and although
the new Constitution of South Africa grants them equal, official status as English, the
African languages do not have a real cachet in the broader socio-economic context.
Consequently, it seems to matter less, especially in urban black families, whether or
not the children use African languages for religious or other purposes. The implica-
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tions of the children’s language practices for the African languages are obvious. The
hegemony of English leaves very little or no room at all for the African languages to
be used neither outside nor inside of the family domain. Unless urban black families
change their language practices at home and particularly in the sphere of religion, the
African languages will face attrition and eventual death.

5. Conclusion

This chapter has sought to highlight the current trend towards language shift from the
African languages to English especially in urban black communities in post-apartheid
South Africa. It has noted that the shift is taking place against the backdrop of the
country’s social history and of the socio-political changes it has experienced in recent
years. It has argued that, in spite of these changes, religion can play a major role in
staving off language shift, provided it is practised through the medium of the African
languages rather than through the medium of an already powerful language, English.
The fact that English is intruding virtually all spheres of language use including reli-
gion especially in the family domain does not augur well for the maintenance of the
indigenous African languages.
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CHAPTER 9

Creating God in our image
The attributes of God
in the Yoruba socio-cultural environment

Oladipo Salami
Department of English
Obafemi Awolowo University, Ile-Ife

Bi eeyan o si irunmoleo si
Where there are no humans there is no divinity
(Yoruba proverb)

1. Introduction

The study that I report here is an application of the sociology of language to the anal-
ysis of religious practice. It focuses specifically on the description and analysis of terms
and expressions that occur in the context of religious performance among Yoruba
speakers in South-western Nigeria. In the study, I am concerned with how the words
and expressions used as attributes of God, in the context of what I describe later in this
chapter as petition-prayers, among Pentecostal Christian groups and prophetic move-
ments today reflect the socio-cultural realities of the Yoruba people. One major aim
of the study was to explain the relationship between these linguistic expressions and
the religious area of Yoruba everyday experiences. In trying to demonstrate the social
and cultural frameworks that underpin the production of these terms and expres-
sions, I will also attempt to show that religion and/or religious practices among the
Yoruba people must be understood within a sociological framework that sees religious
practices as pragmatic, need-directed and utilitarian. From this perspective, I, there-
fore, argue that Yoruba language use functions to support such utilitarian/pragmatic
agenda in the religious domain. Furthermore, I try to conclude that the linguistic
coding of petition-prayers specifically as a genre in Yoruba religious performance
is underlain by some socio-cultural framework for making meaningful connection
between the life crises of the Yoruba and a supra-empirical being created to be above
these crises. [1]

The literature shows that language cannot only be used to create or construct
social reality but that it is also used to maintain it (Jaworski and Coupland, 1999;
Easland, 1981; Berger and Luckmann, 1981). As noted by Devitt and Sterelny (1987:6),
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language plays some extra-ordinary roles in people’s lives. Language is the key ingre-
dient in the very constitution of knowledge (Jaworski and Coupland, ibid: 4). The use
of language, very often, objectifies certain realities among the community of users.
Among the Yoruba, the use of language in petition-prayers during a religious event
seems, on one hand, to objectify powerlessness. On the other hand, the Yoruba use
language as a persuasive tool to gain material or spiritual power for engaging and/or
conquering their adversaries. According to Simpson (1980), among those things that
a Yoruba person carries in his/her mind as guides for conduct and for the definition of
reality are two sentiments. The first is the belief that people have power to bring harm
and misfortune to others through magical means.

The second sentiment is that the Yoruba believe that people are not born equal
and therefore, those with higher status must be respected. For example, the sentiment
of respect and/or deference to a superior is evident in the Yoruba approach to repre-
senting an orisa (deity/divinity) or God. This is an approach that reflects the group’s
own social structure where people do not only recognize those above them but also
defer to them. Thus when seeking a favour from such people whether they are human
beings or deities, Yoruba etiquette considers it improper for a younger person or a
subordinate to approach and speak to the superior person or being directly. In other
words, for the Yoruba, language is not just an interaction tool, it also serves expres-
sive functions. This is why among the Yoruba, seeking a special favour from a king,
for example, involves the ritual of praise chanting that is done within the oriki genre.
The underlying motive is to endear a king to themselves, re-establish or re-enact the
relationship between them and remind him of their loyalty. In the process they remind
the king of his reciprocal duties.. In the oriki, stories are often told of the wonderful
deeds of a personage or a deity in order to situate the need for him/her to oblige a
subject or worshipper. For example, in the oriki to the Goddess osun (the Goddess of
fertility), the worshipper says:

The way is clear

The Oba of [jumu, the beauty is out  (the King/Queen of ljumu)

The aged Oroki who occupies the forest (Oroki = praise-name for a town)
It is from inside the calabash that she fights people (Badejo, 1991:87).

In this oriki, osun’s beauty and wisdom are praised and the image of power is conjured
for the deity. Here, for instance, Qsun is praised as powerful because she is an invisible
and a mysterious fighter who fights from inside the calabash.

According to Murphy (1988:8), there are many metaphors of divinity among
the Yoruba that seem to underlie or represent certain shared values among the
people. These metaphors fall into three categories: (a) metaphors that refer to values;
(b) metaphors that refer to power; and (c) those that refer to order. Murphy (ibid.)
posits that it is in the way of values, as demonstrated in the way the Yoruba people
honour their ancestors, that we can see the premium placed on the religious practice
of petition-prayers. For example, the appearance of egungun (masked dancers who
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represent ancestors) otherwise known as ara-orun (heavenly beings) at festivals show
them hearing petitions from the living that they would carry back to the ancestral
community in heaven. As noted also by Murphy (ibid.), women frequently approach
the egungun to ask their favour in unlocking the mystery of generation and grant them
children from heaven (p.9). The process of asking for favour involves singing and
chanting praises of the departed and testifying to their generosity and efficacy. For
example, the following praise-song is for an egungun:

Ori-le-kee, my Father

Rohun Jagbe. Famous king

Le-kee. Father of witches.

Arowosoju. I swear that I am not a witch

One who strikes terror like the snake

Whoever sees the snake and does not flee, plays with death (Murphy, ibid:9)

In the oriki above, the image of egungun presented are those created from the social
and cultural roots of the Yoruba people. Here, the egungun is perceived as more
powerful than witches (one phenomenon the Yoruba believe could constitute an
impediment to successful living) because he is not only a terror, he is, like the snake,
death itself.

As noted by Badejo (1991:88), an oriki seeks to elevate its subject as well as to
project a socio-cultural goal or an ideal. It talks about history as well as attributes that
project the cultural goal or ideal. It sometimes sets to record the events of a man’s life
in most favourable and glorious light and to exalt and glorify him (also, Akinyemi,
1991:142). Some oriki refer to qualities of character or physical appearance such as
bravery, leadership in war, royalty, generosity, beauty and so on. For example, the
orisa — Ogun (God of metallurgy) is projected by his devotees as a dark-warrior with
blood shot eyes and praises to him reflect the fierce strength he is projected to possess.
Akinyemi (1991:31) observes, however, that the purpose of oriki is to evoke in people
feelings of well-being and pride, as well as confidence for the present and courage for
the future.

2. Yoruba cosmology

In the literature, religion and/or religious practices have been explained in various
ways. However, Barret (1991), observes that the study of religion, particularly in
Africa, has shown that in the place of the classical perspectives to religious beliefs such
as Marxists, an intellectualist paradigm in which a cardinal principle of accepting
the belief in God at the face value is more fruitful. This is because the intellectualist
framework takes as its analytic starting point the actor’s belief in God. In this, there
is a need to recognize that people believe in non-empirical entities or spiritual beings
and associated with such belief is awe, faith and the sacred. The significance of these
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beliefs is that they have causal consequences for social action. That is, these beliefs are
translated into mundane social action in the lives of religious practitioners.

Furthermore, Bourdillon (1991:146) notes that the thrust of the intellectualist
paradigm is in holding that;

a system of religious beliefs provides one kind of intellectual framework into
which people can fit the events which disturb them. Indeed, it can be argued that
most African traditional religions are precisely attempts to provide an intellectual
framework by which problematic events are to be understood.

Bourdillon (ibid.) argues that even if we were to place more emphasis on symbolic,
social and psychological functions of religions, we must still agree that religion invari-
ably involves some kind of cognitive scheme, and what is dominant in such a scheme
is the explanation of misfortune. For the African, it is a system of interpreting and
coping with problems. For Bowie (2000), religious practice in a place like among the
Yoruba show people with a super-naturalistic vision of reality with a discourse of God
and the Devil, miracles, and an instrumental understanding of religion (p.249).

Thus in this study, my approach to religious practices among the Yoruba people
is the intellectualist approach which Barret (ibid.) describes as taking the traditional
religious beliefs at their face value or as theoretical systems intended for the explana-
tion, prediction and control of space-time events (p.6). In other words, I want to view
religious practices among the Yoruba people of West Africa as a complex process of
explanations, prediction and control of space-time events in the lives of the people. It
seems, therefore, that I can begin also to view petition-prayers as one interpretive tool
for the understanding and resolution of life crises among the Yoruba.

According to Mbiti (1982), the African does not only believe in God, s/he holds
that God and other invisible beings are actively engaged in the world of men. Also,
Africans generally interpret their life’s experiences from the point that the universe is
created and sustained by God (p.196). Mbiti (ibid.) says further that in practice, the
African looks for the usefulness or otherwise of the universe to himself. That is he seeks
what the world can do for him and how he can use the world for his own good. It is,
therefore, not surprising to note that among the Yoruba, religion or religious practice
is, as noted earlier, handled pragmatically as manifested in their saying:

orisa bi o ba le gbe mi : orisa if you cannot help me
semibiotibami: leave me where/as you met me

The two lines above, when interpreted, mean that an orisa or a deity that is perceived
to be unable to positively impact on or change the fortune of a devotee should not
venture to do anything at all for the devotee. Also the Yoruba say:

Ori tio ba gbeni laasin
It is the Inner Head/Fate that is supportive that we propitiate

These two sayings above seem, again, to confirm my view that the Yoruba people’s
need for a deity or God is utilitarian. That is to say that the major function of a deity,
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among the Yoruba, is to serve to benefit a devotee such as to deliver or accede to his/
her requests. In fact, the Yoruba people have been known to abandon one deity for
another whenever they found one unhelpful. The Yoruba could actually dump a deity
(represented in some figurine) in a river and fashion out another when the former
has failed. This pragmatic approach to religious practice does not, however, mean
that the Yoruba can dispense with one religious practice or the other. The desire to
create or fashion a deity and/or shift alliance to another shows that there seems to be
no meaning in the life of the Yoruba without religion. As noted by Manus (1999:2),
the Yoruba are incurably religious people. I think to understand this deep-rooted
need for a deity or God one has to look at the socio-cultural environment of the
Yoruba people.

According to Lawuyi (1986), for the Yoruba, one model of reality is that in which
human motivations and achievements are enclosed in a concept of God’s purposes.
Lawuyi is of the view that the Yoruba think that those efforts supported by God
lead to success or victory over enemies (p.102). Pre-Islamic, pre-Christian and pre-
colonial Yorubaland was predominantly agrarian with people dependent mainly on
nature on which they exercised limited power in terms of technology. Yoruba people
also engaged in some other activities like hunting, crafts like blacksmithing, carving,
cloth-weaving and so on. Today, the Yoruba have become incorporated into the global
economic system with all its uncertainties for a Third World country like Nigeria
where the majority of the Yoruba people could be found. A substantial population of
the Yoruba are still peasant farmers. There are new areas of employment such as the
bureaucracy, manufacturing industries and the service sector of the economy within
which we can find Yoruba people in Nigeria today. Just as there were uncertainties
before the contact with the new religions and cultures, the global incorporation of
the Yoruba seems to have made life more imponderable, though in different areas
and/or dimensions.

As noted by Barber (1981:729), Yoruba cosmology presents man as a solitary
individual picking his way in the world between a variety of forces, some benign,
some hostile and many ambivalent. Thus the Yoruba person seeks, in his religious
activities, to placate these various forces and ally himself with them in an attempt to
thwart his rivals and enemies in human society. In other words, the world is perceived
by the Yoruba as a harsh place that is full of obstacles that are very often perceived to
be greater than ordinary men. According to Godelier (1981), in such a society where
man is perceived to have limited control, the sphere where he does not exercise control
appears to him as powers superior that he must represent to himself, explain and
reconcile to and, therefore, control indirectly (p208).

Although Marxists might see religious behaviour or belief as false consciousness,
it is the argument of the intellectualist, as mentioned earlier, that we should not focus
on the truth or falsehood of the belief in God but rather on the centrality of that belief
to social action. Barber (op. cit.), observes that the Yoruba believe that human beings
are one another’s enemies and that most misfortunes are caused by the nefarious
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activities of witches, wizards and evil people employing their services. The Yoruba
also hold that humans are confronted in their daily life by a lot of adversaries called
ajogun (literally: warriors) that debar their success and/or progress in life. It bears no
repeating then that, for me, an understanding of the meaning of religion to the Yoruba
people should be sought in their action or struggle against these ‘warriors’. In other
words, a religion should be capable of providing the Yoruba people ‘arms’ to confront
their material and spiritual adversaries, otherwise such a religion would not stand the
test of time among them. This is why it was, and still is, not unusual to find among the
Yoruba people changing either their faith or affiliation within the same faith or even
combining Islam or Christianity with traditional religious practices a couple of times
in the course of their life. The motivation for this practice could be found in the search
for a power that would ensure a successful life - money, children and good health
which constitute ayeere (good life) for the Yoruba person. This may also be one reason
why Lawuyi (1986:102 ), says that among the Yoruba, the only way to proceed to the
future, with its perceived uncertainties, seems to be through the appropriation or re-
appropriation of the power of God. For the Yoruba, the deity is absolute power. That
is, this creation of theirs — God - is informed by absolute power essence:

Oba bi olorun ko si.
There is no king as God.

It is true that in most cultures, especially in Judaeo-Christian and Islamic religions,
God is a King. Also, as borrowed into Yoruba from Christianity, God is oba awon oba
(the King of kings). However, for the Yoruba, the concept of ‘king’ on which the deity
is created is ‘iku baba yeye’: ‘death, father-mother’ (i.e. the awesome power). Thus when
we begin to examine the attributes of the deity in the Yoruba socio-cultural environ-
ment we will note that to a large extent a lot of the attributes mark the theme of power.
This is why it will seem a profitable endeavour to approach the deity in the socio-
cultural life of the Yoruba people as expressed in the choice of words and expressions
used also from the perspective of relations of power. When there are needs, whether or
not they are attainable, the Yoruba think they must seek the intervention of the deity in
whom their ‘powerlessness’ has been resolved into power. That is the powerlessness of
the Yoruba is resolved in the power of the deity. Therefore, there is the need to form an
alliance with this power in whatever is said and done with regard to it. The Yoruba, for
along time, associated religious practice with material values. It is thus not surprising
that the practice of Islam and Christianity among them, today, is not immune from
the concrete material reality of the people.

With changing social structure, the need for the use of power has become more
critical among the Yoruba: olorun wa gba ija mi ja: ‘God take on my fight’ because
you are balogun- the ‘war captain’ has become a ‘sing-song’. The theme of power in
relation to the struggle and/or competition for the good things of life has become
particularly focused following the introduction of the IMF-inspired Structural Adjust-
ment Programme in Nigeria in the 1980’s which has caused a lot of social dislocation
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in Nigeria. In several areas of their life, the Yoruba, just like people from other ethnic
groups in Nigeria, have found it difficult to meet personal needs. The state seems to
have failed. The political and business elites and their collaborators are perceived to
have cornered the good things of life. So, it is not surprising to observe the tremendous
growth in religious institutions in the country in recent years where for the larger
majority of the powerless and poor they think a greater power resides. For example,
a large number of those who cannot take their various ailments to hospitals due
mainly to poverty resort to looking for miracle healing. The motivations are more of
lack as well as neglect from the state rather than belief in faith healing. The state is,
to them, like a deity that is unwilling to help. Therefore, if there exists another power
greater than the state, it would be foolish of the Yoruba not to seek its intervention in
their affairs.

3. DPetition-prayers and the image of God

Having placed Yoruba religious practice within the foregoing perspective, I will now
try to demonstrate how language is used to carry and /or support this religious system
in the manner the Yoruba represent God. In traditional Yoruba setting, ritual sacri-
fices can be offered to appease deities in order to curry their favour. Other religious
practices that are thought efficacious in achieving benefits from the supernatural
include iwure (invocation), ofo (incantation) and ayajo (charming), prayer songs
which incorporate praise (oriki) and petition. Petition-prayers fall within the mode
of praise-petition/-worship in the Pentecostal term. The praise part tends to express a
supplicant’s adoration of the deity while petition is meant to ask for some obligation
on the part of the deity. The words and expressions used in praises have the contents
of oriki of orisa (the Yoruba divinities) while in their deployment they function like
incantatory declamations. Actually, a prayer of this nature is not about praise but
about ‘commanding’ the deity to do one’s bidding:

Baba iwo ti o se ti Lagabja wa se temi Father, you that has made it possible for X
Oba olowo gbogboro ti yo omo lofin Lord, who saves his children from the abyss
a ni ki o wa jeki o ri bee fun mi. Let it be so for me

In structure, the praise section is like a prologue to a list of ‘demands’ or a ‘shopping
list” which constitute the petition. In the process of uttering this petition, compari-
sons are drawn between the deity and objects in the material world. Thus metaphors,
similes and metonyms are used based also on those things in the Yoruba socio-cultural
environment. There are repetitive utterances, parallelisms and sound symbolisms
(sound mimetic) that bear resemblance to the formula of incantations: ogbaagba ti n
gba ara adugbo: (the rescuer/refuge that rescues/saves people in the neighbourhood),
eye kii fo ko fori sogi: (the bird does not fly head-into the tree), obamba teremuteremu
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(untranslatable). In other words, the expressions used contain images drawn from the
diverse areas of experience of the Yoruba world. As demonstrated by Forster (1989),
in relation to Longhouse Iroquois’ use of language in the religious domain, the Yoruba
also find their place in and relate to the cosmological order by extending the same
system of terms and expressions used in their social environment to it. A Nigerian
news magazine — The Week, for example, notes this recourse to indigenous idioms:

And in a bid to meet the aspiration of worshippers, ancient paganism [is] mixed
with Christianity and the desire in most churches has been to gather as many
members as possible... (April8, 2002: p14)

What The Week refers to in the quote above as ancient paganism is the syncretic
practice among Nigerian Pentecostal churches today where traditional practices are
combined with Christian practices. For me, what I think is that the performance of
petition-prayers derives mainly from the underlying ‘powerlessness’ that is perceived
by the Yoruba as the basis of failure in life experiences. Therefore to seek the inter-
vention of the superior power, the Yoruba seem to have evolved for themselves
expressions and words (including sometimes the manner of their delivery) that are
believed to constitute the key to opening the door to the deity (that power). In other
words, language and language use become critical to the success of their approach to
seeking the deity. This is why the Yoruba use of language to approach the deity reflects
not just reverence but subordination to, and recognition of the absolute power of the
deity. This is demonstrated particularly in what today is referred to as “shopping list
prayers” where what I call, in this paper, prayer-salutation forms a prologue.

4. Prayer-salutation: The oriki of God

The oriki within which the Yoruba now address God, and which form the crucible
where God is forged, in their prayers can be uttered or chanted in some rhythmic
form by a priest or somebody selected to pray in a Yoruba Christian gathering. They
are not learnt formally but those who know them learn them passively sometime in the
course of their vocation. The prayer-salutation style has been a particularly popular
prayer mode within African indigenous churches such as the Aladura and the Celestial
Churches but the practice is diffusing into prayer performances of Yoruba-medium
Pentecostal churches today.

Akiwowo (1983:144), observes that oriki is an attributive name expressing what
the child is or what it is hoped that it will become. They are also praise-chants made
up of sacred chants for the divinities and secular chants for kings, titled men and other
people. An oriki contains recitation of achievements of an individual or group meant
to make full their self- images as well as to create a fuller sense of self-awareness or
identity in themselves or their groups. According to Akiwowo (ibid.), the purpose of
oriki, apart from preserving records of achievements, is to spur listeners or addressees
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to greater achievements. They are like names but they differ from proper names in
that they do not have any relationship to the circumstances of birth, pregnancy or
socio-political occurrences at the time of birth of the ones to which they are applied.
In chanting oriki, they are meant to spur or boost the morale of their possessors to
greater achievements.

In this study, I discuss an oriki that is chanted in the process of prayer offering to
spur a deity on to oblige a supplicant. Among the Yoruba, salutation is very important
in seeking a favour from a superior or even a stranger. In traditional religious practice,
the Yoruba offer prayer songs in shrines accompanied often by ritual dance of different
types depending on the orisa or deity. In addition, apart from ebo (sacrifice) which
are offered to orisas in requesting good health, children and wisdom, the Yoruba
also render praises to the divinities. As Murphy noted, the Yoruba offer these praises
because they believe that humans grow when there is a divine exchange of energy:

...without the ashe of the orisas, human beings would despair...
And without the ashe of sacrifice, the orisas would wither and die (1988:15)

Furthermore, it is important to mention here again that the Yoruba religious vision
is a vision that finds human destiny rooted in the breath of God. The Yoruba not
only believe that nothing happens by chance but also that it is the duty of human
beings to recognize the need to grow in the life force/breath (ashe) of the divinity by
respecting elders and honouring the orisas (Murphy, 1988:20). They perform these
duties through offering sacrifice (ebo) and praise to the Gods.

5. Data collection and analysis

The data for this study comprised audio tape recordings as well as personal observa-
tions from participation in petition-prayers. The data contain proper names as well
as descriptions of the deity couched in similes, metaphors and metonyms in Yoruba.
I have taken an interpretive approach to these data which I have also attempted to
supplement with some ethnographic information.

Proper names in Yoruba, apart from being constitutive of histories of individuals,
are also very often attributives. Yoruba names convey information about beliefs,
behavioural patterns and the history of communities of people. In relation to orisa/
divinities, names represent perceptions of, as well as attitudes towards spiritual beings
within the Yoruba cultural belief systems. By the deployment of these expressions,
the Yoruba create images of deities that conform to their aspiration. These expres-
sions represent such attributes as power, royalty/majesty, awesomeness, beneficence,
among others.

In speech interaction, names are presented as addresses and for the Yoruba these
addresses are partly constitutive of the oriki genre in the ethnography of communica-
tion/speaking. As individuals have addresses or oriki so do divinities. These oriki to
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the deity can be sung or uttered by the priest in the process of prayer. They are expres-
sions that rarely occur in colloquial talk and carry meanings mainly in the context of
petition-prayers. In terms of content, they are metaphors with heavy semantic loads.
They contain established themes within the Yoruba culture but of adaptive flexibility
to current religious practice among the people. As Godelier (1981) observed, the
construction of such attributes comes through the operative system of reasoning by
analogy which can be interpreted or understood both as a way of speaking and a way
of thinking (p. 207).

The Yoruba, like many other people with similar worldview, seek to see and create
an invisible world wherein lives God in the structures of the visible in which they live.
In other words, the conception of their relation to God is underlain by their concrete
material relations in the visible world (as below, so above). Salami (2000:207) notes
that traditional Yoruba cosmology allows for this kind of interaction and interconnec-
tion between the world of material objects and the world of spiritual entities. Thus, it
is not unexpected that the attributes by which God is constructed and defined derive
from the concrete material reality of the Yoruba - a reality that is also influenced by
relations of social and economic power. Also, as Barber (1981) suggested, in Yoruba-
land, relations between humans and orisa (the deities) are in some sense a projection
of relations between people in society. She notes that Yorubaland is a hierarchical
society dominated by the institution of divine kingship and articulated by a series of
chiefly titles of different grades and ranks (p. 724). This is why it is not surprising to
observe that in their expressions the Yoruba create largely a deity that is all-power. In
the following sections, I will attempt to thematically treat these attributes.

5.1 The attribute of power

There is a lot to be encountered here. In the words and expressions gathered, God is
seen not only as powerful but God is also conceived as power itself. This is represented
in images of animals like the lion and leopard:

(1) Ekun oko farao: Leopard the husband/conqueror of
Pharaoh

(2) Kiniun eya juda: The lion of Juda (Old Testament
borrowing)

Among the Yoruba, when a person is described as ‘ekun’, it means that s/he is a strong
and brave person. The animal metaphor is that of the leopard (ekun) that can devour
its less powerful preys. The image might not be that the Yoruba God is a bully preying
on weaker beings but the image of the leopard is that of power. The Yoruba people can
be found mainly in the rainforest and savannah grassland regions of Nigeria where in
the past they could have had encounters with this animal. Although the image of the
lion as symbolic of strength (and royalty) seems universal, it is also not impossible that
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the Yoruba people had direct encounters with this animal from which the symbolism
then derived. To have a God that is an ‘ekun’ in relation to the terror that Pharaoh
represents in the Old Testament is to say that this deity that could conquer Pharaoh
must be very strong and powerful. The awesomeness of the power of the Yoruba God
is shown further in the oriki in (3) to (6) below:

(3) erujeje nla leti okun pupa

(4) omimi ti o miile aye

(5) omimi ti n mi igi oko

(6) Oloju ina:

The terror by the Red Sea
the tremor that shakes the world
the tremor that shakes the trees in the jungle

One with blazing eyes (like the deity — Sango)

The image that omimi in (4) and (5) conveys here is that of a force that shakes the
apparently unshakable but what this actually denotes is ‘controller of the world’s
destiny’. There is no concrete entity that can be referred to as ‘omimi’ in Yoruba rather
it is a creation from the word ‘shake’. Furthermore, the Yoruba God is a warrior as
shown in the images and attributes of a warrior (7, 9, 10, 12 and 20):

@)
(8)
)
(10)

(11)
(12)
(13)
(14)

(15)
(16)
17)

(18)
(19)
(20)

balogun orun

aare agbaye
Arogun-ma-tidi

Ajagun ma gbo girigiri ese

a ja bi oogun

a soroomu
igi ti n gbe igi iye mi
ogiri gbangba a soro ko laya

oba to fi were daamu ologbon

oga awon oga
olorun to gun igbi lesin

oba to t'oju alaseju bo mi
gbigbona

alewilese aleselewi
Ajagun ma fehinti

obamba teremu teremubamba

heaven’s war —captain

the President of the world/universe

One who does not run away from battles
a stealth warrior/fighter

one who fights like charms (efficacious as a
charm)

the unconquerable
a tree that swallows the tree of life
an impregnable wall (a fortress)

the king that punishes the wise with
insanity
(makes insanity a test for the wise)

the boss of bosses
the one that rides the storm like a horse

the king that punishes the proud by
submerging their faces in boiling water

one who can do and undo
one who is not battle weary

(no specific meaning but from the sounds
this name seems to represent the immense
power)
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(21) kikiida agbara (He) is all but power

(22) gbengbeleku to danibitiowu  gbengbeleku, that is nice where he chooses

(23) oba to pa ti o seni to le ji the king that takes a life that no one can
restore

(24) oba to njitio senitole pa the king who gives life no one can take

(25) eleyinju ogunna one whose eyeballs glow like charcoal (may

be a reference to the deity — Sango)

The words oogun, igi and ogiri in 11, 13 and 14 above are used metaphorically to refer
to God. Oogun (charm) as in: a ja bi oogun (one who fights like a potent charm): is one
element the Yoruba hold to be potent and can be used to confront/fight an adversary.
Its use does not require any physical confrontation and since charms fight this way,
God must also be one being that not only fights quietly but he is efficacious as a power.
Igi (tree)as in igi ti o gbe igi iye mi in (13) is probably a borrowing from the Old Testa-
ment story of the confrontation between Moses and the magicians in Pharaoh’s court
where Moses’ staff turned into a snake and swallowed a magician’s snake. The staff of
Moses (igi) has become a metonym for the Yoruba God. One can also see the use of
‘ogiri” along the same line: God is a wall but ogiri gbangba a soro kolaya - an impreg-
nable wall (a fortress) within which supplicants can seek refuge in times of ‘war’ or
away from the ravages of life crises.

Among Yoruba Christians today, God (and/or Jesus) is addressed as balogun (7)
in the context of prayer performance. The name balogun is a title that means a ‘war
captain’ or ‘leader of the fighters’. The oriki balogun has become both a name and a
title that is now used to address God for it is conceived that he leads the community (of
believers) against its enemies. It seems to mark the attribute of power (leadership and
bravery). The other expressions that come under this category are (8), (10) and (20).
These attributes seem also to remind one of the Old Testament God who was always
called upon to lead the sons of Israel against their adversaries.

The oriki oba t'o fi were daamu ologbon: though seems to give an image of a harsh
or wicked God, it is not strange particularly if understood from the perspective of
Yoruba worldview. It has been mentioned earlier that one purpose a deity serves
among the Yoruba is to defend human beings against their adversaries. In other words,
it is not out of tune with a deity’s character to destroy the enemy of a supplicant. This
character is like that of the Yoruba divinity — ogun whose force can be channelled into
the peaceful arts of agriculture or the terrible ones of war (Murphy, 1988:11). It is,
however, possible that this characterisation of God may represent one of two things.
The first is that it may derive from the Yoruba belief that insanity is caused by God (as
a consequence of destiny) while the second may be a way of demonstrating that God
has power over all human beings including the wise (here wisdom is understood as
an attribute of power). The greatness/extent of this God’s power is reflected in kikiida
agbara: one full of power (22) and oga awon oga: the boss of bosses (16). The world
is ruled by ‘bosses’ because they have power but if the Yoruba God is the boss of all
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bosses, it is clear that the Yoruba supplicant would seek refuge in times of need or
crisis with no other being than this bigger boss.

It is interesting to observe that the Yoruba, in spite of their belief in destiny, has
created, today, a God that “can do an undo”: alewilese, aleselewi (19). Placed against
the Yoruba view that the ori (destiny) one has chosen at the time of creation cannot
be altered, one may find it difficult to reconcile destiny with a situation where a
supplicant seeks a change to say, his/her ill-fortune by invoking the oriki ‘alewilese’ to
endear God to look positively towards himself/herself. In other words, it seems that
for the Yoruba, in spite of all odds, a superior power could be made that is capable of
all possibilities.

5.2 The attribute of royalty/majesty

In Yorubaland, the gba (king) and the ijoye (chiefs) are very crucial institutions in the
life of a community. As noted by Fadipe (1991:205), a king, especially in pre-colonial
times, was not only revered but he was considered second to the deities (oba alase
ekeji orisa: the commander and wielder of authority, next to the orisa) and his words
were considered sacred or sacrosanct. A king’s authority could not, in most cases, be
challenged. He lived a prosperous life and his palace symbolized this prosperity. If
Yoruba kings lived this life and were so regarded, it follows, therefore, that there are
no other earthly beings, apart from the kings, in Yorubaland to whom the Yoruba
could compare the supreme deity: God or Olodumare. In other words, the Yoruba
God must incarnate (in greater forms) the characteristics of the earthly king as shown
in the following terms and expressions which have become the oriki used for God
today (27 - 30):

(27) Kabiyesi ~ ka bio o si One no one can question/whose authority
cannot be challenged

(27) oba awon oba King of kings

(28) oba nla to n fobaje the Great King that crowns other kings

(29) obaluaye Lord of the world

(30) oba atayese The king who corrects every wrong on
Earth

The orikiin (27) to (30) above are used usually in marking the majestic character of the
Yoruba king especially (27), (29) and (30). It is rather strange that the oriki obaluaye
is now given to Christian/Muslim God because it belongs originally to the king and
deity Sango - the divinity of thunder and lightning — who is thought of by the Yoruba
as ruthless, crafty and powerful. It is true that the Yoruba king wielded much power
especially in pre-colonial times and that his words were final. In other words, the use
of the attribute kabiyesi/ka bi o o si (27) sits very well and seems in order for a God
that the Yoruba Christians perceive today as the controller of their destiny. Also, the
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oriki in (28) and (29) make God in the image of prominent Yoruba kings like the
Alaafin of gyo and the oni of Ife who have authorities to crown (lesser) kings or make
people kings.

The Yoruba God is a prosperous one and his prosperity is manifested in the type of
crown he wears and the vastness of his palace as described in the following oriki:

(31) alade wura one who has a gold crown

(32) alaafin ola owner of a prosperous palace/a palace of
wealth

(33) alagbala nla ode orun owner of the vast home in heaven

Yoruba kings are known to wear beaded crowns. Thus for God - the king - a gold
crown defines him apart from the earthly kings as greater and more prosperous. God’s
capability is also demonstrated in (34) to (37) below:

(34) oba to tele bi eni teni King that has the earth spread like a sleeping
mat

(35) atoba tan one eminently qualified to be king

(36) oba ti n joba loju gba the king that is king in the life of another king

(37) oba ti o n joba lehin oba the king that is king at the demise of another
king

The meaning of the oriki in (34) could be derived from the Yoruba perception of
the mystery of creation. In Yoruba creation myth, the first thing Olodumare (God)
did was to send a cockerel and a chameleon to the world with some soil because the
primordial world was full of water. The soil was to be used to cover the water and the
result is the earth we have today. In using this as an oriki of God, the Yoruba recognize
that this God is powerful. For (35) to (37) the Yoruba God cannot be less than a king
because he is not only eminently qualified (35), he can be king whether or not there is
an existing king (36 and 37). In other words, this God is invested with greater power
by the Yoruba people than their earthly kings.

5.3 The protective God

As noted earlier in this chapter (p.102), the Yoruba believe that human beings are
confronted in the world by ajogun (difficulties termed ‘warriors’ or ‘adversaries’) that
tend to impact negatively on their life. There is, therefore, the need for the Yoruba to
seek protection from the deity — God - in order to confront these adversaries. For a
good life (ayeere) then, the Yoruba is expected to offer sacrifice (ebo) and praise to the
divinities because in them lie power:

ebo riru a gbeni : offering sacrifice is protective
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It is the belief of the Yoruba that whatever happens to a man is ase olodumare (by
the force of God). Therefore, it is not surprising that this God is conceived in terms
expressed in (38) to (43) below:

(38) ibiisadi a place of refuge

(39) olowo gbogboro to n gba omore  one who rescues his children from the abyss
lofin of problems/difficulties.

(40) adani ma gbagbe eni the creator who does not neglect his creation

(41) ogbigba ti n gba alailara one who protects the homeless

(42) oba ti n gbani lgjo isoro the king that comes to one’s aid in time of

difficulties
(43) okoopo the husband (protector) of the widow

In (38) above, God in the view of the Yoruba is a refuge to which one can run. This
is not different from the conception of the God of the Old Testament or Allah in
the Qur’an. The saying mo sadi oluwa : I seek refuge from God: which is a common
prayer among the Yoruba today is a reflection of this perception of the role of God as
arefuge. It is my suspicion, however, that this could be an influence from Islam where
Moslems make it a practice to verbally utter what can be called a “mantra” seeking
refuge from God against the evil influence of satan in their life. In (39) to (42), one
can see how the Yoruba place God not only as a concerned creator (adani ma gbagbe
eni) and protector of his creations (olowo gbogboro to n gba omo re lofin) but also as a
saviour/protector of human beings from the perils of existence (42) as well as a saviour
of the destitute/poor (41) and the weak (43). In (39), rather than describe this God as
a protector or saviour, he is described in the anthropomorphic characteristic of one
with long arms that can reach the depth of an abyss. Interestingly, this oriki is the oriki
of Ogun - the Yoruba divinity of metallurgy. In (41) ogbigba ti n gba alailara, God is
thought of in a filial term in that he is seen as one who has some concern for people
without relations (alailara: without relations). The term ailara may also refer to either
a poor person or a socially marginalized person in the context of the Nigerian state
today. The lexical term ogbigba is a coinage that is not used usually in any other context
or to describe any other being other than God.

5.4 The listening and comforting God

In a number of oriki, the Yoruba conceive of a God that has ears all over him and
always ready to attend to complaints from humans (44 - 47):

(44) eleti kara bi ajere one who has as many ears as the holes in a
sieve

(45) eleti ofe one with sharp/sensitive hearing ability
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(46) eleti gbaroye one with ears for complaints
(47) aremo lekun the comforter of children

In (44), (45) and (46), it is assumed that for God to be able to hear all human beings
everywhere he must possess an undefined number of ears (and that is what the holes in
a sieve (ajere) seem to represent). This conception of God is, implicitly, a recognition
by the Yoruba people that they, as humans, have a myriad of problems and complaints
which only one with a super-hearing ability can hear and attend to. Although here
again an anthropomorphic feature is used to define God, it seems that these oriki are
used by the Yoruba as metaphors to underlie this God’s omnipresence. The oriki can
be understood as meaning that in whatever direction a human being turns to speak,
God is likely to hear since his ears are not limited to two like ordinary mortals. In other
words, this is the Yoruba’s own perception of an omnipresent God. The attribute of
a comforting God is represented in the image of a child care-giver who comforts a
crying infant/child in (47) for it seems that life crisis can be as discomforting to human
beings generally just as discomfort makes a child cry.

5.5 A reliable and dependable God

The Yoruba people believe that to rely on human beings can be a folly. This is expressed
in their saying:

(48) agbekele eniyan asan ni it is folly to rely on mortals

It needs be mentioned that the Yoruba people believe in this proverb (48) and are often
observed to make recourse to it whenever they find themselves in situations of disap-
pointment or breach. What this proverb seems to point to is that the Yoruba people
hold reliability as a virtue but have found mortals inadequate and therefore, believe
that only a superior being - a God - could have this quality. There is a reason for the
Yoruba to have this kind of God because they need some guarantee (emotional/spiri-
tual) that their cares/problems would be attended to when they put them before him in
their prayers. In other words, it is a pragmatic necessity to project this quality/attribute
in their God in order to build their confidence. If their prayers are not heard eventu-
ally they are assured that it is not a disappointment from a human being and they can
thus explain it on the ground that God is a mystery and his ways are mysterious: ise
oluwa awa ma ridi.

In (49) and (50) below, we show the oriki depicting the reliable and/depend-
able God:

(49) atofarati bi oke one like a mountain on which you can recline
(unshifting)
(50) oba awimayehun the king whose promises do not fail

The oriki in (49) also reflects the perception of an unfailing power (as stable as a
mountain) that provides stability for the Yoruba people just as mountains and hills in
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the Yoruba region used to act as shields to communities during the 19" century civil
wars in Yorubaland.

5.6 The beneficent God

In Yoruba religion, the orisa orunmila — one of the deputies of the supreme God
olorun/Olodumare is thought to be responsible for good luck as depicted in the
oriki: (51).

(51) at’ori alaisunwon se the moderator/corrector of the ill-fated

It is interesting to note that the oriki (51) and others shown in (52) to (57) below are
used today in the praise of the supreme deity (Olorun) by Yoruba Christians:

(52) asolu-dero One who brings comfort to the town/world
(53) alagbala ike owner of the garden of care
(54) asore-kari-aye the universally generous one/one with

unstinting generosity

(55) oba to n taye eni se the king who makes our lives better

(56) oba to da ni si the king who gives us life

(57) akepe nigba oran kosunwon One to whom people appeal when things are
bad

The oriki above focus on issues that are very much at the heart of religious practice
among the Yoruba. They concern peace (ero), care/welfare (ike), good deeds (ore),
good life (ayeere), life as opposed to death (da ni si) and good fortune (oran to
sunwon). If there is a God that is capable of meeting all these needs, the Yoruba show
that they are ready to remind that God of these attributes in order to get him to listen
and accede to their requests.

5.7 The mysterious God

One important aspect of the oriki classified under this category is that a number of
them have some complex morphological and semantic structure. They are usually
multi-syllabic and have no simple meaning. In their shapes and sounds they differ
from what we find in the earlier oriki as if to demonstrate that these expressions are
imbued with some mystery. In terms of meaning, some of them also cannot be traced
to particular forms in Yoruba. The oriki in (71) to (76) below are good illustrations of
this particular form. They seem to function to provide sustainability for the belief in
a superior power that is beyond the reach of the so-called powerful within the human
society (including the Yoruba king):
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(58) asoro wo
(59) asorori

(60) asoro mu

(61) asudede bi ojo

(62) irokeke iyanu

(63) alarabara iyanu
(64) atoo wo biiyanu
(65) oloju ina

(66) Awamaridi

(67) ariiro ala

(68) aramota ti m ba agba leru
(69) omimiti n miile aye
(70)  ala funfun gboo

(71)  Gbengbeleku

(72) Atabatubu

(73) Arabata ribiti aribitirabata

(74) akaba karabata gbaa

(75) oyibirikiti a ji pojo iku da

(76) eru jeje oba oke baramubaramu

In (58) to (60) above, we have a very strong image of an invisible and invincible God.
This is a deity that is unconquerable - one that the powerless would desire to have on
his/her own side in time of trouble. This creation of the Yoruba is as unfathomable as
the ‘dark cloud’ of tropical rain (61) with all its possibilities — thunder, lightning and
storm. (62) to (64) seem to point to the Yoruba belief in miracles as God is shown as
one full of miracles. We have mentioned earlier in this paper the seeming penchant
for miracles among Yoruba Christians in Nigeria today. Apart from the fact that the
Bible miracles themselves tend to promote this belief, the desire for miracles could
also be traced to traditional religious belief in magic (e.g. ofo: incantation, and ayajo:

One that cannot be looked at (his face)
One that cannot be seen (difficult to see)

one that cannot be conquered (cannot be

held)

dark as the rain cloud

sounds of miracles

One with a variety of miracles
enough a miracle to watch

blazing eyes (one with fire in his eyes)
Unfathomable

uninterpretable dream

the mysterious that frightens the elderly
the tremor that shakes the world

all white!

(no particular meaning but may refer to
might)

(no particular meaning but may refer to
greatness)

(no particular meaning but may refer to
great-ness)

(no particular meaning but may refer to
greatness)

the orbit that changes the day of death

the fearsome king baramubarmu
(may refer to greatness)
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spells). The Yoruba would probably want to create a super-magician in the image of
the deity in (63): alarabara iyanu. Furthermore, they try to characterise this creation
of theirs as one who is like Dada’s kid brother [2] who fights the fight of the powerless
by imbuing him with mysterious powers and employing some set of terms/expres-
sions which sound rather esoteric to clothe him in (71) to (76). Here we find the use of
sound mimetics (71 to 76) with metaphorical meanings of ‘bigness’ (baramubaramu),
“might and confidence” (gbengbeleku), “greatness and vastness” (atabatubu), “myste-
rious” (oyibirikiti) and so on, used to define their God. Although these mimetics which
may be culture bound tend to appeal to one’s auditory and visual sensibilities, their
major purpose is, perhaps, to appeal to the emotion of their God in the process of
praising him. It is not likely that English words can be used to evoke such emotional
feelings within a predominantly Yoruba church or Pentecostal gathering.

5.8 The God that is severe in punishment

For the Yoruba, God is one that not only supports truth and rejects evil but he is also a
God that punishes transgression severely (see 77 — 80 below). These attributes seem to
show that the virtues of truth and abhorrence of evil are valued by the Yoruba. Truth
is a universal religious or ethical value. However, the image that comes to one’s mind
in the Yoruba representation of a just God (79) is that of a God that metes out severe
punishment for transgression rather than a God that seeks repentance. The Yoruba
God seems to share this attribute with an attribute of the God of the Old Testament
and the Qur’an. In (80), the Yoruba believe that however wise one could be, one could
be easily humbled by God because he is the king that can make insanity the lot of the
wise. Like the image of a God submerging the face of a transgressor in boiling water
used in (79) in expressing God’s justice, the image of madness/insanity in (80) also
looks very forceful in registering the power of this God in our mind:

(77) a duro gboingboin lehin asododo  One who supports the truthful

(78) a ko ma tika lehin One who refuses to support the wicked

(79) oba to toju alaseju bomi gbighona One who submerges the face of the proud in
boiling water

(80) oba to fi were damu ologbon The king that punishes the wise one with
insanity

5.9 The magic in God’s attributes

Although one does not expect religious practices to be manipulative like magic, the
purpose of prayers among the Yoruba today seems, to me, to be comparable with the
goal of magic. This is because for the Yoruba today, the goals of the new religions of
Christianity and Islam go beyond salvation and the meaning of existence and death.
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Religious practices among the Yoruba today seem geared towards achieving such
goals as defeating adversaries, achieving success at work and in love affairs (succeeding
in getting somebody to marry and having children) and prosperity. As it is with
magic, the Yoruba tend to want to bend their prayer practices to achieving immediate
concrete goals. Thus language use within their supplications is set in a way to manipu-
late and control that being in whom they have invested power and control of their
personal affairs. It is in the process of doing this that they resort to some anthropomor-
phic qualities/characteristics wherein they impute some human qualities to the deity.
This is done in order that this God can be “handled” or appeased. As observed in the
literature (Samarin, 1971; Bauman, 1989; Goelier, 1981; Simpson, 1980; Murphy, 1988
and so on) people know from experience that they can get things from other people
through pleading, flattery, cajolery, threatening, bargaining, promising and so on and
therefore God must have these human qualities in order that he might be ‘handled” or
appeased in the way the humans they know can be appeased.

When we examine the shape or form and function of a number of the attri-
butes treated in this chapter, we observe that they bear some resemblance to Yoruba
incantations or magical expressions. This is particularly so with the sound symbolic
oriki (mimetics). Incantations serve the purpose of manipulating nature to do one’s
bidding. In carrying out this purpose, there is a recourse to some special use of
language which include the use of similes and parallelisms (e.g. oke oke leye n fohun,
owo re yio ma roke ; the bird always flies upward, your hands shall always go up/you
shall always progress). Like incantations, some prayers offered by Yoruba tend to
incorporate some esoteric language use form with the objective of persuading or
manipulating the deity:

Arabaribiti aribiti rabata (untranslatable but marks bigness)
Obamba teremu teremu bamba (untranslatable, also marks bigness)

The expressions above are formulaic in structure and they tend to have some tonal and
syllabic rhythm. In content, they are supposed to demonstrate the might/greatness of
the deity and, therefore, in form and shape the repetition of the syllables and tones
seem to emphasise this greatness. There seems to be an effort here to create these awe-
striking and fear-inducing names for efficacy of prayers (parallel to incantations).

6. Conclusion

In this study, I have attempted to show that the Yoruba people are a very religious
people who not only believe in God but have particular conceptions of God which
derive from their socio-cultural life. I have also tried to show that these conceptions
are shown in the Yoruba use of language in the context of prayer performance where
oriki are used in creating and defining their image of God. Just as demonstrated by
Rosaldo (1975) in the study of Ilongot magical spells, the Yoruba people seem, in their
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use of oriki, also to exploit language to create a deity that conforms to their needs as
well as to cultural meanings and cultural controls. It has been shown in this study
that the terms and expressions deployed in the context of prayer performance draw
on established themes and metaphors in Yoruba language and culture. In treating the
relationship between language and society, Lewis (1996:569) notes that it has been
recognized a long time ago that people are likely to draw on their own experiences for
analogies and images to help them form ideas of their relationship to God.

Notes

1. I'would like to thank Hans-Georg Wolf and Chao-Chi Liao for reading through drafts of this
paper and making useful suggestions.

2. This derives from the Yoruba proverb bi Dada ko le ja o laburo to gboju: If Dada cannot fight
he has a brave younger brother (that can defend him).
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CHAPTER 10

Societal multilingualism

and multifaithism
A sociology of language
and religion perspective

Tope Omoniyi

Roehampton University

‘... the “unity of mankind” must be built upon a recogni-
tion and acceptance of mankind’s diversity, and not merely
upon the diversity of one social group from the other; upon
the diversity that exists internally, in each group within
itself. It is this diversity of both kinds that creates and
recreates societal multilingualism and that makes it part
and parcel not only of society but of humanity per se’.
Joshua A. Fishman (August 1973)

1. Introduction

My objective in this chapter is to explore societal multilingualism (cf. Fishman 1978)
and multifaithism (cf. Modood 1997) as core concepts in mapping the sociology of
language and religion as a new disciplinary interface. To do so, I shall argue that diver-
sity as it exists in multilingual and multireligious societies triggers and is triggered
by similar social structures. I shall propose difaithia as a model along similar lines
as diglossia and extended diglossia (Ferguson 1959, Fishman 1967) to illustrate the
nature of social structuration inherent in multireligious societies. Nigeria and Britain
will provide the context for my discussion.

In his discussion of religious beliefs and linguistic culture, Schiffman (1996:59)
notes that ‘most of the world’s great religions which have textual traditions (the so-
called ‘Peoples of the Book’) have at some point in their canon a story, myth or parable
about the origin of language, and the role of the deity for it.’ He cites God’s injunction
to Adam to name the birds and beasts in the Judaeo-Christian Book as one account
of how language started. Thus, naming, both as a social and/or religious practice, is
a function of language. This function is one of ascribing identity (see Salami, this
volume). Thus diverse societies with multiple myths of genesis, religions and religious
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texts, are potential subjects for the sociology of language and religion.

On November 21, 2002, civil riots broke out in Kaduna and Abuja, Nigeria.
The immediate cause allegedly was an article written by twenty-one year-old female
journalist Isioma Daniel and published in ThisDay News a Nigerian daily on the Miss
World Pageant scheduled to be held in the Federal Capital, Abuja. Miss Daniel was a
Christian and of Igbo/south-eastern extraction in the context of Nigeria’s geopolitics.
In the article she had suggested that if Prophet Muhammed were alive he would have
considered marrying one of the contestants for their beauty. Some Muslim Faithfuls
interpreted it as blasphemy and the deputy governor of Zamfara State in the North-
west of the country, Alhaji Mamuda Aliyu Shinkafi, a Muslim declared a fatwa on
Miss Daniel thus:

It is binding on all Muslims wherever they are, to consider the killing of the writer
as a religious duty.

It was the first such widely publicised controversial declaration of a fatwa since the
Salman Rushdie Affair of 1989 following the publication of his book the Satanic
Verses. At the centre of the controversy was an article written in English for a minority
readership (elites) by a young Christian with reference to an Islamic holy figure
(Prophet Muhammed) and sociocultural practices (marriage and beauty pageant) and
the inference that the prophet would have supported such an un-Islamic practice. The
fatwa was subsequently nullified on the grounds that the Quran stipulates that only the
head of an Islamic Umma (a theocracy) had the authority to pronounce and revoke
one. However, the over two hundred casualties of the attendant religious clashes
demonstrate that identity conflict is a potential feature of both societal multiling-
ualism and multifaithism.

Similarly, reports that some British Muslims fought on the side of the Taliban
army against the ‘global’ anti-terrorism coalition and were consequently captured and
detained at Camp X-Ray, Guantanamo Bay, Cuba post-September 11, 2001 indicate
that religious diversity may have intra-state ideological implications, no less than
language and cultural diversities have.! For instance, several of those captured had
been allegedly recruited from Tipton, a town with a high concentration of minority
British Asians in the West Midlands of England with links to relatives on the Indian
sub-continent. The media had also reported widespread jubilation by Muslim Ulamas
in Kano City in northern Nigeria on September 11, and condemnation of the subse-
quent United States-led attack on the Taliban government in Afghanistan. In both
of these cases, national integration and national identity were obviously in conflict
with ethnoreligious and personal identities. Neither the sociology of language nor the
sociology of religion as originally conceptualised as disciplines individually can offer a
satisfactory critical overview of the incidents nor of their consequences. Thus the need
arises to explore a new conceptual interface for answers. The choice of Nigeria and
Britain as the context of my discussion is particularly interesting because of the way
and manner in which the colonial relationship they shared hitherto had contributed
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immensely to the growth of multi-ethnicity, multilingualism and multifaithism; these
factors define their internal diversities and national identities today.

New questions have arisen in contemporary times about identity, citizenship,
literacy, education, minority rights, and other topics that have engaged researchers in
the sociology of language over the last three decades. Existing paradigms in identity
research need to be re-examined because of the complexes set up by criss-crossing
variables including race, ethnicity, nationality, language and religion. The emergence
of religion as a variable in identity and identification processing in pluralistic nations
like Nigeria and Britain further complicate the multifaceted and understandably
complex nature of these questions. For example, how does diversity in religious
practice challenge national identity? Is this similar to the way that language diversity
does? Is it possible to maintain these diversities and at the same time ensure citizens’
rights and equality? What institutional practices support hegemony around reli-
gious and language use practices? Old paradigms of analysis had focused on simple
binary oppositions of North versus South, minority versus majority, lower class versus
middle class, colonised versus coloniser, East versus West, male versus female, old
versus young and so on, but these are fast becoming inadequate for analysing today’s
complex social structures. A new World has evolved in which old social, cultural and
political boundaries have been dissolved or at least made less discernible as a result of
decades of change.

2. Defining the problem

Fishman’s description of the sociology of language as the oftspring of the two disciplines
of sociology and language, in essence a hybrid discipline, suggests that the sociology
of language and religion is a level-two hybrid, a hybrid formed from a combination of
hybrids -sociology of language and (sociology of) religion. My intention in flagging up
‘societal multilingualism” here is as it were to return to the beginning of the sociology
of language project and the macrotopics that it was concerned with and evaluate the
capacity of its foundational structures to sustain the sort of structural expansion that
the “sociology of language and religion’ may entail.

Fishman (1978: vii) posited that ‘societal multilingualism is in many respects
the foundation field out of which all of the sociology of language grows and rami-
fies’ because as he claims, it ‘provides easiest access to the data of intra-network as
well as inter-network variation in language usage and in behaviour directed towards
language’. This establishes diversity as a core notion of the sociology of language. Inter-
estingly, diversity is also at the core of the sociology of religion. Hamilton (1995:2)
notes that the task for sociologists of religion include ‘to further the understanding of
the role of religion in society, to analyse its significance in and impact upon human
history, and to understand its diversity and the social forces and influences that shape
it (my emphasis). Following from this and using societal multilingualism as model,
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I define societal multifaithism as providing access to the data of intra-network and
inter-network variation in religious practice and in behaviour directed towards reli-
gion. Within such a framework, the diversity that Hamilton speaks of may cover faith
preferences and choice, modes of worship, beliefs, attitude towards religions/faiths
and their practitioners, etc.

In summation then, diversity and its associated ideologies constitute common
denominators to the separate ‘sociologies’ of language and religion, and societal multi-
lingualism and multifaithism, which we locate at least theoretically at the interface
under discussion, are contexts for their investigation.

3. Nationality, nation and ethnicity

Each of these concepts has generated a certain amount of discussion in the literature
yet they remain complex. I shall situate my discussion within an existing paradigm
without a review of literature for convenience. Fasold (1984) paraphrasing Fishman
(1968, 1972) draws a distinction between multinational states and multiethnic nations.
As ‘sociocultural units that have developed beyond primarily local self-concepts,
concerns, and integrative bonds’ (Fishman 1972: 3), both Nigeria and Britain comprise
nationalities whose politics include varying levels of clamouring for self-determina-
tion. When a nation holds together in harmony, component ethnic groups are simply
a matter of demographic detail. However, when the nation is a problematic expression,
these groups become ethnic nationalities and political pressure groups. Thus, although
Nigeria and Britain have diverse populations the nature of their diversities is arguably
different. Nigeria comprises ethnic groups which are ‘simpler, smaller, more particu-
laristic, more localistic’ sociocultural organisations in the Fishman sense (1973:3),
but which turn into nationalities to negotiate their individual group causes within
the politics of Nigerian federalism. The attempt by the Igbo to secede from Nigeria to
form the autonomous Republic of Biafra, which led to the civil war of 1967-1970, was
an expression of an ethnic nationality’s desire to establish and control its own terri-
tory and political destiny. Ethnic minority groups in Britain are far more complex.
For instance, Afro-Caribbean identity means that one emigrated from anyone of the
islands of the Caribbean. ‘Asian’ connotes originating from Asia with all its marked
differences and diversity in all spheres and at all levels. Similarly, ‘Black African’ refers
to an immigrant from any of the racially Black nations of Africa. Yet each of these
source regions and nations is already a multiethnic complex.

The distinction made between nation and state and from which Fasold (1984:2)
derived the concepts of multinational states and multiethnic nations presents a
problem when applied to Nigeria. Arguably, following amalgamation of the Northern
and Southern Protectorates in 1914, pre-existing nationalities were brought together
to form a multinational state. At independence from Britain in 1960 the three regions,
Northern, Western and Eastern represented an ethnic nationality-informed political
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structure, which arguably made the Biafran secession attempt possible, even though
unsuccessful. The restructuring of the 1980s and 90s aimed to undermine ethnon-
ationalism. Within the framework of the new nation those old nationalities were
restructured and redefined so that members of the same ethnic group were re-orien-
tated towards different socio-political centres. Nigeria changed from a multinational
state to a multiethnic nation. Civil strife and civil wars can be said to challenge the
transition from a multinational state to a multiethnic nation, promote ethnonation-
alism (Conversi 2003) and undermine emerging nationalism. In such a scenario, the
separatist function of linguistic and religious pluralism come to the fore as ethnic
groups (rather than nations) and their languages, religions and other cultural practices
become the focus of attention.

With regard to the UK, England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland are
component nationalities whose histories have become intertwined in order to consti-
tute one geopolitical national unit. At one level, the political process of devolution
can be regarded as a statutory affirmation of the diversity of the United Kingdom, one
that is manifested in the creation of the Welsh and Northern Irish Assemblies and
the Scottish Parliament with some degree of autonomy deriving from post-devolu-
tion restructuring. Language, culture and religion play a major role in fashioning
their separate destinies as nationalities as well as the joint destiny of their populations
as citizens of one nation. The six counties of Northern Ireland and the twenty-six
that make up the Republic of Ireland also share the history, culture, language and
religion of the Irish isles. Diversity in these contexts is defined fundamentally by
religion — Catholicism versus Protestantism.

At another level, more recent migration, especially through the middle of the
last century, accounts for a diversity that is defined by the variables of race, religion,
culture and language in the UK (see Solomos and Black 1993, Barot 1993, Jones 1996,
Luthra 1997, Modood 1998). Ethnicity is a term in the discourse of race that is reserved
for relatively new immigrant groups. The component nationalities of Welsh, Scottish
and English are pre-existing identity cohorts into which immigrants settle and nation-
ality as a concept is not necessarily associated with ‘a corresponding political unit or
polity’ per se.

The United Kingdom and Nigeria provide illustrations for the two concepts
respectively. The UK may be said to be ‘close to the multiethnic nation end of the
continuum’ that Fasold (1984:2) speaks of because of the cohesion between the
component national units. However, minority ethnicities also exist that are not terri-
torially bound like the indigenous nationalities to spaces of origin and ancestry within
the United Kingdom. The latter have their origins outside of the UK in relatively
recent history and therefore non-local identities. In other words, they owe their claim
to UK identity to migration and naturalisation. The state’s agenda of multicultur-
alism is targeted at the integration of this latter group. In contrast, prior to the Berlin
Conference of 1884 at which Africa was carved up, some already sophisticated polit-
ical systems existed in the area that eventually became Nigeria (see Adefuye 1985).
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But since the partition, the new formula of federation which was adopted has not
exactly created a harmonious nation-state. National integration remains a pursuit and
it is on this framework that conflictual internal group relations are predicated. So in
summary, Nigeria and Britain are similar to the extent that:

1. Both qualify as multinational states and multiethnic nations: Yoruba, Igbo
and Hausa nations versus Scotland, Wales and England with defined ethnolin-
guistic spaces. The minority groups that make up 40%of the Nigerian popu-
lation in a sense parallel the minority groups recognised in the 1991 British
census - for instance, Punjabi, Bangladeshi, Indian, Pakistani, Black Caribbean
and ‘others’;

2. Both consist of ethnic and/or racial groups;

3. Both are self-professed multicultural nations;

4. Both have the English language as the core communicative resource of their
establishments;

5. Both have minority groups and minority languages within their polities;

6. Both are ‘secular’ states and accommodate a variety of religious practices — Chris-
tianity, Islam, Buddhism, Sikhism, African Traditional Religions, English Tra-
ditional Religions, Atheism, etc.

In Stewart’s (1968) paradigm for examining multilingualism within the national
framework, he delimits the following ten functional categories: official, provincial,
wider communication, international, capital, group, education and curriculum
subject, literary and religious. Stewart points out that a language can fit into several
functional slots under various conditions in the same way that people can have more
than one language in their repertoire. I should add that multilingual and/or multidi-
alectal repertoires are the consequence of involvement in multiple roles. The notion
of diglossia as articulated in the sociology of language, (and here I lump Ferguson and
Fishman together) which refers to the relative statuses of individual languages/dialects
and therefore defines the statuses and identities of their speakers in a multilingual and
multi-ethnic nation thus assumes a level of significance. Majority versus minority
polarization is formulated within this as the configuration of conflict.

As far as religion is concerned, it is possible that a society has within its borders
multiple religious practices, which supposedly thrive within the framework of a liberal
democracy. Multilingualism is a property of both the individual and the state, but indi-
viduals often do not profess ‘multifaithism’ even though the practice may be rampant
especially in postcolonial rural Africa where it is common practice for family networks
to actively participate in the celebration of multiple religious rituals. Antsen (1997:47)
described religious syncretism as the mixing of religious practices and beliefs. If
occasion warrants, multireligious consultations or faith-mixing and faith-switching
are acceptable social norms. These phenomena are a feature of contact situations
in similar ways to language mixing, codeswitching, pidginization and creolisation.
They more or less define the existing hybrid identities within a cultural paradigm
of analysis.
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4. Multilingualism and multifaithism: The state and the individual

4.1 State provision

Both language and religion are institutional and personal concerns in most societies
around the world. For instance, language is addressed as an issue in the Constitution
of the Federal Republic of Nigeria 1979 and 1999. In Britain where there is no such
formal constitutional document, language has been topical in several parliamentary
bills for a long time. One such bill is the modification to the Immigration Act to make
proficiency in English a requirement for UK immigration while ‘subtly’ encouraging
immigrant families already resident in Britain to introduce English as a co-language
of the home. The ‘struggles’ by minority language and racial groups to assert their
inalienable rights further confirm the institutional status of languages.

In theocratic states, religion forms the bedrock of the political structure and
in that sense a degree of homogeneity is implied based on sharedness of state reli-
gious practice and the associated subcultural practices such as rituals, festivals and
costumes. Islam and Catholicism are the life-blood of the states of the Middle East
and The Vatican respectively. From an ideological perspective, most of the European
Union countries may be described as secular nations in which the Church is closely
linked to the establishment but practitioners of other faiths are accommodated by the
established tenets of democracy. There is even a United Nations charter provision
on the right of children to education in their mother tongues in the same way that
freedom of religious practice is entrenched in the constitutions of nations.

In Nigeria, the Fulani Jihad of the 19" Century had attempted to spread Islam
as far southwards as possible. In post-independence, the spirit of the Jihad had been
fuelled by the driving metaphor ‘Dip the Quran in the Atlantic’. Islam extended as far
south as Ilorin on the northern fringe of the old Yoruba Empire before it was stopped
(see Ajayi and Crowder 1974). However, at no time more than the period 1990- 2000
in Nigeria’s national history has its continued existence as a nation been called to ques-
tion. The growing call for a sovereign national conference (SNC) during this period to
renegotiate the terms of the Union is evidence of the general unease that surrounded
the notion of a ‘Nigerian nation’ and a confirmation of the unstable nature of multina-
tional states phase (Fasold 1984). Sections of the Constitution are directly or indirectly
deployed to manage diversity in Nigeria. For instance:

Ch. L, 10:
The Government of the Federation or of a State shall not adopt any religion as
State Religion.

Ch. 1V, 38(1):
Every person shall be entitled to freedom of thought, conscience and religion,
including freedom to change his religion or belief, and freedom (either alone
or in community with others, and in public or in private) to manifest and
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propagate his religion or belief in worship, teaching, practice and observance.

ChV, 1(55):
The business of the National Assembly shall be conducted in English, and
in Hausa, Ibo and Yoruba when adequate arrangements have been made
therefor.

By implication, as many religions as there are practitioners of and as many languages
as there are speakers of are accommodated and protected in principle by the Consti-
tution. But in spite of constitutional provisions, various groups have complained
about being marginalised within the polity. An underlying element of the discourse
of marginalisation is an assertion of inequality of status between component groups
and by implication inequality between the languages and cultural practices that are
associated with them. The issue arises then whether such inequality is institutionally
sanctioned. In order to determine this we need to examine institutional discourses for
evidence of violation of these constitutional provisions, be they covert or overt.

4.2 Evidence of violation

The above provisions are violated in a number of instances, the evidence of which I
discuss below.

4.2.1 The symbols of national identity
Aso Rock is the official residence of the Nigerian president. It is to Nigeria what No
10 Downing Street is to the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland,
and No. 7 Pennsylvania Avenue, Washington DC to the United States of America. In
other words, Aso Rock is a symbol of state and it inscribes the Nation by the activities
that take place within it. With regard therefore to national identity, the presence of
a Mosque and an interdenominational Church on the grounds may be indicative of
undeclared institutionally accorded higher status to the two religions that these struc-
tures symbolise. This amounts to state exclusion as far as the other religions practised
in the country are concerned. The victims of exclusion include small pockets of people
who practice African traditional religions, Eastern religions such as Hinduism and
Buddhism among others. This is substantially symbolic and demonstrates the hege-
mony of Christianity and Islam whose profiles are raised to the level of state by such
recognition.

In addition, the Nigerian National Pledge and the national anthem exist only in
English. There is no strong religious dimension here but there is a reference to spiri-
tuality, which may be difficult to associate with any one religion:

The Nigerian Pledge

I pledge to Nigeria my country
To be faithful loyal an honest
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To serve Nigeria with all my strength
To defend her unity

And uphold her honour and glory
So help me God

Only by the fact that the text exists in English can one stretch logic to claim the refer-
ence is more akin to Christianity than any other faith, especially since Islam invokes
Allah and traditional deities are represented in a lower case ‘g’. The United King-
dom’s Citizenship Pledge is debatably more committal as it joins the monarch and
the state.

Citizenship Pledge

I [swear by Almighty God] [do solemnly and sincerely affirm] that, from this time
forward I will give my loyalty and allegiance to Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth the
Second Her Heirs and Successors and to the United Kingdom. I will respect the
rights and freedoms of the United Kingdom. I will uphold its democratic values.
I will observe its laws faithfully and fulfil my duties and obligations as a British
Citizen (Home Office 2002)

Interestingly, there is a choice between ‘swear by Almighty God” and ‘do solemnly and
sincerely affirm’ in recognition it would seem of the rights of atheists.

4.2.2 Inscriptions on institutional sites

Institutional spaces constitute sites for the construction and contestation of state or
group identity. Such spaces include vehicle number plates (see du Plessis 2003), street
name signboards, currency notes, buildings and so on. On these sites, text is deployed
as an instrument of identification. In this regard, the inscriptions on the currency
notes of a nation may be taken as an indication of institutionally sanctioned identity.
In secular states like the United States of America, such inscriptions depict a certain
degree of neutrality. The dollar notes, for instance, carry the inscription ‘In God we
trust’ (see Figure 1a). As far as religion is concerned, this text may not overtly depict
a particular faith, but atheism is certainly not part of state agenda. Also it does not
accommodate the various religious practices of indigenous peoples that do not have
the same concept of ‘God’ as it exists in the Judaeo-Christian and Islamic traditions.
This interpretation is held together by the fact that currency notes as fiscal instruments
are a post-industrial invention.

Also, the text does not accommodate many of the Eastern religions that have been
imported into the US through a wave of relatively recent migration. More importantly,
since this is an English-only text, the historical caveat of the Founding Fathers would
suggest that Christianity is absent but present by deductive logic. On the Nigerian
currency note, the Naira, there are both English and Arabic inscriptions (see Figure
1b). The content of these inscriptions are in no way religious as they simply spell out
in Roman numeral and Arabic text the worth of particular notes. However, their pres-
ence on the currency notes invoke traditions that convey some sense of the hegemony
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of the languages associated with Christianity and Islam and thus sets up a diglossic
relationship with the other languages of the polity.?

The inscription on the British currency note, the Pound, serves the monarchy’s
further institutionalisation rather than that of religion per se. However, the relation-
ship between the Church and the State it may by extension be argued automatically
links the Christian faith to the currency. The monarch promises in English ‘to pay the
bearer on demand the sum’ indicated on a currency note (see Figure 1c). Currency
notes of the Sultanate of Oman, the Rial, (see Figure 1d), for instance, carry more obvi-
ously balanced biliterate texts — Arabic on one face and English on the other.

Figure 1b. Nigerian twenty naira bill
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Figure 1d. Sultanate of Oman one rial bill

A sample of students at the Obafemi Awolowo University, Ile-Ife in Nigeria and
Roehampton University, London in the UK were asked if they thought that religion
was invoked by the writing on a selection of national currency notes. The following
is a summary of the explanations offered by the Nigerian students for claiming that
religion was invoked:

- ‘the Arabic inscription on the currency invokes sympathy for Islam in a mul-
tireligious state.’

- ‘Writing in Arabic on the Nigerian currency has religious undertone because our
leaders think according to history after the colonisation in which the ‘whites’
gave power to the Hausa to show their influence.’
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- ‘Why Arabic words and not Christian verse?’

- “The word written there is ‘Arabic’ and it is only understood by the Muslims.’

- ‘The Arabic words written indicates Nigeria as an Islamic State.’

— ‘I think the Arabic inscriptions on the notes (Nigerian currency) denotes Islamic
conventions.’

- ‘Written [sic] of the amount in Arabic connotes the country is an Islamic
nation.’

- ‘That Nigeria is either ruled by northerners or that Nigeria is a majorly an
Islamic nation.” (sic)

— ‘It was badly written on each note in a language only known to be Moslems
[sic] language i.e. Arabic, and the word was not generally understood.”

The British students’ (from my Discourse and Conversation Analysis class at
Roehampton) reactions fell into two broad categories - those who interpreted the
co-presence of Arabic and English texts on the notes as multiculturalism and those
for whom the Arabic inscription had no ideological significance. What is interesting
though is that not a single one of the British students associated the Arabic script with
religion indicating that this variable does not feature strongly in identity construction
and ascription unlike in Nigeria. However, multiculturalism, which is pursued as a
state ideology by the British government, was read into the scripts. This proves that
the context is as important as the text.

4.2.3. Official observance of religious holidays

Imust stress that whatis of significance here is not the holidays and rituals in themselves
but the discourses that they generate through which we derive some representations of
society. For instance, ritual greetings, which are confined to specific times of the year,
are associated with religion and the appropriateness of their performance is thus easily
determinable. These greetings are universal to the extent that as a cultural practice, the
mechanism of Empire ensured their spread.

Muslim and Christian religious holidays are marked across faith lines. In rural
villages, there are seasons for masquerades and other forms of traditional ritual and
worship. These include, the lunar month, harvest, onset of the rains and planting,
etc., and each has its associative deities and characteristic features including ritual
discourse. Today, Muslim holidays are advertised according to the Islamic Calendar
in Arabic transliteration (e.g. Dhal Hijjah, Muharram etc.).

5. Language, religion and literacy & education

Perhaps one of the most interesting findings from Nesbitt’s 1990/1991 ethnographic
study of ways in which Christian traditions are transmitted in ethnically diverse
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Coventry (UK) is the fact that the same languages were associated with two different
scripts. For instance, Nesbitt (1993: 163) reports the presence of bibles in Urdu (Persian
script) and Punjabi (Gurmukhi script), hymns in Urdu (Roman script) and Punjabi
(Devanagari script) noting that ‘there is no one written language or script strongly
associated with their religious tradition’.

Nesbitt’s study further revealed that of all the Christian groups in Coventry, Irish
Catholics had the most homogeneous nurturing. According to her, ‘home, church and
school share a common language, the same assumptions and religious calendar’ while
among other minority ethnic Christian groups, there was an obvious disjuncture
between these domains in language use.

Elsewhere, I have argued the case for liberation literacy and participatory democ-
racy through indigenous languages in post-colonial Africa (Omoniyi 2003). I want
now to argue that perhaps in the specific case of Nigeria the delivery of literacy in
English is not ideologically neutral and neither is the growing attempt to deliver
education through the indigenous languages as well as through Arabic and French
closed to interpretation. Education as currently conceptualised remains first and
foremost a Christian missionary ‘invention’ at least from a historical perspective.
English language was first a vehicle for conveying Christian doctrine before it became
a colonial language. ‘Sunday School’ was the context within which Western education
first took root but in a sense, it was also the context in which multifaithism developed
in the community. Christian and traditional religious festivals were not exclusive to
their practitioners and modes of practice filtered from one into the other. Moyo (1988)
described this as an African theology in the making. According to Antsen (1997) it
represented a ‘degree of syncretism’. This is a quintessential context of language and
religion contact.

Bishop Crowther first translated the Bible into Yoruba in the 19 century. In the
North, Arabic through the Madrasahs (Quranic schools) provided a similar platform
but was for a long time restricted to religious education only. More recently, there
have been attempts to explore the resources of these centres for the promotion of the
UNESCO and Nigerian government-sponsored Universal Basic Education scheme in
Kano in northern Nigeria. Figure 2 presents the manner in which missionary activities
have impacted society vis-a-vis the use and spread of Arabic and English in Nigeria:

Although both English and Arabic have their roots in missionary activities, they
have now spread into other domains of use. The diglossic relationship that exists
between English and other languages including Arabic is the consequence of state
support of the former as well as its status in the international sphere. English transla-
tions have supported the emergence of indigenised varieties including pidginised
forms whereas there are no Arabic translations of indigenous texts. Whereas English
has shed its obvious tie to religion, Arabic has remained hinged to it and is only just
beginning to be explored for non-religious education under the Universal Basic
Education scheme in parts of the north (see Omoniyi 2003).
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MISSIONARIES
Civilisation: European Middle Eastern
(Predominantly White) (Predominantly Arab)
Religion: Christianity Islam
Language: English Arabic
Status: Official language Foreign language
Availability: Translation No translation
(into local languages) (sole authentic text)
Domains L2 literacy Religious literacy
of use: Mainstream education Quranic education
Initially Sunday Schools Madrasah’s
Administration & commerce Shariah (Islamic law)
Media and the home

Figure 2. Religion in the spread of Arabic and English

6. Religion and language as social practice

Both religion and language play a major role in informing and structuring social prac-
tice. Behaviour, beliefs, taboos and other social norms are impacted by both of these
factors. Consequently, they influence the attitudes and social practices of individuals
and groups which mark them apart from another.

6.1 Attitudes

Attitudes have been studied in sociolinguistics and the sociology of language to
establish the relationships between language choice and language status in a speech
community. The matched guise and the semantic differential scale were conventional
tools for ‘measuring’ individual and group attitudes to other individuals/groups or an
established social characteristic of such groups (Fasold 1984). Negative attitudes are
associated with less desirable status or identity and positive attitudes are associated
with status and identity we desire and may aspire to. Attitude is thus a macrosociolin-
guistic variable of identification. Elsewhere, I have employed attitudes together with
multilingual patterns and language choice patterns in defining identity in a border-
land community (see Omoniyi 2004). But how do we extend this to the sociology of
language and religion?

There are obvious evidences of attitudes being expressed toward religions, reli-
gious groups and objects in a way that identity is impacted. These attitudes are coded
in language and conveyed in utterances. For instance, post-September 11, 2001, atti-
tude changes toward some of Britain’s Muslim communities suggested that Al-Qaeda
was being equated with Islam. Similarly, attitudes are expressed toward sections of the
same faith, such as between Sufis and Sunnis among Muslims; Protestants, Catholics



Societal multilingualism and multifaithism

135

and Mommons among Christians and so on. In other words then there are interfaith
as well as intrafaith attitudes both of which inform the identities ascribed to different
groups. At the interfaith level these attitudes coincide with ethnic identity boundaries;
Christians, Muslims and Hindus display diverse language repertoires, language use
patterns and social practices (see Nesbitt 1993).

Finally, attitudes may be expressed toward a mode of behaviour or taste, which
when measured against the social norm is considered non-mainstream and therefore
rejected. Such rejection may be perceived as one directed at a whole community of
practice (Scollon 1998) and an identity. The appointment of a gay priest (Canon Jeffrey
John) as Bishop of Reading has threatened the disintegration of the Church of England
worldwide. In this instance, attitudes and reactions to the appointment by extension
directed toward homosexuality as a practice and its practitioners are constructed
as fringe and lower status in relation to a straight mainstream in the context of
the Church.

6.2 Naming practices

One area in which the impact of religion has been most visible in Nigerian society is
in naming as a sociocultural practice. Western or biblical names have replaced tradi-
tional names as first names in most communities in much the same way as Quranic
names have. Indigenous language variants of the names have developed in oral and
textual literacies (for instance David = Dafidi; Elizabeth = Eli, Abdulwaheed = Waidi,
Abdulshaheeb = Saibu, etc.). Traditionally, there are three kinds of names among the
Yoruba - amutorunwa (brought from heaven), abiso (name given at birth) and oriki
(cognomen or attributive name). Yoruba names often eulogise the deity worshipped
in a community. Johnson (1921, 2001: 81) says with regards to ‘abiso’, that is, the name
given to a child during christening ‘Ile la iwo kia to so omo 'oruko’ which is glossed
as ‘we look at the home in naming a child’. For example, from the following names,
we know what deity is worshipped in the respective families: Sangoyomi (Sango
saved me), Ogunsayo (Ogun created joy), Osabiyi (Osa gave birth to this) etc. With
the coming of Christianity, naming practices began to reflect the new resident deity
Olorunyomi (God saved me), Olorunsayo (God created joy), Olubiyi (God gave birth
to this).! But more importantly for our purpose here is the fact that attitudes changed
first towards ‘animism’, it became less desirable and was associated with pre-moder-
nity. For a period during the 1980s, for instance, cultural festivals that involved ritual,
which had hitherto essentially defined certain communities began to disappear argu-
ably because there was no strong national cultural policy in place to support or protect
these treasure troves of culture.

In contrast, both Christianity and Islam have enjoyed state support or at least
some attention whether directly or indirectly and as a result, both gained converts
from among practitioners of traditional religions. But the difference in the political
status of these two religious identities came to the fore during the second republic in



136  Tope Omoniyi

Nigeria (1979 to 1983). The National Party of Nigeria government was a predomi-
nantly northern party and in effect, political power had a base in an Islamic stronghold.
Consequently, outright conversion to Islam or alternatively visible appropriation of
Islamic values and cultures became a strategy for securing access to the corridors
of power and the trappings of political office such as government contracts and top
appointments. In this regard, names and dress codes were the most easily identifiable
elements of material-triggered culture shift. Although the press reports of the period
provide evidence of this development, there has as yet not been any systematic data-
driven study.

7. Language, religion, law and politics

Both language and religion are inextricably linked to politics as reflected by a number
of events. These events include the Safiyat Affair and the consequent global outcry
against the institution of Sharia justice, 9/11, Al-Qaeda Britons and the pro-Taliban
rallies in Kano, Nigeria. In gearing up for the 2003 elections the Christian Association
of Nigeria encouraged its members to participate in politics and went on to produce
a presidential aspirant to boot in Reverend Chris Okotie who ran on the platform
of the All Progressives Grand Alliance (APGA), thus affirming the interconnection
between religion and politics. Religion also establishes hegemony in the same way that
language does. Fraternities have evolved around Christianity and Islam in much the
same way that they have around La Francophonie and the English Circle. Nigeria’s two
official languages are exogenous and they have a quasi-diglossic relationship with the
indigenous languages. As a matter of fact, they, especially English have encroached
upon domains traditionally reserved for local languages. In a similar vein, both
Christianity and Islam, exogenous religions to all intent and purposes, have equally
encroached upon sociocultural contexts that were once essentially the preserve of
traditional religious practices. The recognition of this prompted President Olusegun
Obasanjo to remark in a press interview in which he condemned the excesses of Sharia
exponents ‘We can’t be holier than the Pope’.

In a feature article on the Sharia judicial system and political violence in Nigeria
(Nigeriaworld.com, May 29, 2002), Femi Awoniyi remarks:

The recent banning of the public performance of Hausa music and other forms
of cultural expression in Hausaland because they are ‘un-Islamic’ is an act of
hostility against Hausa culture.

Electronic broadcasting services in the South and the Christian North should
introduce Hausa programs for, say, 2 hours daily, to their local Hausa communi-
ties. Such broadcasts should be used to promote Hausa culture. It could also give
Hausas a forum to articulate their aspirations and possibly vent out their grudges
against the privileged status of Fulanis. This could provide fertile grounds for the
seed of Hausa nationalism, which will then grow into Hausaland.
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One thing can be inferred from this statement, that the conditions of Islam en-
croached upon the rights of Hausas to preserve their indigenous culture. Such imposi-
tion was however not new. In an earlier era, it was for the purpose of crafting ‘a formal
acknowledgement of the role of the Sharia in the Second Republic, that the Consti-
tutional Drafting Committee recommended a Federal Sharia Court of Appeal’ (see
Laitin 1986:2). This together with Nigeria’s ‘observer status’ in the Organisation of
Islamic Countries also in the Second Republic may be interpreted as part of the process
of asserting equal status for Islam and Christianity by a northern Muslim domi-
nated government.

In the United Kingdom, the link between State and religion is more obvious.
The Queen’s Speech is one of the annual establishment ceremonies, which marks the
beginning of a new parliamentary year. The Queen is the Head of State and also the
Defender of the Faith as head of the Church of England and Wales. British citizenship
entails swearing allegiance to the Queen and by implication to the Church of England.
There is now a growing network of people clamouring for the Church to be dises-
tablished. Jane Griffiths MP (Reading East) notes for instance that, “The English are
somewhat slaves to tradition and that is not a bad thing at all. But some traditions no
longer serve us and this is one of them” adding that “With the multitudes of religions
practised in England today, the Church does not reflect all of our beliefs and I think it
is time it was disestablished” (Reading Evening Post, May 2, 2002, pg21). The Church
had already been disestablished in Wales for about a century, which again is indicative
of a small degree of autonomy of the Welsh nation. It is in the context of the relation-
ship between religion and the State that ‘difaithia’ becomes a topic of interest and I
discuss this in the next section.

8. Difaithia

Difaithia may be defined as the existence of two or more religious faiths within a
polity, one of which has a higher status by virtue of being institutionalised at state level.
Thus the Church of England and the faith school system vis-a-vis other churches and
faiths, and non-faith schools which are confined to individual cuam community realms
may be said to set up difaithia. Following from this we can generate a model patterned
after Fishman’s (1967, 1972) description of diglossia thus:

Difaithia
+ _
+ 1 Both difaithia 2 Bifaithism
and bifaithism without difaithia
Bifaithism
- 3 Difaithia without 4 Neither difaithia
bifaithism nor bifaithism

Figure 3.
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Societal multifaithism and difaithia have the same relationship as societal multilin-
gualism and diglossia. Wilce (1996) demonstrates how diglossia is situated at the
language-religion interface with an illustration from Bengali. The model of difaithia
proposed here is predicated upon a number of basic facts:

- religious pluralism exists (e.g. in the United Kingdom and Nigeria);

- the religions practised may not enjoy equal recognition by the state;

- there is evidence of mixed faith practices - Muslims attending Christian schools,
Christians participating in non-Christian religious practices and ceremonies,
for example in interfaith marriages, members of the same family units nuclear
or extended in different denominations, interdenominational and interfaith
services on state occasions such as the death of Diana, Princess of Wales, etc.

There are a number of indicators of the asymmetry that exists between religions prac-
tised in the United Kingdom and Nigeria. These include:

- incorporation of ‘Christianity” into instruments of governance and state author-
ity as in the Citizenship Pledge (see 4.2.1 above);

- state-sponsored pilgrimages to Jerusalem and Mecca take place annually in
Nigeria;

- specific constitutional provision for a language which is also the language of
liturgy;

- use of a language of liturgy as the medium of instruction in mainstream educa-
tion, institutional discourse and the media;

- Use of the Christian calendar for institutional reckoning aligned to global prac-
tice.

The model presented above has the following four categories:

- Bifaithism/bilingualism with difaithia/diglossia

- Bifaithism/bilingualism without difaithia/diglossia
- Difaithia/diglossia without bifaithism/bilingualism
- No bifaithism/bilingualism, no difaithia/diglossia

In a variant of the third category, bifaithism without bilingualism, in which the obser-
vance and practice of religious rituals in more than one faith (difaithia) are carried
out in the medium of one language, the practitioner remains subject to institution-
ally defined asymmetries in the statuses of languages and religions. This conveys an
implied challenge to the ‘one religion, one language’ paradigm.

9. Conclusion

Abundant evidence abounds in the literature of societal multilingualism as a phenom-
enon. However, societal multifaithism has not hitherto been systematically studied
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as a subject of interest to language and its politics per se. In a sense, democracy
as a political philosophy may set the framework for the co-existence of multiple
religions and faiths, but difaithia, which is an expression of the various kinds of asym-
metry between the different faiths is instituted in the associations that exist between
particular religions and the state. If we are to understand and manage the complexity
occasioned by crossings, hybridity, migration and other forms of redefinition to social
and cultural boundaries, certainly the kind of reconceptualization proposed by the
sociology of language and religion is necessary. Societal multifaithism and difaithia in
conjunction with multilingualism and the asymmetry of diglossia, set up a complex
but useful paradigm for the re-examination and re-evaluation of the macro-themes
that traditional sociology of language had accommodated.

Notes

1. The last four of these detainees were released without charge on January 25, 2005.

2. Between January 23 and March 4™ 2005 there were six articles on the subject of the Arabic
inscription on the Nigerian currency. See for instance, http://odili.net/news/source/2005/jan/
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CHAPTER 11

Ideology, authority, and language choice
Language of religion in South Asia!

Rajeshwari V. Pandharipande
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, U.S.A.

1. Introduction

This chapter narrates a fascinating story of the interface between religious language
and society in South Asia. The major goal of this chapter is (a) to examine the dynamic
relationship between languages and religions in South Asia, and (b) to demonstrate that
for an adequate understanding of this relationship, it is necessary to take into account
the interface of language, religion and society (with its various historical, cultural,
and ideological dimensions) at different points in time and space. In multilingual
and multi-religious South Asia, many religions (the indigenous religions, Hinduism,
Buddhism, Sikhism, and Jainism and the extraneous religions, Islam, and Christianity,
Judaism, Zoroastrianism, and various tribal religious systems) currently co-exist along
with languages of diverse language families such as Indo-Aryan, Dravidian, Tibeto-
Burman, and Munda. One of the striking features of the language of religion in this
region is that there is no fixed equation of one linguistic form for one religion. Many
languages are used to express one religion and one language is used to express many
religions. For example, Christianity is expressed through English (in India, Pakistan,
Bangladesh, and Sri Lanka), Portuguese/Konkani (in Goa), Tamil (in Tamilnadu),
Hindi (in India), Simhala (in Sri Lanka), Urdu (in Pakistan), and Bangla (in Bengal,
and Bangladesh), etc. Similarly, Hindi is used to express not only Hinduism, but also
Buddhism, Christianity, and Jainism. Within the same religious community, diverse
languages are used to perform different religious functions thereby producing a
diglossic situation. For example, Sanskrit is used for major rituals of Hinduism, while
for household rituals, modern Indian languages are used. Adding to this variation,
are various registers of regional religious languages such as Sankritized, Arabicized,
Persianized Hindi, Marathi, etc.

This situation of the complex relationship between many languages and many
religions raises the following questions of theoretical and empirical significance which
current studies (Hooper 1963, McGregor 1984, Ranade 1933, Shapiro and Schiffman
1981, Shackle 2001, Tulpule 1979, and Zvelebil 1974) have not answered: (a) What are
the determinants of language choice for various religions? (b) Is the choice random?
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(c) What is the cause of the change in language choice across time? (d) Which
authority legitimizes and implements the choice? (e) Does the authority remain
constant across time and space or does it undergo change? (f) When a new religious
code is introduced to carry out the function of the earlier code (which functioned as
the religious code), what happens to the earlier code? Why do they coexist? (g) When
one religious code is replaced by another, do the structure of the linguistic code and
religious content undergo change?

The following discussion clearly shows that social context plays an important role
in constructing, maintaining, and transforming the patterns of language use in the
religious context. In order to understand the above issues, it is necessary to briefly
describe the constituents/composition of language of religion. A linguistic code is
labelled as language of religion on the basis of its three components-its form or
linguistic structure, its religious content, and its function (see Table 1 below).

Table 1.

LANGUAGE OF RELIGION

(a) (b) ()

linguistic form religious content use or function

The combination of these three varies across religions. That is, the equation of a
linguistic code, a particular religious content, the function/goal of a religious language
varies across religious systems. Even within the same religion, this equation changes
across time. In particular, it will be demonstrated that the change in this equation is
primarily caused by the change in the ideology of the religious community regarding
the composition of religious language (i.e., its form, content, and function).

This chapter demonstrates that in South Asia, different languages are perceived
as powerful in different domains. Even within the same domain of religion, not all
languages are perceived as equally powerful. At any given point in time, there is a
hierarchy of power of linguistic codes to express a particular religion. The choice of the
code for expressing a particular religion is determined by the degree of power of the
code. The power of a code to express a religion as well as the hierarchy is determined
by the ideology of the religious communities. The ideology is implemented by the
“authority”, which serves as the medium or mechanism through which the choice of
the codes for particular religions is institutionalized.

The ideology and authority change across time and space due to which the power
hierarchy of the codes is restructured, which in turn, influences the structure and
function of religious languages as well as their religious content.
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The following discussion illustrates (a) the patterns of language choice, (b) the
variation in the power-hierarchies of religious languages across time and space, (c) the
ideologies (about the form, content and function of religious language) which deter-
mine those hierarchies, (d) the socio-cultural history which gives rise to the ideologies,
and (e) the “authority” which authenticates those ideologies.

The discussion is divided into ten parts. Part 1, “Languages of religions in South
Asia,” presents a profile of the languages of religions in South Asia, and their distri-
bution across religions, Part 2, “Many languages, one religion: historical evolution”,
illustrates the historical evolution of the patterns of many languages linked with
many religions, Part 3, “Ideology, and Power-hierarchy: the ancient and the medieval
period”, and Part 4, “Ideology, power hierarchy, and language choice in contempo-
rary South Asia” discuss the role of ideology in creating power- hierarchies in the
ancient, medieval, and modern (contemporary) South Asia and their relevance for
determining the language choice, Part 5, “Modernization, composite identities, and
ideology of language-mixing” highlights the relationship between mixed codes and
mixed socio-religious identities in modern South Asia. Part 6, “The impact of multiple
linkage on the structure of the languages” discusses the impact of the ideologies on
the structure of the South Asian languages. Part 7, “The question of functional trans-
parency” explains the constraint language choice. Part 8, “Script as a determinant of
religious language, ” Part 9, “Authority” examines the authority which licenses the
choice of religious language, and Part 10, “Summary and Conclusion” presents a
summary of the discussion in the chapter.

2. Languages of religions in South Asia

As mentioned earlier, diverse religious communities exist in South Asia. The degree
of concentration of different religions varies across different regions. The distribution
of the population of India across religions is given below: (The numbers indicate the
percentage of the total population of India): Hindus about 83, Muslims about 11,
Christians about 3, Sikhs about 2, Buddhists about 0.75, and Jains less than 0.5. Other
religions constitute less than 0.5 of the population. In contrast to this, Pakistan, and
Bangladesh have a relatively larger concentration of Muslims and significantly smaller
percentage of the Hindus and other religious communities. Sri Lanka has a larger
Buddhist community compared to India and Pakistan. While a major concentration
of Indo Aryan languages is observed in North India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Nepal, and
Sri Lanka, the Dravidian languages are primarily concentrated in South India, and Sri
Lanka. Tibeto-Burman languages are dominant in the eastern regions in South Asia
(India, Nepal, Tibet, and Bangladesh). The following discussion focuses on the issue of
the pattern of choice/use of religious language(s) to express different religions and not
on the issue of the distribution of the religious languages across the region.
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2.1 Distribution of languages across religions

The current distribution of languages across religions is given in the following tables.

Table 2
HINDUISM
A. Sanskrit B. New South Asian languages C. New South Asian Lgs
(Sanskritized varieties) local /non-Sanskrit codes

The above chart shows that English, as well as other languages which were not used
earlier, are now used to express Hinduism. Within these languages, two varieties are
observed, the one which shows a marked influence of Sanskrit and the other which is
devoid of it. It is also important to note that the languages which are typically not used
for Hinduism are Arabic, Persian, Portuguese, Pali and Arabicised, and Persianized
varieties of modern South Asian languages.

Table 3

ISLAM

A. Arabic/Persian B. Urdu C. Modern South Asian language

(Arabicized or Persianized)

As shown in the above table, the languages of Islam are Arabic, Persian, Urdu, and
Arabicized or Persianized NSA languages. The languages which are typically not
used for Islam are Sanskrit, English, Portuguese, Pali, and Sanskritized or Englishized
varieties of modern South Asian languages.

Table 4

BUDDHISM

Pali Hybrid Sanskrit New South Asian languages
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Pali and NSA languages are used for Buddhism. Sanskrit, Arabic, Persian and Sanskri-
tized, Arabicized, Persianized varieties NSA languages are not used. While Portuguese,
Latin, Syriac, English, and NSA languages are used for Christianity, the use of Sanskrit,
Arabic, Persian, and Pali is strictly prohibited.

Table 5.

CHRISTIANITY

Portuguese/Latin English New South Asian languages

While the language of the Sikh scripture (Guru Granth Sahab) is a combination of
Old Panjabi (Lahanda) and Khadi Boli, modern Panjabi is readily used for religious
discourses in current South Asia.

Table 6.

SIKHISM

Old Panjabi + Old Hindi Modern Panjabi
(Lahanda) + (Khadi Boli)

The language of old Jain scriptures is Ardhamagadhi (Middle Indo-Aryan). However,
its use is largely replaced by the NSA languages. A large literature is written in
Kannada, and Hindi (as well as other NSA languages).

Table 7.

JAINISM

Middle Indo-Aryan NSA languages
(Specially, Hindi, and Kannada)

The above discussion points out that the choice of a language for a religion is not
random. Although more than one language is used for Hinduism, Islam, Buddhism,
and Christianity, some languages are typically excluded from the list of options.
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Furthermore, it needs to be noted here that the pattern of languages shown in the
above tables has not been constant through the history of these religions. For example,
the use of NSA languages for these religions is relatively recent (approximately, after
1200 CE). Also, an interesting fact about the current situation in South Asia is that
the use of the Sanskrit and Arabic, the classical languages of Hinduism and Islam
respectively, which was more restricted in the medieval period, is on the rise in
contemporary South Asia. The use of English for Hinduism has a history of almost
two hundred years. Another fact to be noted is that there are two radically different
varieties of NSA languages are used to express their corresponding religions (see tables
above). In the next section, I will briefly discuss the historical events which have been
instrumental in propagating the use of many languages for one religion.

3. Many languages, one religion: Historical evolution

The medieval period (after 1200 CE) marked a major shift in the pattern of languages
used to express religions. Before this period, the status “language of religion” was
enjoyed by one language for one religion. For example, the classical languages such
as Sanskrit (for Hinduism), Arabic/Persian for (Islam), Pali/Hybrid Sanskrit (for
Buddhism), and Ardhamagadhi (for Jains), and Latin (for Christianity) were consid-
ered to be the linguistic codes endowed with the “power” to express their corresponding
religions. Other South Asian languages were excluded from the domain of religion.
During the period 1200 CE to 1700 CE, mystics and saints from the above religions in
various parts of India such as Basavanna (12 century CE) in Karanataka, Jnaneshwar
(13% century CE) in Maharashtra, the Alvars and Nammalvar in Tamilnadu (14 and
15the centuries CE), Mirabai, and Tulsidas in the north (15" century CE), Nanak and
Kabir (16" century CE) among others, independently argued for the legitimacy of
non-classical/vernacular languages. They composed their religious poetry in vernac-
ular regional languages such as Marathi, Tamil, Rajasthani, Awadhi, Khadi Boli/Old
Hindi. The mystics and saints were the integrators (see e.g., Ramanujan 1973, and
Ranade 1933) who, on the one hand, liberated the religions from the constraint of the
linguistic form of their expression, and elevated the status of the vernacular languages
on the other (for further discussion on the medieval Bhakti movements, see Nagendra
1973). The classical languages had become virtually inaccessible to the common
people by this period. The use of NSA languages for religions brought the scriptures
to the common people in their own languages.

The other major historical development during the medieval period was the
translations of the scriptures (which were in the classical languages), in new South
Asian/vernacular languages. The impetus for translation came from the following
facts: (a) as mentioned above, the common people needed access to the scriptures and
religion, and (b) the Syrian, Roman Catholic, and the Protestant missionary activities
in South Asia included conversion of the South Asian population to Christianity of
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the above denominations, and to facilitate this goal, the need to translate the bible
into local South Asian languages became necessary. The first Bible translation in the
local (Konkani) language is Doutrina Crista (1622 CE) by the English Jesuite priest
named Thomas Stephens. Large scale conversions to Christianity continued trough
the British rule after the 18® century CE (see Hooper 1963) which resulted in transla-
tions of the Bible in NSA languages. Thus, the use of languages other than the original
languages of religion became prominent after the medieval period, (c) Buddhist texts
which were translated into Tibetan in the 7% century CE, began to be used as the
Buddhist canonical texts in the medieval period, (d) although Arabic continued to
occupy the central place in the orthodox mosque, several some versified bilingual,
glossaries (Arabic-local languages) termed Khalig bari or Sufi poetic romances and
hymns were composed in modern South Asian Languages (Schimmel 1973). Qur’an
was first translated into Persian 1737 and later into several Urdu versions which
inspired translations of Qur’an in numerous South Asian languages (Tamil 1873,
Gujarati 1879, Telugu 1938, Kannada 1949). It is important to note that the language
of Buddhism in Srilanka, and India remained the same .i.e, Pali and Hybrid Sanskrit (a
Sanskritized variety of Middle Indo- Aryan) while the language of Sikhism, a mixture
of Old Panjabi and Lahanda was supplemented by modern Panjabi. Translations of
Jain scriptures into Kannada and Hindi (in addition to other NSA languages) allowed
use of many languages for the religion.

The above historical events provide a background for understanding the use of the
NSA languages for their corresponding religions. However, in order to better under-
stand (a) the rationale for the coexistence of the earlier /classical languages and the
new South Asian languages as the religious codes, (b) why Hinduism, Buddhism, and
Christianity, and Jainism allowed the use of more than one language for its expres-
sion while Islam did not, and (c) why classical languages as well as the NSA languages
are used in both the secular and religious domains, it is essential to go beyond the
historical facts. It will be demonstrated in the following section that the variation and
change in the pattern of the choice of languages for expressing religions is determined
by the ideologies about the language of religion at different points in time in different
religious systems. It will also be argued that the hierarchy of power of languages to
express a religion is based on the ideology which licenses power to different languages.
The change in ideology changes the power-hierarchy and consequently the choice of
the language.

4. Ideology, and power hierarchy: The ancient and the medieval
periods

Current research on language ideology and power (Bourdieu 1991, Fairclough 1989,
Fowler et al 1997, Hodge and Kress 1988, Silverstein 1979, among others) argues
beyond doubt that ideology, which is a system of beliefs, practices, and representations
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in the interest of an identifiable class in the society creates linguistic power hierarchies.
In the context of language of religion, I define ideology as the system of beliefs about
the (a) linguistic form, (b) religious content, and (c) function, of language of religion
ata given point in time within a community. In other words, it is the system of beliefs
about the interrelationship among the three components (i.e., its form, content and
function/use) of the religious language. I argue that the ideology provides a rationale
for the choice of a particular language/linguistic form for expressing a particular
religion. This framework ideology does not treat ideology exclusively as ‘a distortion
in perception of social and economic relations’ (Luke 1998:366). It will be shown
that the variability in each of these components of language of religion is explicable
on the basis of the underlying ideology. This framework (a) allows the possibility of
co-existence of many ideologies of diverse groups within the society (b) provides a
mechanism to identify diachronic changes in the ideology and thereby in language
choice, and (c) explains variation in the language choice across religions.

The following discussion will address the issue of language choice in three major
periods-ancient (pre-medieval), medieval, and contemporary. In particular, it will
be shown that the historical evolution of language of religion (with its variability)
discussed earlier, as well as its current situation regarding language choice is explicable
within the framework of language ideology and power.

First, let us look at the power hierarchy of religious languages in the ancient period
(2000 BCE - the medieval period) in South Asia. As I mentioned earlier, Sanskrit
was considered to be the only legitimate language of Hinduism. No other languages
(Indo-Aryan or Dravidian) were viewed as appropriate to express Hinduism). In
other words, Sanskrit was perceived as powerful while other languages were viewed
as powerless. The ideology, which sanctioned this power hierarchy viewed language
of religion as the divine code (dewawani) which alone was endowed with the power
or efficacy of expressing the ultimate truth (satya). The Vedas, the ancient Sanskrit
texts were viewed as the first ‘revelations’ of the early sages (rs7) and which were orally
transmitted to the following generations as the truths about the phenomenal reality as
well as its foundation in the higher reality which lies beyond human conceptualization
and thought. The term mantra, literally, “that which protects when meditated upon,”
had multiple meanings such as, “the sacred formula (the Vedic hymns addressed
to the deities)”, “verses recited at the Vedic rituals”, etc. The Vedic theologies of
sound attributed the origin of the universe to the phonic sound and claimed that
the language of the Vedas had the power of creation. When uttered flawlessly, it was
assumed, the mantras had the power to bring about the intended results for the sacri-
ficer (the performer of the Vedic ritual) (for further discussion on mantra, see Staal
1989). The purity of the language was assumed to be the prerequisite for the success
of the ritual. Thus the religious language was defined on the basis of both its linguistic
structure as well as its content. This ideology sanctioned Sanskrit to the exclusion of
other languages, to be the language of Hinduism. Similarly, a few centuries later (but
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before the medieval period), Islam treated Arabic alone as the language of religion
since it was the language of Qur’an which was believed to be the literal word of God
revealed through his Prophet Muhammad. Pali, and Hybrid Sanskrit were remained
the languages of Buddhism, and Ardhamagadhi was considered to be the language of
Jainism. Christianity was expressed exclusively through Syriac (in Kerala), and Latin
(in the Roman Catholic churches in the Southern, mostly western coast of India). In
general, the language of the scripture (s) was viewed as the only appropriate form for
expressing the corresponding religion. Similarly, the scriptural content was the only
source of the legitimate religious beliefs, and the function of the religious language
was to express, promote, and follow the religious beliefs presented in the scriptures.
There was no variation allowed in the form, content and the religious function of
the language. This ideology gave enormous power to the classical languages while
the regional languages were left totally powerless. Thus, we can argue that it was the
ideology which determined the choice of the classical (as opposed to the regional)
languages for expressing religions in the ancient period.

The medieval period marked a major change in the ideology about the language
of religion as well as in the power hierarchy of religious languages. Primacy of the
religious content over the linguistic form (structure) was well accepted by the mystics,
and saints (as well as the religious communities). The religious content was considered
to be the differentia of the religious language and all languages, including Sanskrit
and NSA languages, were viewed as equally powerful to express the religious content.
Jnaneshwar (13% century CE), strongly argued for the equality of all linguistic codes,
and thereby authenticated the NSA languages as legitimate languages of Hinduism (for
further discussion, see Ranade 1933). He claimed (Jnaneswar 6.14:) madza marathatsi
bolu kautuke, pari amrtatehi paidza djinke, aisi aksare rasike, melwina. “My speech
is Marahi indeed, but my composition for the connoisseurs will be so effective that it
will surpass even ambrosia.” He challenged the exclusive superiority of Sanskrit when
he said, “If Sanskrit came from the God, did Marathi come from the thieves?” This
ideology of the “sacralization of the secular codes” granted power to non-classical
regional Indian languages to express Hinduism, and also sanctioned the use of more
than one regional language for expressing Hinduism. The process of sacralization of
NSA languages was expressed through two major trends - one which marked Sanskri-
tization of NSA languages, thereby approximating them to Sanskrit by borrowing
linguistic features of Sanskrit, and the second, their de-Sanskritization. While the
process of Sanskritization resulted in the structural convergence of the South Asian
languages, de-Sanskritization marked the trend against this convergence. Although
both trends emphasized the legitimatization of the NSA languages in the religious
domain, their assumptions and impact significantly differed from each other. The first
trend of Sanskritization implicitly assumed superiority of Sanskrit over NSA codes,
and resulted in the development of a commonly shared Sanskritized register of NSA
languages, and thereby causing their convergence. In contrast to this, the intentional
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de-Sanskritization of the NSA languages asserted the legitimacy of NSA codes as well
as the regional religious identity of the users as well as of Hinduism. The two power
hierarchies given below (Tables 8 and 9) articulate the different linguistic realizations
of the same ideology of the sacralization of the secular NSA codes.

Table 8.

POWER HIERARCHY (MEDIEVAL PERIOD)

More powerful
Sanskrit
Sanskritized variety of new South Asian languages

New South Asian languages

Less powerful

Table 9.

POWER HIERARCHY-EXPRESSION OF REGIONAL IDENTITY
New South Asian languages More powerful
Sanskrit powerless

Table 9 shows that when the regional identity of the religion of the users of the code
was to be accentuated, Sanskrit was powerless since it did not express any regional
variety of Hinduism, rather, it expressed the pan-South-Asian Hinduism (For further
discussion, see Pandharipande 2001).

The question regarding the simultaneous maintenance of Sanskrit and NSA
languages as religious codes was solved as follows: the religious community was
diglossic. While Sanskrit was used in the pan-South Asian rituals (sacrifices, weddings,
funerals, etc.), regional languages were used in the household rituals and personal or
regional rituals or worship ceremonies.

In the case of Christianity, the Bible translations allowed the use of NSA languages
for Christianity. While Latin and Syriac continued to be used as the languages of
Roman Catholic and Syrian Christianity, the use of Portuguese, English, and NSA
languages became prevalent in Catholic and Protestant Churches. Diglossia was intro-
duced whereby Latin, Syriac, Portuguese and English were used by the elite and the
NSA languages were used by the new converts of the lower classes (For further discus-
sion on Christianity in South Asia, See Brown 1982, and Shackle 2001). The ideology
was similar to the one for Hinduism. It was the religious content, which gave the iden-
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tity as religious language to a code. The linguistic structure by itself was not viewed as
endowed with particular efficacy.

In contrast to the above, Islam did not recognize NSA languages as legitimate
codes for Islam. Arabic continued to occupy the central position as language of Islam
despite the fact that the local NSA languages had developed their Arabicized varieties.
While those varieties marked the religious identity of the Muslim community, they
were excluded from the rituals in the mosque. The ideology which justified this exclu-
sion of the NSA languages from the traditional rituals was based on the understanding
that Qur’an is God’s word transmitted to the human beings through the Prophet
Muhammad. Therefore, the correct language of Islam had to be Arabic. Thus diglossia
of Arabic and NSA languages marked the language of Islam as well.

In the case of Buddhism, NSA languages (including Tibetan in Tibet) were
accepted as the religious codes, though Pali and the Hybrid Sanskrit remained major
languages of the Buddhist canon (for further discussion on Tibetan Buddhism, see
Ekvall 1964, and Williams 2001). The above discussion shows that the ideologies
were varied across religious systems which gave rise to diverse power-hierarchies,
and allowed use of many languages for one religion. It also pointed out that the
ideologies were responsible for the emergence of diglossia as a strategy of mainte-
nance of more than one code in the same religious domain. An interesting point to
note here is that the NSA languages were used for Hinduism, Christianity, Islam, and
Buddhism. However, the use of the classical languages such as Sanskrit, Arabic, Latin
and languages such as Persian, Portuguese, and to a large extent English, was restricted
to their corresponding religions. No cross over of these languages to other religions is
observed in the medieval period.

5. Ideology, power hierarchy, and language choice in contemporary
South Asia

Although the patterns of language choice in the medieval and the contemporary
period South Asia look similar, they are not the same. The most striking difference
between is that the domain-related diglossia which existed in the medieval period
(mentioned above), seems to be breaking down in the modern/contemporary South
Asia. The languages are crossing over their earlier domains. In fact, two (at least)
apparently contradictory processes seem to be currently operating in South Asia. For
example, NSA languages are more readily used in the domain where earlier exclusively
classical languages (Sanskrit for Hinduism, Arabic for Islam, Latin/Syriac for Chris-
tianity, Pali for Buddhism, etc.) were used in the more orthodox religious context
such as wedding, funeral, naming ceremony, etc. Moreover, the religious sermons are
readily given in the NSA languages mixed with the classical languages. This process, as
mentioned earlier, can be called sacralization of the NSA languages. In contrast to this,
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the classical languages such as Sanskrit, and Arabic are being revived in the secular
context in contemporary South Asia. This process can be called the “secularization of
the sacred languages.” Another interesting choice is of the English language, which
was earlier excluded from the domain of Hinduism, is readily acceptable within the
community for the philosophical discussions, sermons, and theological discourses.
Mixing NSA languages with English is seen as a strategy to popularize religious beliefs
(of Christianity, Hinduism, Neo-Buddhism, and Islam) among the masses of diverse
groups using mutually unintelligible languages.

The above developments can be explained on the basis of the ideology regarding
religious language. Within the contemporary South Asia, the choice of a language for
a particular religion is not determined by the social domain, but rather, by its function
i.e., the socio-religious identity which it symbolizes. In contemporary South Asia, reli-
gion is one of the major symbols of social identity. The South Asian society is largely
divided on the basis of religion. Thus, Hinduism, Islam, Christianity, Sikhism, etc.
mark not only the religious groups, but the social groups. Embedded within the same
religious/social group, there are other identities such as Pan-South-Asian religious/
social group, regional religious/social group, etc. Additionally, the regional groups are
further divided along ethnic lines such as Aryan, and Dravidian, etc. Each language
expresses a particular type of religious/social group identity. The choice of a language
is determined by the intended identity and power of the language to express it.

The correspondence here is not necessarily between the social domain and the
linguistic code, rather, it is between the linguistic code and the identity (social and
religious) of the communities. I would call this “heteroglossia of identities.” The
connection between the codes and the identities is showed in the Table 10.

The classical languages Sanskrit, Arabic, and Pali symbolize the larger, pan-South-
Asian or Hindu, Muslim, and Christian and Buddhist universal identities (religious
as well as social) respectively. In contrast to this, NSA languages express the regional
religious/social identities. For example, the use of Hindi for Christianity, or Bangla for
Islam, and Tamil for Hinduism as religious codes express the regional version of their
corresponding religions. Therefore, when the pan-Hindu identity is to be expressed,
the most powerful code is the classical language. The regional NSA languages are
powerless in this context. On the other hand, if the regional identity is to be expressed,
the power hierarchy is reversed. Regional languages, and not the classical languages
are powerful. It should be noted here that the use of English for Christianity is similar
to the classical languages. However, the use of Syriac and Latin is also marginally
maintained in some churches in Kerala.

This is what I call the heteroglossia of identities.
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Table 10
HETEROGLOSSIA OF IDENTITIES
Pan-South-Asian/Universal identities regional /racial identities
| I
Classical languages + NSA language NSA language
Sanskrit Arabic Pali English regional regional + ethnic identity

Hindi, Marathi, Tamil, Telugu, Kannada
Kashmiri, Bangla Malayalam
Gujarati, Tamil, Telugu, etc.

The heteroglossia of identities include micro level identities in many cases. It is inter-
esting to note here that the regional languages (similar to the medieval period) use
one of the two registers, one which shows the influence of the corresponding classical
language and the other without it. For example, the use of Sanskritized Hindi or non-
Sankritized Hindi can be readily used to express regional religious/social identity.
Additionally, various dialects of Hindi are also used to express Hinduism. The choice
of a language in this case is determined by the religious theme (for the discussion
on thematic diglossia, see Pandharipande 1992). However, in South India, the use
of the regional languages, devoid of any Sanskrit influence, indicates intentional
dissociation from the Indo-Aryan Hindu tradition and assertion of the Dravidian
identity (for further discussion, see Hart 1976, Narayanan 1994, Peterson 1989, and
Zvelebil 1974).

The use of English (as opposed to Latin, Syriac, and Portuguese) for pan-South-
Asian Christianity is becoming more common as the knowledge of the traditional
languages for Christianity is rapidly decreasing.

6. Modernization, composite identities, and ideology of
language-mixing

This section presents the social context of the contemporary South Asia, which similar
to other parts of the world, is undergoing the processes of modernization/globaliza-
tion. South Asian communities at large, are redefining their local as well as global
identities. In the multilingual situation of South Asia, different languages are perceived
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as symbols or indicators of these identities. The ideology of heteroglossia is a conse-
quence of modernization, the phenomenon which is characterized as the process of
globalization as well as localization at the same time (Appadurail996, Robertson 1992,
Stuart Hall 1996). While globalization (marked by technologization, Englishization,
and homogenization) results in undermining, and, at times, obliterating differences
within and across societies, it also causes emergence of local identities expressed by
age-old symbols. While Sanskrit, Arabic, and Pali express the pan-South-Asian or
universal Hindu, Muslim and Buddhist identities respectively, they diffuse those
regional/ethnic differences which are embedded within the broad labels of Hinduism,
Islam, and Buddhism. This increased awareness of the “particular” or “local” identi-
ties, is symbolized and expressed by the use of regional languages.

The phenomenon which has not received attention in current research is mixing
languages within the same event. For example, in a typical wedding ritual (in Maha-
rashtra state in India), the priest conducts the ritual in Sanskrit while the concluding
ritual of blessing the newly wedded couple (mangalastaka “the eight auspicious
verses”) is in Marathi while the content of the wedding invitation card can be in
English. Another typical example of mixing of languages is the popular religious
sermons delivered to the public on the television or in the “open air theater.” The local
language (for example, Hindi, Marathi, or Gujarati) is the primary language of the
sermon. However, the use of Sanskrit quotations from the Hindu scriptures is abun-
dant. English vocabulary is also mixed with the primary language of communication.

In order to explain this situation, I would like to argue that the construction
or make-up of the contemporary South Asian identity is complex. The identities
(universal, and local) do not exist mutually exclusively, rather, they exist simul-
taneously. This is what I call a composite identity of the society. The South Asian
multilingual community consists of multiple identities, each performing an individual
function. Each language symbolizes one identity. The use of Sanskrit in the above two
events of Hinduism indicates the pan-South-Asian/universal Hindu identity of the
group, the use of Marathi articulates the regional identity, and the use of English allows
communication with the larger group with many mutually unintelligible languages.
The use of English vocabulary in the public (popular) religious sermon is a strategy to
express religion in common people’s language which contains a large body of English
vocabulary such as station, car, TV, table, fast, slow, traffic, post office, etc.

Another interesting case of mixing languages is where Sanskrit, the classical
language of Hinduism is mixed with other SA languages in the most secular context.
For example, the logo of the insurance company owned by the government of India
(Bharatiya Vima Company) is in Sanskrit. It is a direct quote from one of the most
prominent scriptures of Hindus (Bhagawadgita 9:22) yogaksemam wahamyaham, “1
take care of their needs /I provide them security (who depend on me).” In the original
text of the Bhagawadgitd God Krishna advises Arjuna, his friend and devotee, to
depend on him because God always takes care of those who depend on him. This quote
is the appeal to the people to have faith in the insurance company. In the advertise-
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ment of this insurance company, this quote occurs in Sanskrit while the rest of the text
are in various SA languages.

Another example of the Sanskrit quote is from a Hindu scripture, Brhadaranya-
kopanisad (3:28) tamaso ma jyotirgamaya, “Lead me from the darkness to the light.”
In the original scripture, this is a prayer to God to remove ignorance and bestow
knowledge on the person offering the prayer. However, this quote is used as the
caption in an advertisement of fabric for men’s suiting. The intended meaning is, “Let
the knowledge be dawned that this fabric is indeed the best. Let the ignorance about
the quality of the fabric be alleviated.” This phenomenon of using religious language
for promoting commercial products, the most secular purpose, is fairly common in
South Asia. The linguistic form (Sanskrit) and the literal meaning of the religious
language both serve the secular purpose. This process can be called the “secularization
of the religious language.”

The ideology which justifies above three cases is based on the following two
assumptions about the religious language (a) religious language symbolizes religious
as well as secular/social identity, and (b) the identity of the SA community at large is a
composite one which allows use of multiple languages to express those identities.

Table 11.

Key: 1: regional identity
2: pan-South-Asian identity

3 (2+1) 3: mixed identity

While the innermost circle (1) expresses the local /regional religious/social identity,
the circle (2) expresses the broader, pan-South-Asian religious/social identity. The
outer circle (3) expresses the composite identity of the religious community which
embeds the other two identities.



156 Rajeshwari V. Pandharipande

7. 'The impact of multiple linkage on the structure of the languages

The discussion in the preceding sections points out that historically in South Asia,
for various reasons, different linguistic codes have been used for different religions.
The question is whether the structure of language undergoes change when it is used
for different religious systems. It has been demonstrated (Pandharipande 1992, 2001,
and forthcoming) that language does undergo change when it is used for different
religions, i.e., it develops different registers. For example, when Hindi is used for
Hinduism, Christianity, Buddhism, Islam, and Buddhism, it develops Christian,
Buddhist, Islamic, and Buddhist registers respectively. These registers differ from
one another primarily in the religious vocabulary, which varies across religions. (for
further discussion, see Pandharipande 1992). The major impact of the use of one
language for many religions was that these languages developed a set of vocabulary
(which was commonly shared by different religions) the meaning of which was
contextually determined. For example, the term Iswar(a) is interpreted differently in
different religious systems, as shown in the Table 12 below.

Table 12.
Iiwar(a)
Krishna Christ Buddha Mabhavir
(Hinduism) (Christianity) (Buddhism) (Jainism)

In addition to the above, the major impact of the use of SA languages for many reli-
gions is seen their convergence. Each of the major SA languages developed similar
varieties such as Sanskritized (for Hinduism), Arabicized/Persianized (for Islam), and
Englishized (for Christianity) which share linguistic features (mainly, religious themes
and vocabulary). This is a fascinating example of convergence of languages through a
common point of contact (Sanskrit, Arabic, and English respectively) rather than the
direct mutual contact.

It is important to note here that the use of the different languages has had an
impact on the religious content as well. As the medium changed, the message did too
(Pandharipande 1992, 1999). The use of NSA languages included metaphors, narra-
tives, and religious themes which were not necessarily part of the earlier scriptures in
their corresponding classical languages.

Another impact of the multiple linkage and social change is seen on genres of
religious languages which change through different periods. The written, oral, and
visual (TV) religious discourse show enormous diversity of genres ranging from the
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pure (classical or vernacular), mixed, or entirely new paradigms of religious genres
(see section 7). The oral/visual culture of the TV medium has constructed new genres
through fascinating mixing of classical and vernacular languages and cultural idioms.
A tremendously successful genre is of mixing the religious themes with political issues
(see Pandhariapande forthcoming)

8. 'The question of functional transparency

Oneimportant question needs to be addressed in this context, i.e., while NSA languages
are readily used for different religions, why are classical languages (Sanskrit, Arabic,
Persian, and Pali) restricted to their corresponding religions? Why is Sanskrit mostly
not used for Islam or Christianity and Arabic for Hinduism, or Christianity? The
single answer to these questions lies in the fact that these languages are perceived as
functionally transparent, i.e., they are the languages of the ancient scriptures of their
corresponding religions and they have always been unique markers of their corre-
sponding religions. Therefore, their affinity with the respective religions was viewed
as almost exclusive. In contrast to this, the NSA languages have not been functionally
transparent. They came on the scene much later and their affinity with a particular
religion was relatively less transparent. Therefore, in the medieval period, they were
chosen for the Bible translations as well as for the translations of the Qur’an. This is
the reason why in the contemporary South Asia, the classical languages are used to
symbolize the pan-South-Asian identity of their corresponding religions and reli-
gious/social communities. NSA languages are not used in this context since they
cannot uniquely mark one religion/religious identity because they are used to express
many religions (i.e., they are not functionally transparent). In contrast to this, regional
languages, and not the classical languages, are functionally transparent with respect
to the regional identity. Therefore, NSA languages are used to symbolize regional reli-
gious/social identities. This discussion clearly shows that a language with higher degree
of functional transparency has more power to carry out that function compared to the
language with lower functional transparency. Moreover, the language with higher
functional transparency (vis-a-vis a particular religion) is less likely to crossover to
other religions (see the Table 13 below).

The notion “functional transparency” is used in this context as a tool to measure
the relative power of a language to express a particular identity. Functional transpar-
ency can be formally described as follows: if a language A is the only language used
to perform a particular function in a particular domain, then, language A can be said
to have “functional transparency” vis-a-vis that function. In contrast to this, if the
same function is performed by more than one language, the languages involved are
said be not transparent (but opaque) to that function. For example, for science and
technology in India, the only language used is English. Therefore, English can be said
to be transparent to this function. Similarly, regional languages (in their native States)
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Table 13
I.  Larger/ pan-South-Asian Identity: More powerful
Classical languages: more transparent l
NSA languages: less transparent Less powerful
II.  Regional religious/social identity: More powerful

NSA languages: more transparent

Classical languages: less transparent Less powerful

are almost exclusively used at home thereby command functional transparency in that
domain. In Mumbeai, the pidgin Hindi (Bazar Hindi) is almost exclusively used as the
“market language”, thereby claiming transparency to the function of a link language
(in the multilingual community in Mumbai). I argue that the invariable correla-
tion between the language and its function makes the language transparent to that
function. As shown above, the degree of its functional transparency of a language to
express a particular identity can be seen as a determinant of the choice of a language
in the context of religion.

The power of functional transparency is seen in the failure of the effort of the British
Baptist Missionaries to use the Sanskrit translation of the Bible (Dharmapustaka) for
promoting Christianity among Hindus who could not accept the “Christian seman-
tics” of the Sanskrit in the Bible translation! Hence they switched to the use regional
languages for their missionary work.

9. Script as a determinant of religious language

Another interesting case is of diagraphia which shows multiple linkages of South
Asian scripts. While there is not an inalienable correlation between religions and
scripts certain trends are observed: when a language such as Konkani has three scripts,
Devanagari indexes Hindu, Perso-Arable script indicates Muslim, and the Roman
script expresses Christian identity. Recall that regional languages (with their diverse
scripts) are also used for expressing various religions. While one script indicates the
Pan-South-Asian identity of the religion, the other script(s) indicate the regional
religious identity. For example, the Devanagari script indicates the Pan-South-Asian
Hindu identity, other scripts (of the regional languages) indicate regional Hindu iden-
tity. Similarly, the Perso-Arabic script indicates the Pan-South-Asian Muslim identity,
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while other scripts indicate the regional identity (Bangla, Gujarati, etc.). While the
Roman script symbolizes Christian identity, other South Asian scripts indicate South
Asian/ regional Christian identities. Devanagari identifies Pan-South-Asian Hindu,
Buddhism, and Jainism, other scripts symbolize their regional variants. An interesting
situation is noted with the script of the languages of Sikhism. It is the Gurumukhi
script, and not the language which is the differentia of the religious literature, which
can be in different languages such as Panjabi, or Hindi.

10. Authority

The discussion raises the question, namely, which authority authenticates ideologies
and thereby choice of religious languages? Ideologies do not get implemented by
themselves. Linguistic codes express or represent ideologies. However, as Bourdieu
(1991:107) points out,” The power of words is nothing other than the delegated
power of the spokesperson, and his speech-that is, the substance of his discourse
and, inseparably, his way of speaking-is no more than a testimony, and one among
others, of the guarantee of delegation which is vested in him.” In the context of South
Asia, traditionally, mystics, saints, church, Muslim Mullahs have been perceived as
authorities in determining the choice of religious languages for religions. However,
their perception of religious language changes across time. Thus the mystics of the
ancient period did not allow the use of NSA languages while those in the medieval
period did. In the contemporary South Asia, the mystics and saints do use a mixture
of many languages! However, it should be noted here that the mixture of languages is
more readily allowed in the oral discourse about religion than in the religious rituals
and written discourse.

Although the traditional authority of saints and mystics continues to play a role
in authenticating the choice of a code as religious in the contemporary South Asia,
the “social magic” (Bourdieu: 1991) is the media which constructs, communicates and
promotes religious languages as symbols of religious/social identities. More specifi-
cally visual (TV) and audio programmes on and about religion play a major role in the
authentication of religious languages as symbols of identities. For example, Sanskrit
(in the religious rituals, mostly wedding) expresses the pan-South-Asian Hindu iden-
tity while the use of a regional language in a prayer at home, symbolizes regional
Hindu identity.

In addition to the above process of symbolization, the linguistic structure of the
languages used in the programs gets authenticated and gradually institutionalized
as religious languages. For example, the languages used by the saints in the religious
discourse on the TV, or in the movies on the religious epics are accepted as authentic
languages of religion. The most interesting case is that of the epics the Ramdyana and
the Mahabharata. The language of the epics is Hindi mixed with Sanskrit. However,
the genre is new. The vocabulary, syntax, and the symbols depict a novel composite of
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a genre which is intentionally prepared to re-create the ambiance of the ancient period.
Although this genre has no precedence in the history, it is well accepted as an authentic
religious code of Hinduism. Just as the use of the NSA languages was authenticated by
the religious scriptures composed by the mystics in the NSA languages in the medieval
period, the use of the Sanskrit mixed Hindi and Sanskrit - NSA language mixing in the
secular advertisements is authenticated and institutionalized by their presentation on
the TV (for further discussion on authority in religious language, see Pandharipande,
forthcoming). There are two mechanisms of authority operating in the authentication
of language choice in contemporary South Asia. One is the religious leaders (mystics,
saints, etc), who conceptualize, construct, and present the equation of the form,
content, and function of a religious language for the people. Thus, the mystic such as
Sai Baba (of Shirdi), a 20 century Hindu mystic of India freely used a mixture of the
vocabulary of Sanskrit and Persian /Arabic origin respectively in his message to the
people. He claimed $raddha “faith” (Sanskrit), and saburi “patience” as the two most
important goals which the devotees must aspire to achieve. While this combination
of the Sankrit and Persian/Arabic words is quite unique (since the two languages
(Sanskrit and Persian/Arabic) typically symbolize Hinduism and Islam respectively),
the Hindu devotees do not have any problems accepting this combination since it has
been presented by the mystic saint Sai Baba who is perceived as an “authority” for
licensing the language. Similarly, the use of English mixed NSA languages on the TV
(national as well as the local) by saints provides authenticity to the form, and it also
propagates the “mixed code” as a legitimate choice for the religious discourse. What
is implied here is the assumption that the process of authentication of a particular
linguistic code does not necessarily represent or construct a social reality, rather, it
can construct (a) a novel method of presentation of the traditional religious content/
meaning (the case of the ancient epics in a new genre), or (b) to convey intended
religious meaning/message (the case of Sai Baba mixing Sanskrit and Persian/Arabic
vocabulary to indicate that religious differences (Hinduism and Islam in this case)
are not important. What is important is faith (in the divine) and patience (and toler-
ance) for each other. Sai Baba is known in India for his message of the unity of all
religious traditions. He preached that the divine is one, but is called by many names.
Sai Baba’s spiritual teaching was to go beyond religious differences and have faith in
the divine which is not bound by a particular religious system. This intended message
is conveyed by the use of the Sanskrit-Persian/Arabic mixed code.

11. Summary and conclusion

The above discussion points out that in a multilingual and multireligious region such
as South Asia, the choice of a language to express a religion is determined by the
ideology about the function of the religious language and the relative power of the
language (s) to carry out that function. It also demonstrates that the ideology changes
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across time which restructures the hierarchy of power of languages, and conse-
quently, affects the choice of languages for expressing religions. It is further shown
that the ideology is implemented through two mechanisms, one, the authority and
second, the degree of functional transparency of the language. Therefore, ideology,
authority, and functional transparency should be treated as mechanisms of change
in the structure and function of religious languages in particular, and languages in
general. Furthermore, the discussion shows that the same ideology can be expressed
in two mutually exclusive and at least apparently opposite processes. For example, the
ideology of using NSA languages for religious expression (in the medieval period) was
expressed in two linguistic processes of Sanskritization and de-Sanskritization. This
challenges the current theory of ideology which assumes that one ideology is realized
in promoting only one structural realization.

The discussion shows that the authority is not static; it changes across time. More-
over, even if the authority remains the same, it licenses difterent ideologies at different
point points in time.

It is argued with evidence that when one language is used for different religions,
its linguistic form changes (recall the various registers of Hindi). Similarly, when one
religion is expressed in many languages, the religious content change as well in Partic-
ular, it is shown that the use of the NSA languages to express religion, has produced
convergence of SA languages across languages families. This is an interesting case
of linguistic convergence of languages through the development of shared religious
registers (Sanskritized) where languages (of Indo-Aryan and Dravidian families)
converge via Sanskrit without a direct mutual contact. Similar case of convergence
of NSA languages is seen in their Englishization (in contemporary South Asia) which
results in the emergence of Englishized registers of NSA languages. What is different
about this convergence is that the converging languages are not necessarily in contact
with each other.

The concept of heteroglossia explains the choice of a language in modern South
Asia, and, more importantly, it demonstrates that distribution of languages is a multi-
lingual society is not always explicable on the basis of diglossia where the choice of a
code is determine by the social domain of language use. It is argued that the choice is
determined by the identity (religious/social) which is intended to be expressed by the
language.

Finally, thediscussion shows thatthesociolinguistic conditions (ideology, authority
and functional transparency of the code) which determine a code as “language of reli-
gion” change at different points in time. Table 14 summarizes the discussion about the
choice of the code for expressing a religion at three major points in time.

In the first period, the form, content and function are viewed as invariable since
the languages chosen for expressing religions at his time are the classical languages or
the languages of the scriptures.

In the medieval period, (column II), the ideology changed allowing variation in
the form and keeping the content perceived as invariable. As long as the religious
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Table 14.

LANGUAGE OF RELIGION

T

Key for the interpretation: The plus sign (+) is used to indicate non-variability while the minus
sign (--) marks variability.

I. Pre-medieval period II. Medieval period III. Contemporary South Asia

(a) Form: + Form : - Form : -

(b) Content : + Content : + Content : —

(¢) Function : + Function : + Function : -

[no variability] [variability of form] [Heteroglossia of identities]
[diglossia]

[variability of form, content
and function]

[diglossia] [Heteroglossia of identities]
Lgs. of the scriptures Lgs. of the scriptures Scriptural Igs, NSA Igs.,
+ NSA Igs. mixed lg codes

content was maintained, the form which expressed that content was perceived as
religious. The function of the religious language also remained the same as before. The
NSA languages (along with the earlier classical /scriptural languages) were chosen
as religious languages. Diglossia was the mechanism which allowed maintenance of
both- the classical as well as the NSA languages. In the third contemporary period (see
column III), the choice of the language for expressing a religion is determined by the
identity of the religion/community. The form, content, and function are variable, thus
allowing languages to cross over the religions as well as the boundaries of the secular
and the sacred.

This framework predicts that different religious communities and cultures may
vary in their ideology about the composition of the three components of the language
of religion and thereby the choice of the religious codes may vary as well.

Notes

1. An earlier version of this paper will appear in a forthcoming volume on Language in South
Asia (edited by Kachru, B and S.N. Sridhar). Cambridge University Press.
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CHAPTER 12

The shifting role of languages in Lebanese
Christian and Muslim identities

John E. Joseph
University of Edinburgh

I dream of the day when I can call all the Middle East my homeland,
as I now do Lebanon and France and Europe; the day when I can call
all its sons, Muslim, Jewish and Christian, of all denominations and all
origins, my compatriots. In my own mind, which is always speculating
and trying to anticipate the future, it has already come to pass. But I want
it to happen one day on the solid ground of reality, and for everyone.
(Maalouf 2000 [1998]:132)

1. Introduction: Language and identities

However tightly they are bound up with national identities, languages are no less
potent a force in constructing identities concurrent with and often resistant to the
national. While national identities are already arbitrary in their construction, they at
least develop an institutional status through such practices as the issuing of passports,
the coinage of money and the production of other talismans through which ‘banal
nationalism’ is effectuated (see Billig 1995). This tends to set the national apart from
other identities, while at the same time creating a temptation to treat other identities
as though their own status were on a par with the national. The most salient example
is the Marxist treatment of ‘class’ identities, but recent history has shown how, even
in formerly Marxist states, long-repressed religious and sectarian identities have
managed to survive and re-emerge.

Religious identities are like ethnic ones in that they concern where we come from
and where we are going - our entire existence, not just the moment-to-moment. It is
these identities above all that, for most people, give profound meaning to the names
we identify ourselves by, both as individuals and as groups. They supply the plot for
the stories of our lives, singly and collectively, and are bound up with our deepest
beliefs about life, the universe and everything. Moreover, in most cultures ethnic and
religious identities are bound up with reproduction, in the sense that they limit who
one can marry, whether endogamy or exogamy is the cultural norm. That, of course,
gives them an evolutionary dimension.
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In Europe, for over a thousand years beginning in the fourth century after Christ,
religion was the primary focus of people’s identity. With the fall of Rome in 453, there
ceased to be a Western and an Eastern Empire, and was again just one Empire, ruled
from Byzantium. Throughout these long centuries, any strangers wandering through
countryside or village, if asked to identify themselves, only in rare cases could have
cited a ‘national’ identity, but would have claimed to be Christians (or Jews) from
such and such a parish (or town). The obvious exception was in times of war between
Christian armies, and such wars, great and small, were numerous in certain parts of
Europe. Identifying where strangers were from, based on the sort of Latin they spoke
(or did not speak), was a matter of life and death. So the groundwork for later identity
differences among Christian sects after the Reformation in the late 15th century was
already there to be built upon.

Somewhat paradoxically, then, religion functioned as a linguistically unifying
force, but also as a divisive force. Religion bound Christian Europe to Latin, the
Islamic world to Arabic, and Jews to Hebrew. Yet when Christianity underwent an
East-West split the use of Latin vs. Greek became its most potent symbol. The islands
of Christians within the Western Asian lands ruled by Muslims pegged their identi-
ties to Syriac, Chaldean and other languages. Hebrew loan-words helped mark out
the forms of German and Spanish spoken by Jews from those of other German and
Spanish speakers. Sectarian splits in Islam came to be associated with dialectal differ-
ences in Arabic, just as splits within Christianity would do. It is extremely unlikely
that any of these alignments in belief and language were accidental. Members of the
various sects needed and wanted to be able to recognise one another, and to identify
members of other sects, and they adopted various ways of doing this, from circumci-
sion, to distinctive clothing and ornaments, to rituals such as the sign of the cross or
bowing to the east for prayers. In such a semiotically charged context, language could
hardly fail to play its part.

This chapter will focus on language and religious identity in Lebanon, where
bilingualism has come to play an important signifying role. In some cases, however,
religious differences actually come to be built into the grammar of the language, and
personal pronouns seem to be a preferred locus for such difference. A famous example
is the retention of the familiar second-person pronoun thou and its related forms
(thee, thy etc.) by dissenting sects such as the Quakers, long after their disappear-
ance from general spoken English. In a number of European languages which, unlike
non-Quaker English, have retained a formal-informal pronoun distinction, Roman
Catholic and Protestant sects differ (or have differed) in which of the two they use to
refer to God - a choice seen as having profound theological implications about the
relationship of human beings to the divinity.

But its more immediate effect is to mark the different identities of the sect that
uses the divergent forms, and to mark the identity of an individual as belonging to
one or the other sect. In this latter regard it serves a double function: to inform the
out-group of one’s membership of the sect; and also, in many cultures, to allow in-
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group members to assess one’s status within the religious system. This status can take
the form of ‘full membership’, as when the young Jewish male signals his bar mitzvah
status by his knowledge of Hebrew, or the young Muslim by his knowledge of Koranic
Arabic; or it can be a matter of depth of religious piety, as measured through repeti-
tions of formulaic invocations of the deity (and avoidance of ‘vain’ invocations of
the divine name), or through general linguistic purism, using whatever language the
religious identity is bound to in its most ‘proper’ form. This is the religious equivalent
of the behaviour of the 19th-century lower middle classes as described by Hobsbawm
(1990:117; see Joseph 2004:121), where they signalled their identity as the most
‘proper’ members of the nation through their proper use of language.

An extreme example of linguistic purism tied to religious identity, discussed
below, is that of early Islamic scholars who sought to prove that every word of the
Koran is ‘pure Arabic’. In a comparable way, extremely conservative Protestant Chris-
tian sects such as the Amish and Mennonites in the USA try to live in accordance with
the Bible to such a degree that they shun modern inventions and use a form of English
that, insofar as possible, does not depart from that of the King James Bible. Among
Southern Baptists as well, exceptional piety is ‘performed’, by preachers in particular,
through the use of archaic biblical formulae and frequent quotations of scripture even
in secular contexts.

In Western Europe, one of the most striking social phenomena of the last forty
years has been the decline of Christian identities, in contrast with the great strength-
ening of religious identities taking place in the rest of the world. The most dramatic of
these have been the rise of ‘militant Islam” and the resurgence of Christian worship and
identities in Eastern Europe and Asian countries where they had been suppressed or
banned outright until the fall of communism. Christianity has also made steady gains
in parts of Africa and Southeast Asia where Islam or forms of Buddhism had previ-
ously been dominant, and its presence in American cultural life has grown rather than
receded. Western European societies, however, experienced massive secularisation in
the last third of the 20th century. In the UK, where government subsidies for churches
is limited, vast numbers of urban church buildings have been abandoned or given over
to other uses, and a majority of people under the age of 60 have become extremely
reticent about proclaiming a Christian identity, because they associate religion with
conflict, strife and war. The 30 years of ‘troubles’ in Northern Ireland have contributed
their share to this association; but younger people throughout Europe display similar
antipathy to traditional religious identities, preferring instead to locate their belonging
and their spirituality elsewhere, in ‘New Age’ spiritual practices, popular music or
other secular pursuits - or nowhere at all. But identities show a remarkable capacity
to metamorphise, and the aim of this paper is to show how readily linguistic, religious
and ethnic identities transfer and blend into one another. (For a fuller treatment of the
issues see Joseph 2004 & forthcoming.)
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2. Language and religious identity in Lebanon

On 14 August 2002 I witnessed and recorded a brief conversation that took place (in
English) between a Malaysian Chinese woman who has lived in Scotland for more
than 30 years (W1), and a 24-year-old Lebanese woman making her first venture
outside her native country (W2). By way of making small talk, W1 asked what (as she
later told me) she took to be a rather obvious question:

W1 And what language is spoken in Lebanon?
W2 French.
(pause)
W1 Really? Not Arabic?
W2 The Muslim, they speak Arabic all the time. Nothing but Arabic.

The father of W2, a 54-year-old who had accompanied her on the trip (having himself
been out of Lebanon only briefly on two previous occasions) was also taking part in the
conversation, nodded assent to his daughter’s words but added nothing.

What W1 did not realise was the extent to which her seemingly innocuous and
obvious question would be interpreted as a challenge over a very sensitive matter of
linguistic and religious identity. I am confident that W2 did not misunderstand the
question, since her reply, although surprising, was in line with numerous other state-
ments she made to me. These were particularly surprising because, in February and
March of 1998, when I visited W2 and her family at their home in Lebanon, their
attitude toward Arabic and French had been markedly different. Then, we spoke to
each other mainly in French, for the simple reason that it was our most viable lingua
franca. They subjected me to considerable criticism for not speaking better Arabic,
since, in their view, as the descendant of two Lebanese grandparents (one of them the
uncle of W2’s father), I had a filial and cultural duty to know what they described over
and over as ‘the language of Lebanon’. Over the intervening four years I worked on
my Arabic, a language I had in fact grown up with, getting it to a reasonable conver-
sational level - only to discover that now, in a changed religious-political atmosphere,
they prefer to speak French.

Before I attempt to explain the change, some historical background is needed.
The land that constitutes the modern state of Lebanon was part of the Alexandrian,
Roman and Byzantine Empires. It came under Arab rule in the 7th century after
Christ and remained under it until the 15th century, minus a few periods of Byzantine
reconquest and a few cities held by Crusaders. In 1516 it became part of the Ottoman
Empire, and remained so until the Empire was disbanded in the aftermath of World
War I, in which it had sided with Germany. For most of the Ottoman period, Mount
Lebanon was a quasi-autonomous region dominated by the Maronites, a Christian
sect who have been uniate with the Vatican since 1182, centuries longer than any of
the important Catholic sects in Lebanon (Greeks, Armenians, Syrians and Chaldeans,
all of which split off from Orthodox or other non-Catholic sects between the 16th and
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18th centuries). Having the French as their protectors was the main factor in Maronite
power within Mount Lebanon. The Lebanese state was established under a French
mandate in 1920, and became an independent republic in 1943 after Lebanon was
freed from Vichy French rule by Free French forces.

Pace my cousin W2, Arabic is the mother tongue of nearly the whole native-born
Lebanese population. It serves as the major binding force of national unity, even for
people who locate their identity principally in their differences from other Lebanese,
when national unity is what they want to assert. These differences are religious and
sectarian first and foremost, but they are mirrored and manifested in other cultural
divisions, including differences of who is bilingual in what. These differences are signif-
icant enough for W2 to have spontaneously shifted W1’s question onto the ground of
bilingualism. For what W1’s question threateningly implies is that Lebanon has one
language only, and more generally, that nations and languages exist in a one-to-one
correspondence. If Lebanon has just one language, that language is surely Arabic;
and if the ‘ownership’ of Arabic has to be assigned to one nation, many would main-
tain that it would have to be the ‘nation of Islam’, who were after all responsible for
spreading Arabic from the southern part of the Semitic-speaking world to northern
areas such as Lebanon. Rather than countenance any such implications, W2 simply
switched battlegrounds; for when it comes to bilingualism, the Christians of Lebanon,
especially Maronites like her, can assert an advantage.

Already during the Ottoman period, various forms of bilingualism set groups of
people apart. Speakers bilingual in Arabic and Turkish, the Ottoman administrative
language, formed a class of government officials and functionaries that cut across
religious divisions. On the other hand, with rare exceptions, only Christians were
bilingual in Arabic and the languages of their Western European protectors, especially
the French. Arabic-French bilingualism became an important identity marker for
certain (not all) Christian sects, notably the Maronites. Their relationship with Arabic
is further complicated by the fact that another Semitic tongue, Syriac, is their liturgical
language, which means that the role of Arabic in Maronite cultural life is funda-
mentally different than for the Muslim sects. Still, Allah is the God worshipped by
Christians and Muslims alike in the Arabic language, Isa is the Jesus whom the former
consider the Son of God and the latter one of his greatest prophets, and Maryam
his mother, revered by both Christians and Muslims as the holiest of women. (On
language and national identity in the Arabic-speaking world see further Holt 1996,
Suleiman 1994, 2003; and on Lebanon in particular, Dagher 1994, Der-Karabetian &
Prodian-Der-Karabetian 1984, Gordon 1985).

In modern times, the distribution of languages other than Arabic in Lebanon has
gone through three stages. In the Ottoman period, up through World War I, chances
were strong that anyone who knew French (or Italian, though it had receded consider-
ably by the end of the 19th century) was an educated Christian, and more specifically a
Maronite or Roman Catholic. Anyone who knew English was likely to be an educated
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Muslim (probably Druze) or Orthodox Christian (probably Greek). Knowledge of
Turkish was widespread, especially among men.

Under the French mandate and its aftermath, knowledge of French spread across
religions and sects. It was still statistically more probable that someone who knew
French was Christian rather than Muslim, but not by a wide margin. Similarly with the
Druze and Greek Orthodox majority for English. In 1962 Abou found the distribution
shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Bilingualism by religion, sex and age group, from Abou (1962:111)

Arabic- Arabic- Arab-Fr- Arabic
French English Eng Tri- Mono- Illiterate
Bilingual Bilingual lingual lingual
Men
Christian 21% 3% 5% 48% 23%
Muslim 17% 3% 2% 39% 39%
Women
Christian 24% 1% 2% 28% 45%
Muslim 7% 2% 0% 22% 69%
Boys
Christian 37% 3% 6% 32% 22%
Muslim 32% 5% 1% 34% 28%
Girls
Christian 39% 1% 2% 29% 29%
Muslim 28% 2% 0% 37% 33%

Abou’s use of ‘illiterate’ as a separate category suggests how strongly multilingualism
in Lebanon has been above all an educational fact. The spread of education through
the population over time can be seen by comparing the figures for men and women on
the one hand and boys and girls on the other. Knowledge of French has nearly doubled
among the youngest generation; in the case of Muslim girls, it has quadrupled. Illit-
eracy has dropped sharply for every group except the Christian males, three-quarters
of whom were already literate in the adult generation. The coming of English, although
slow, is visible, again by comparing the generations. (For further information on bilin-
gualism in Lebanon, see Abou, 1978; Guenier, 1994; Pecheur, 1993; Srage, 1988; and
for an early study on bilingualism in the ‘Arab world’ generally, Nakhla, 1935).

3. Ancient Phoenician and Maronite identity
Further on I shall give more recent data for the distribution of languages by religion

in Lebanon. Before that, I want to look in detail at one facet of the Christian cultural
context and one facet of the Muslim cultural context, each of which has contributed
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to the construction of ethnic, linguistic and religious difference where, in reality, there
is unity. For centuries the Christian populations of Lebanon, Syria, Palestine, Jordan
and Iraq have been nearly an island in the vast sea of Islam. Actually they have been a
sort of peninsula, with Lebanon as the primary link to the Christian world to the west.
In these circumstances it is perhaps not surprising that a significant cultural effort has
gone toward creating a cultural authenticity rooted in the belief that, if they are an
island, they did not emerge from the sea, but were there long before the sea existed.

An interesting contribution to this effort is the 1984 book History of the
Maronites by Father Boutros Dau. Part One is called “The Phoenician Ancestors of
the MARONITES”, and its first chapter is entitled “Origin of the Phoenicians - a People
three million years old”. It divides the 3,000,000-year history of the Maronites into
seven periods, the first being:

1 — The prehistoric extending from three million years to the sixth millenium
[sic] B.C. From this period were found:
a — Fish fossils about 75,000,000 years old found at Sahil ‘Alma and in Haqil
Byblos,
b - Implements from the Stone Age found at al-‘Agbiyah [and eight other
locations],
¢ — [...] a human skeleton embedded in a rock shelter at Kasr ‘Aqil above
Antilyas six miles north of Beirut [...] of a boy about eight years old
who may have lived 25,000 to 30,000 years ago [...]. (Dau, 1984, pp.
11-12)

Quite how this evidence establishes that the Maronites are “a People three million
years old” — twenty times older than the current estimated age of the species Homo
sapiens - is not explained. The next paragraph gives more information about the skel-
eton in (c), though, oddly, without noting that it has already been mentioned:

A fairly typical early Lebanese child skeleton with strong mediterranean appear-
ance dating back 30,000 years ago was discovered at Antelias. This discovery
proves that since at least 30,000 years, Lebanese people have been of a proper
mediterranean type, independent and wholly different from that of an Arab type.
It is therefore contrary to all beliefs to maintain that Lebanese people are Arabs.
(ibid., p. 12)

An intriguing slip there: “contrary to all beliefs” when one would have expected “all
evidence”. The historical periods continue up to Period 8, the “Phoenicio Greco-
Roman period (332 B.C.-400 A.D.)”, during which

[...] Christ is born, the cities of Pheenician coast gradually embraced christianity.
The mountain [Mt Lebanon] persisted in paganism until it was converted by the
disciples of St. Maron during the fifth through the seventh century. (ibid., p. 16)

And that brings us finally to:
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9 — The Phoeenicio-Maronite period (400 A.D.-present time): The population
remained ethnically and nationally the same as before, but the religion changed,
and with religion the name Maronite replaced that of Pheenician; politically, the
mountain became the center of gravity instead of the coastal cities, and the name
Lebanon replaced politically that of Pheenicia. (ibid.)

In other words, Lebanon equals Maronite equals Phoenician. It now starts to become
clear why it is important to stretch the Phoenicians further and further back into
prehistory. If Maronite Christianity predates Islam by only some two centuries, that
does not give it much in the way of historical priority. If, on the other hand, the
Maronites were already in Lebanon over 3,000,000 years before the birth of the
Prophet Muhammad, their claims to be the true Lebanese people are beyond refute.
The cultural fictions concerning the Phoenicians are clearly cultural first and ‘ethnic’
second. For despite Father Dau’s remark about the “child skeleton with strong medi-
terranean appearance”, there is no credible physical anthropological distinction to be
drawn such that Lebanese people, or even just Maronites, fall clearly into a ‘Mediter-
ranean’ rather than an ‘Arab’ category. As for the Phoenicians, all the archaeological
evidence suggests that they were a Semitic people, in other words of exactly the same
ethnic and cultural origins as the Arabs.

4. Constructing Islamic Arabic uniqueness

Father Dau stands in a long and venerable line of people devoted to scholarly disproof
of apparent ethnic and cultural unity. Much classical Islamic scholarship was aimed at
furthering the belief that Arabia in the time of Muhammad was isolated from the rest
of the Semitic world, which plainly was not the case. Jeffery’s 1938 study of The Foreign
Vocabulary of the Qur’an spends a great deal of time sorting through the ideologically
motivated etymologies put forward to claim that no word in the Koran is of non-Arabic
origin. Even when the source of the borrowing was a very close Hebrew congener, so
long as it was charged with Jewish or Christian religious significance, scholars held it
to be unrelated.

In the following examples I have transliterated foreign scripts and omitted the
details as to which scholars maintained which views (the full information can be found
by following up the citations). First, some cases of words borrowed into Arabic from
Greek, a language associated exclusively with Christianity:

o Iblis “the Devil”: “The tendency among the Muslim authorities is to derive the
name from bls ‘to despair’, he being so called because God caused him to despair
of all good [...]. The more acute philologers, however, recognized the impos-
sibility of this [...]. That the word is a corrpution of the Gk. didbolos has been
recognized by the majority of Western scholars” (Jeffery, 1938, p. 47).

o buraj “Towers”: “The philologers took the word to be from baraja ‘to appear’
([..-]), but there can be little doubt that buriij represents the Gk. piirgos (Lat.
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burgus), used of the towers on a city wall [...]” (ibid., p. 78).

o qalam “pen”: “The native authorities take the word from galama ‘to cut’ ([...]),
but this is only folk-etymology, for the word is the Gk. kdlamos ‘a reed’ and then
‘a pen’, though coming through some Semitic form” (ibid., p. 243).

Indeed, the name for the Byzantine Greeks themselves, ar-Riim, was subjected to this
same interpretational process: “A considerable number of the early authorities took
it as an Arabic word derived from ram ‘to desire eagerly’, the people being so called
because of their eagerness to capture Constantinople ([...]). Some even gave them a
Semitic genealogy [...]. The ultimate origin, of course, is Lat. Roma, which in Gk. is
‘Rémé, which came into common use when hé Ned ‘Romé [...] became the name of
Constantinople after it had become the capital of the Empire” (ibid., pp. 146-147).

Turning to the Semitic languages, the scholars subjected the name of Isra’il
“Israel” - the patriarch and the nation of his descendants - to no less extraordinary
etymological acrobatics: “Some of the exegetes endeavoured to derive it from sr7 ‘to
travel by night’, because when Jacob fled from Esau he travelled by night ([...]). It was
very generally recognized as a foreign name, however” (ibid., p. 61). Jeffery goes on to
note that the absence of an initial glottal stop means that the word was probably not
borrowed directly from the Hebrew, but came instead from a Christian origin, since
the Greek, Syriac and Ethiopic forms of the name all lack the stop.

Other Hebrew borrowings for which Koranic commentators went into de-
nial include:

o ahbar, plural of hibr or habr “a Jewish Doctor of the Law”: “The Commentators
knew that it was a technical Jewish title and quote as an example of its use Ka‘b
al-Ahbar, the well-known convert from Judaism. It was generally taken, however,
as a genuine Arabic word derived from habira ‘to leave a scar’ (as of a wound),
the Divines being so called because of the deep impression their teaching makes
on the lives of their students” (ibid., pp. 49-50).

o asbat) “the Tribes” (i.e. the Twelve Tribes of Israel): “The philologers derive it
from sby) ‘a thistle’, their explanation thereof being interesting if not convincing
([...]). Some, however, felt the difficulty, and Abu’l-Laith was constrained to
admit that it was a Hebrew loan-word” (ibid., p. 57). Jeffery goes on to note that
it may have been borrowed via the Syriac.

o Taurah “the Torah™ “was recognized by some of the early authories to be a
Hebrew word [...]. Some, however, desired to make it an Arabic word derived

_»

from wara” [‘to conceal, keep secret’] (ibid., p. 96).

Finally, I have reserved for last what are undoubtedly the two most significant cases,
since they consist of nothing less than the names of God and the prophet whom Chris-
tians believe to be the Son of God. Concerning Allah Jeftery writes,

One gathers [...] that certain early Muslim authorities held that the word was of
Syriac or Hebrew origin. The majority, however, claimed that it was pure Arabic,
though they set forth various theories as to its derivation. Some held that it has
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no derivation, [...] while the Basrans derived it from al lah, taking lah as a verbal
noun from Iyh “to be high” or “to be veiled”. The suggested origins [...] were
even more varied, some taking it from alaha “to worship”, some from aliha “to
be perplexed”, some from aliha ‘ilya “to turn to for protection”, and others from
waliha “to be perplexed”. Western scholars are fairly unanimous that the source
of the word must be found in one of the older religions. (ibid., p. 66)

But most problematic of all was Tsa “Jesus”, a form which does not occur in Arabic
earlier than the Koran (ibid., p. 220) and is difficult to derive from its Hebrew original
following normal sound correspondences. Jeffery writes:

Many Muslim authorities take the word as Arabic and derive it from s “to be a
dingy white”, whence ‘ayasu “a reddish whiteness” ([...]), or from ‘aisu meaning
“a stallion’s urine”. (ibid., p. 219)

Stallion’s urine is not the most obvious source from which to derive the name of a
revered prophet, even if he is another religion’s Messiah. But I doubt that the Muslim
authorities were, as we say, taking the piss, since Arabic culture has always revered
the awesome power and majesty of the stallion, and it is easy to imagine that its urine
would be perceived as a magical substance with connections to the animal’s near-
mythical generative capacities. Still, the very impulse to prove a pure Arabic origin for
the name of everyone who figures in the Koran, even when their name in their own
language was known to be reasonably close to the Arabic form, is a testament to the
power of ideology over empirical observation, if any such testament were needed.

5. Recent shifts in Lebanese language/identity patterns

After the start of civil war in the mid-1970s, the position of French, which had been
strong and growing in 1962 (see Table 1 above) began to decline sharply. Something
like the old Ottoman-era distribution re-established itself, so that now approximately
half the Francophones of Lebanon are Maronites (see Table 2).

The decline of French has been paralleled by the rise of English. Recent data are
not available on knowledge of English across Lebanon, but quite a bit can be surmised
from the survey Abou et al. (1996) have done of the Francophone community. When
asked what languages besides Arabic would be most useful for the future of Lebanon,
61.5% of the Francophones answered that English would be most useful. Only 31.8%
said that French would be most useful, and a mere 3.1% said both English and French
(Abou et al. 1996:99). Even more startlingly, the Maronite Francophones were more
inclined than the Muslim Francophones to answer English rather than French. Two
out of three Maronite Francophones named English as the most important language
for the country’s future (ibid., 100). It seems clear from these data that another major
linguistic realignment is in progress.

A research study which Iinitiated in 1998, the results of which have been published
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Table 2. Distribution of Francophones by religion, from Abou et al. (1996:68)

Religious community Francophones
Sunni 10.5%
Shi’ite 12.1%
Druze 2.9%
Maronite 49.3%
Greek Orthodox 12.7%
Greek Catholic 9.6%
Others 2.9%
Total 100.0%
Number in sample 6,703

in Ghaleb & Joseph (2000), targeted adult residents (over 17 years of age) of the Greater
Beirut area. A university student was trained to solicit and administer the instrument.
Diverse areas of the capital were pinpointed for data collection. The student would
randomly select an adult passing by her location and request their participation in the
study. The amount of time needed to complete the form was estimated at 15 minutes
each. Our research was based on a combination of questionnaire and interview. The
major independent variables we examined are: age, sex, religious affiliation, type of
schools and university attended, level of education attained, profession/occupation,
place of origin, and area of residence within Beirut. Moderator variables include time
spent abroad (and where spent), contact with persons abroad, and so on.

A total of 281 participants in the Greater Beirut area completed the forms. The
participants were subdivided as follows:

Table 3. Participants by Gender and Religion (Ghaleb & Joseph 2000)

Male Female Total
Religion:
Muslims 55 101 156
Christians 38 72 110
No Response 6 9 15
Total 99 182 281

In breaking down the first foreign language by religion, we found no significant differ-
ences between Muslims and Christians:
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Table 4. Participants’ First Foreign Language by Religion (Ghaleb & Joseph 2000)

Respondents’

1st Foreign Lang. Muslims Christians Total
English 91 [58.3%] 60 [54.5%] 151 [53.7%]
French 59 [37.8%)] 43 [39.1%) 102 [36.3%]
English & French 2 [1.3%] 3[2.7%] 5[1.8%]
Other 4[2.6%] 4 [3.6%] 8 [2.8%]
No Response 15 [5.3%]
Total 156 110 281

When it comes to attitudes, however, differences begin to emerge. Although English
figured as the foremost world language by the respondents, when considering Leba-
non’s needs, a less overwhelming response was found. In answer to the query, “Do
you think English or French is currently more important as a second language for
Lebanon?”, the responses showed that both English and French figured as being
important. However, for those that selected just one language for their response,

English was considered to be the more important of the two.

Table 5. Most Important Foreign Language for Lebanon by Religion (Ghaleb & Joseph 2000)

Participants’ Religion English French Both Neither =Total
Muslims 77 (49.7%) 14 (9.0%) 58 (37.4%) 6(3.9%) 155
Christians 37 (33.6%) 10 (9.0%) 61 (55.5%) 2 (1.8%) 110
No Response 16
Total 114 24 119 8 281
Percent (/265) 43.0 9.1 44.9 3.0 100

These figures show a difference from those cited in Abou et al., 1996, p. 99:

Table 6. Comparison of figures for Most Important Foreign Language for Lebanon

English French Both
Abou et al. 61.5% 31.8% 3.1%
Ghaleb-Joseph 43.0% 9.1% 44.9%

My interpretation of the difference is that, for whatever reason, Abou’s subjects did
not perceive ‘both” as a valid choice. Interesting results were found from the query,
“Do you associate English and French with particular religious groups in Lebanon?
If so, which ones?” The responses showed that, of 281 responses, a little less than fifty
percent associated French with Christians while the overwhelming majority did not

associate English with either religion:
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Table 7. Which Religion English is Associated With (Ghaleb & Joseph 2000)

Religion of Respondent

Muslim (/155) Christian (/110)
Associate English with:
Christians 2 (1.3%) 7 (6.4%)
Muslims 18 (11.6%) 7 (6.4%)
Both 25 (16.1%) 9 (8.2%)
Neither 107 (69.0%) 85 (77.3%)
No Response 21

Table 8. Which Religion French is Associated With (Ghaleb & Joseph 2000)

Religion of Respondent
Muslim (/155) Christian (/110)

Associate French with:
Christians 73 (47.1%) 43 (39.1%)
Muslims 1(0.6%) -
Both 1(0.6%) -
Neither 81 (52.3%) 63 (57.3%)
No Response 19

So a tendency persists whereby French is associated with Christians, and, what is
surprising, it appears to be stronger among Muslims than among Christians them-
selves. This is despite the fact that the two groups report French as their first language
in roughly equal proportions.

What this suggests is that old cultural patterns die hard. Since 1997 all Leba-
nese education from primary up has been trilingual, in line with educational policy
developed specifically to close up the linguistic divide. But there is no guarantee that
it will work, unless Christians and Muslims want their communities to draw closer
together. Otherwise, discursive means can always be rediscovered for reconstituting
their supposed uniquenesses.

6. Conclusion: Still more recent developments

As noted in the second section, I observed a marked change in attitudes toward
bilingualism among my own relations in Lebanon between 1998 and 2002. It took a
considerable amount of observation and conversational interaction to determine what
had changed such that W2 and her father, who four years earlier had felt that Arabic
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was their language, now instead made strong assertions of their Arabic-French bilin-
gualism. In 1998 Lebanon was, in retrospect, at the peak of its modern stability. Open
hostilities between Christians and Muslims had ceased, the economy was approaching
something like normality and major rebuilding projects were underway. Admittedly,
there were two open wounds to national pride: the Israeli occupation of Southern
Lebanon, and the fact that Syria was openly running the rest of Lebanon, with its
troops stationed throughout the country and the government unable to take any
action without Syrian consent. Yet in the minds of most Lebanese these twin occupa-
tions effectively balanced each other out.

Muslims, although the more furious over the Israeli occupation, were recom-
pensed by the presence of de facto Muslim national control. Indeed, the presence of
Israeli troops in the south of Lebanon had been the rationale (or pretext) for Syria’s
entry into Lebanon. Christians were by no means content with the Israeli occupation,
but it did not pose the same level of threat to them; and as for the hand of Syria, they
exhibited an amazing capacity to deny that their country had in fact lost its sover-
eignty. This capacity was no doubt fed by the welcome fact of the economic upturn.
Whatever the situation of the government might be, one is less likely to resent it when
times are peaceful and prosperous.

What upset the balance for the Christians was the fact that, when Israel withdrew
from Southern Lebanon in May 2000, Syria did not then withdraw its own troops from
the rest of the country, as it had always been assumed would happen. In the absence
of any significant international objection, the occupation of Lebanon by Syria become
an apparently permanent arrangement. Then, the following year, as the long inter-
national economic boom of the 1990s came to a halt, the Lebanese economy ceased
to grow. Times were no longer good, and any Christians who had been in denial that
their country was now effectively a vassal state of its Muslim neighbour and traditional
rival shed their illusions.

And that is how, in the summer of 2002, the answer to the question “What
language is spoken in Lebanon?” came to be ‘French’. A different answer, one that
would amalgamate Lebanon to the rest of the Middle East and the Arab world, had
become unacceptable to W2, however obvious that answer may be. An answer that
asserts the uniqueness of Lebanon within the Middle East and the Arab world — how-
ever counter-intuitive it may appear — becomes the immediate reply. Such is the
volatility and, paradoxically, the durability of the links which language has to identi-
ties, national, ethnic and religious.
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CHAPTER 13

Language and religion in Bethlehem
A socio-historical linguistic perspective

Muhammad Amara
Bar-Ilan University

1. Introduction

The recent Israeli incursion (April 2002) to Bethlehem and the siege of the church of
nativity illustrate the importance of religion and politics in the town. Israeli soldiers
(for the overwhelming majority the native language is Hebrew) sieging the church,
with monks and priests inside the church with various European languages (mainly
Greek, French, Italian, Latin etc.), and the Palestinian fighters (native speakers
of Arabic and mainly Muslim) taking refuge in the church from the Israeli army.
Although the pictures broadcast on television shocked the entire world, the occupa-
tion of Bethlehem and the significant role-played by religion over the years are not a
new phenomenon.

Religion has played a significant role in the formation of the language fabric of the
town of Bethlehem. Bethlehem provides a unique case for testing the relations between
language and religion. Religion is closely related to economic and socio-political devel-
opments and other emerging social processes such as migration and urbanization. The
effect of migration, after a century of emigration of Christians and of immigration
of Muslims, is considerable on the language repertoire of the town. The indigenous
and European Churches have encouraged the spread of multilingualism through the
educational institutions they have established. The uncomfortable economic integra-
tion with Israel, following the Israeli occupation of the West Bank in 1967 is reflected
by the status of Hebrew in the linguistic repertoire. The gradual emergence of a unique
blend of Palestinian and Bethlehem identities and communities of practice is a final
result of these multiple effects.

My goal in this chapter is to explore the ‘lingualism’ of the city and to determine
the role of religion in the formation of the city’s lingual patterns. More specifically,
I shall look at the development of Bethlehem’s language repertoire and attempt to
answer the following multi-pronged question: How did the education system, emigra-
tion of Christians with their greater exposure to other languages and immigration of
Muslims, and politico-religious developments encourage or restrict multilingualism
in Bethlehem?
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2. Bethlehem Christian

Bethlehem’s greatest importance came from its early identification as the birthplace
of Jesus Christ. According to local tradition, the town’s Christian population was
established by five Jewish brothers who converted and became the patriarchs of the
founding Christian families in the town (Bannurah 1982). In 326 CE, Constantine,
Greek-speaking Holy Roman Emperor, and his mother Queen Helena, who had
converted to Christianity, visited the Holy Land, and identified the important sites
that had appeared in the New Testament account of the life of Jesus. In 326 CE, she
and her son had an elaborate church erected in Bethlehem over the cave which local
tradition identified as the site of the nativity (Franciscan Friars 1998). First named The
Church of Saint Mary, it was later called The Church of the Cradle or The Church of
the Nativity, and soon became the hub of a growing settlement.

With this, Bethlehem’s history as a place of pilgrimage began. Many hermits
and monks - Byzantine, Greek, Roman, Russian, Armenian, Syriac, Coptic, and
others - settled in the area, bringing with them a great variety of languages (Hassan
1993). Christians fleeing persecution increased the local population and it is claimed
that by the end of the fourth century there were over two hundred convents and
monasteries in and around Bethlehem. The most famous of these religious settlers,
St. Jerome, arrived in Bethlehem in 384 CE and lived near the Church of the Nativity
where he worked on translating the Bible from the Hebrew and Greek texts into Latin
(Petrozzi 1971). His most famous work was the Vulgate, a Latin translation of the Holy
Scriptures. It is believed that he was assisted with this work by Jewish scholars who
lived in nearby villages.

Bethlehem was particularly important as the site for ceremonies celebrating the
birth of Jesus. By the fifth century, Christians from Bethlehem and elsewhere, espe-
cially Jerusalem would join in major celebration on the fifth of January. Later, there
were also celebrations on the twenty fifth of December when the Church in Jerusalem
started to recognize the Roman Catholic calendar (Franciscan Friars 1998).

In 539, the Samaritans, living around Nablus north of Jerusalem, rebelled against
the Byzantine State. In the course of their rebellion, the walls of Bethlehem and the
Church of the Nativity were destroyed but these were rebuilt by the Emperor Justinian
who crushed the revolt. The church was rebuilt on Constantine’s original plans, with
an enlarged area over the grotto and marbles and mosaic covering the walls. There are
conflicting reports on how happy Justinian was with the renovations. According to
some, he had the architect executed. Nevertheless it is essentially the same church that
exists today (Franciscan Friars 1998).
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3. Islam and the rise of Arabic in Bethlehem

The dominance of the Arabic language in Bethlehem essentially begins with the Arab
conquest of Palestine in the seventh century under Caliph ‘Umar Ibn al-Khattab. Clas-
sical Arabic became the language of Government and eventually spoken Arabic the
vernacular of most of its residents. How quickly local residents began using Arabic as
their vernacular can only be speculated on but it is clear that Arabic was never the only
language spoken in Bethlehem. At the very least, the various Christian services would
have continued to be conducted in non-Arabic languages, for “‘Umar and his succes-
sors enforced the Islamic concept of dhimma. Derived from the Qur’anic statement,
la ikraha fi al-din (2:256) ‘there is no constraint in religion’, it protected the religious
rights of Christians and Jews as ahl al-dhimma “people of the pact”. These communi-
ties were tolerated under the Muslim rule of ‘Umar, their holy places and possessions
were protected, although they lived under a number of social and symbolic restrictions
and were required to pay higher taxes. (Bosworth 1982)

This policy of tolerance was maintained by ‘Umar’s successors until 1099 CE
when the Fatamid Caliph El-Hakim destroyed the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in
Jerusalem and began to persecute Christians. Bethlehem was saved, according to some
through miraculous intervention, and according to others, through the payment of
protection money.

The next great impact on the political (and linguistic) landscape of Bethlehem
was again through this pattern of conquering, settling and ruling. In 1099, the First
Crusaders conquered Bethlehem after Tancred of Normandy led a hundred knights
to conquer the basilica. The Crusaders brought with them the languages of Europe.
Baldwin was crowned King of Jerusalem in the Church of the Nativity on Christmas
day a year later. For the century during which the Crusader kings ruled, the town
of Bethlehem prospered economically. Its population increased with the coming of
pilgrims and their families. Some of them settled down and intermarried with the
inhabitants of Bethlehem, presumably leading to further multilingualism. In 1110,
Bethlehem became a bisphoric, endowed with properties in Palestine and estates in
France, Italy, Spain and Scotland. (Franciscan Friars 1998) The Church of the Nativity
was restored between 1166 and 1169 with the addition of marble, mosaics and other
ornamentation, many of which survive today.

The Christian Kingdom of Jerusalem survived until 1187, when the Arab armies
returned under the command of Sultan Saladin the Ayyubite and re-conquered much
of Palestine (El Ali 1991). For the next seven centuries, Bethlehem was under Muslim
rule with Arabic the language of the rulers. The extent of the toleration of non-
Muslims was dependent on the attitude of distant rulers and local governors. At
various times, the Christian communities labored under political inferiority and
financial restrictions. In 1192, Saladin, while allowing a continuing Frankish presence
in the town, ordered that all pilgrims to the holy places of Bethlehem had to pay a fee to
Muslim doorkeepers. Although an agreement in 1229 between Frederick II and Sultan
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Kamil Mohammed restored Frankish control over the Church of the Nativity, there
continued to be disputes over religious rights and political control.

Numerous Christian sects with their various languages continued to be present
in the town although the numbers of Christians was limited by political and financial
difficulties. The Italian-speaking Franciscan Friars, who were to have an important
influence in the town, established themselves in the deserted Augustinian monas-
tery in 1333. However, it can only be presumed that the more established Christian
residents of the town, as distinct from the clergy and pilgrims, reflected the general
pattern of Christians in the Middle East and gradually became indigenous speakers
of Arabic.

The demographic breakdown of Bethlehem between Christians and Muslims
would seem to have fluncuated. Political and other events could cause sudden changes.
For instance, in 1517, Bethlehem was under the protection of the Russian Czar and
became a refuge for Christians from the Palestinian countryside fleeing the conquering
Ottoman army. However, immigration from the town was also not uncommon, espe-
cially among Christians relocating to Jerusalem. (Bakhit, 1982)

By 1617, Bethlehem was under the occupation of the Ottomans. With the Ottoman
conquest came a new language of Government - Turkish. Arabic continued to be the
most common vernacular although the multilingual nature of the town was main-
tained under Ottoman rule. Although the Church of the Nativity was initially looted,
the Ottomans allowed the continued presence of Christian through the millet system,
the Ottoman version of the dhimma. The list of Christian groups in Bethlehem recog-
nized by the Ottomans included not just the representatives of the Latin Patriarchate
and the Greek Orthodox Church but also Syrians, Melkites, Copts, Chaldeans, Abys-
sinians and many others (Karpat, 1982:146). Each group had their own language of
prayer and favored vernacular.

Religious and political disputes in Bethlehem were never solely the preserve of a
simple Muslim-Christian rivalry. Conflict among the various Christian groups, partic-
ularly for authority over the Holy Places including the Church of the Nativity, was far
more common and convoluted. The Ottomans attempted to regulate inter-Christian
relations by granting the Greek Orthodox Patriarch hegemony over other Orthodox
dyophysites who upheld the doctrine proclaimed by the Council in Chalcedon in 1441
that Christ was both man and God, with each nature preserved. The Abyssinian Patri-
arch was acknowledged as head of the Orthodox monophysites — those who held the
two natures of Christ were blended into one - but was required to respect the rights
of other recognized sects.

However, no magic formula could be found to prevent these continuing disputes.
Over the centuries a complex pattern of rights and responsibilities developed which
was codified in the ‘Status Quo’ compromise codified by Sultan Uthman III in 1757
and recognized by a host of international conventions. The ‘status equo’ determined
which of the three Patriarchates, as by this time the Armenians were recognized
alongside the Roman Catholic and Greek Orthodox, had responsibility for the upkeep
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and decoration of various parts of the Church of the Nativity. It also applied to deter-
mining who, including smaller sects like the Copts and Syrian Orthodox, could use
space in the church and conduct their own rites. However, fierce and at times violent
inter-Christian rivalry continued to be a feature of Bethlehem.

Despite this, Bethlehem grew during the seventeenth and eighteenth century. Its
traditional agriculture and trading economy was supplemented by olive-wood and
mother of pearl factories which developed to provide the growing number of pilgrims
with religious artifacts. By 1842, an Austrian pilgrim estimated Bethlehem’s popula-
tion as 2,500 while in 1875 a German priest by the name of Valenteiner suggested it
was three thousand.

The town continued to be multilingual. The languages of government were
Turkish and classical Arabic, the main vernacular of both Christians and Muslims
was Arabic and each church maintained its own sacred and metropolitan languages
for worship and the clergy. Temporary visitors, especially pilgrims, also contributed
to the linguistic fabric of the town.

Until the nineteenth century, education played an insignificant role in spreading
multilingualism and plurilingualism in Bethlehem or in the region as a whole. Under
Ottoman rule, there was no public education system in Palestine. Education for
Muslims was limited to traditional religious schools known as the Kuttab in which the
Qur’an was taught while the only Christian school in Palestine was the Terra Sancta
School in Bethlehem, which was established in 1598.

However, during the nineteenth century, the influx of Western missionaries into
Palestine saw a change not just in the languages they brought with them but also in
the education system. They set up their own schools in Jerusalem, Ramallah, Nazareth,
Jaffa, Haifa, and in Bethlehem. By the early twentieth century, there were English,
French, German, American and Italian church schools, educating Muslim as well as
Christian pupils and aiming to gain converts to their cultures if not their religions.
At the turn of the century, the Ottoman government finally opened a few schools in
Jerusalem and other cities where both Arabic and Turkish were taught.

Bethlehem’s population grew quite rapidly during this period. By 1913 it was
estimated at 12,000. Although exact numbers are not available, it would seem that the
large majority were Christian with the rest a Muslim minority.

4. The British Mandate - English and Hebrew Official languages

During the British Mandate, there was a general strengthening of Bethlehem’s pluri-
lingual traditions. A local community began to emerge that functioned in its own
language with its own traditions, but maintained openness to the outside world.
However, this trend was limited by a number of factors, including, most notably, a
marked disparity in educational opportunities for local children.

Emigration played a major role during this period in increasing Bethlehem’s ties
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with other cultures and languages. Emigration, especially for economic reasons, had
been a feature in local life from as early as 1854, when mother-of-pear] craftsmen
traveled to New York to attend the World Fair and decided to set up business there
(Hassan 1993). It increased greatly in the last decades of the nineteenth century as
hundreds of locals left although World War I was perhaps the greatest single period
for emigration. The increased taxation of the last years of Ottoman rule, plus the hard-
ship, poverty and compulsory military service of the War saw a major fall in the size
of the town. In 1913 the population was estimated at 12,000, in 1921 it was down to
around 6,100. The great majority of emigrants were Christian, and the favored desti-
nations were North America and especially Latin American countries such as Chile
and El Salvador.

Emigration continued throughout the Mandate period and offset the high natural
increase. Although population estimates for this period are far from perfect, they
reveal a reasonably consisted picture of fairly slow growth. In 1933, the population
was estimated at 6,260. By 1938, it had grown to 7,751 and in 1945 to 8,820. The Popu-
lation estimates for 1946 was 10,000. There would seem to have been a small drop
in the following year, although the figure of 8,000 may be somewhat low. (Encyclo-
pedia Judaica)

The effects of this emigration on Bethlehem, linguistically and culturally, were
varied and during this period at least, often positive. Bethlehem’s ties with its growing
Diaspora were generally close and many emigrants returned either permanently or
temporarily to the area. It was common for men to emigrate, either alone or with male
relatives, and to return, either to be reunited with the families they had left behind or
to marry local women. They brought back to Bethlehem not only their experiences
with new places and languages.

Not all emigrants return to Bethlehem. However, the connection between them
and their hometown was maintained in various ways. The desire to maintain contact
with emigrants, to urge them to return and to press the authorities for their right to do
s0, was a major spur to the cultural and literary life of the town. (Musallam, 1989).!

There were other spurs to multilingualism during the British Mandate. Tourism
and pilgrimage increased, and at least some Bethlehemites learnt Hebrew so as to
communicate with their new Jewish neighbors. More importantly, numbers of locals
were employed in the government departments during the British Mandate, a reflec-
tion and a strengthening of their ties to the new governing language, English.

But the greatest single incentive to multilingualism remained the prevalence of
foreign-sponsored schools who strengthened their role in education in Bethlehem and
Arab Palestine generally. During the British Mandate, government policy was to allow
the private church-related schools to continue, and to leave education essentially to
the Arab and Jewish communities. Article 15 of the British Mandate stipulated that:

It is the right of each religious group to conduct its educational affairs in the
pattern it chooses and the languages it wishes according to the general require-
ments of society as imposed by the administration.



186 Muhammad Amara

This law clearly suited the Christian missionary groups who were allowed to set
their own curricula, they continued to spread their views and propagate Western
languages such as French, English, German and Russian. These schools generally gave
a lot of attention to the language of their home church. Initially, during the British
Mandate, they prepared pupils for the Palestinian Matriculation Examination. Later,
this examination was replaced by the English General Certificate of Education (GCE)
examination set by the University of London.

However, Bethlehem shared in the serious educational problems that effected
Arab Palestine as a whole. There were constant complaints about the standard of Arab
education during the Mandate, particularly centering on the low level of Government
support. In the Bethlehem area, no public school was established until 1924. Arab
elementary schools under the Mandate taught in Arabic and taught some English.
The government secondary schools also used Arabic as the language of instruction,
teaching English, Latin and Greek as additional languages. During the Mandate, there
were only two government Arab schools with the complete four years of secondary
education in all of Palestine. The Arab College and Al-Rasheediyya, both in Jerusalem
(Abu-Kishik 1983), saw their role as preparing pupils for clerical jobs in govern-
ment offices.

This division of educational systems between Government and private during the
British Mandate exacerbated cultural and educational gaps between rural and urban
populations. Village elementary schools offered only a four-year program, a year less
than urban schools (Abu Kishik 1983). There were secondary schools only in towns
and cities.

Particularly relevant to this study is the clear evidence of major gaps between the
standard of education for Christians and Muslims and the different levels of exposure
to non-Arabic languages for the two communities. Although some Muslims attended
traditional Muslim schools (which usually taught only Arabic) or church-based insti-
tutions, the main source of education throughout Palestine for Muslim children was
the inferior Government funded schools.

According to Hourani (1947), 92% of Christian and just 25% of Muslim children
received primary education. In 1947, the British director of education reported that
while it was hard to estimate the level of literacy, he assumed that 50% of all Arab chil-
dren in Palestine between the ages of 7 to 12 would be permanently illiterate (Miller
1985:160).

The role of developing Arab nationalism in Palestine in fostering or reacting
against multilingualism is deserving of further study. Suleiman (Suleiman 1994) has
suggested that Arab nationalism was in general closely tied to calls for the strength-
ening of the place of Arabic and the use of standard Arabic instead of divisive local
vernaculars. However, in Bethlehem at least, it would be wrong to draw a crude
portrait of nationalism representing a reactionary element against multilingualism or
exposure to other cultures. Although the evidence is sketchys, it is possible to discern
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in Bethlehem at this time a developing nationalist elite class that, while committed
to local concerns, also had close contact to other cultures and languages. These men
were frequently educated in foreign-sponsored schools, and often had ties both with
the English speaking Government and with relatives and friends abroad. Far from
being an insular group, they would appear to have been particularly influenced and
interested in the ideas and cultures of elsewhere.

5. Jordanian Rule — Arabic first

The events of 1948 were a watershed for Bethlehem in many ways. Bethlehem and
surrounding areas known as the ‘West Bank’ (of Jordan) came under the rule of the
Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan. The founding of the State of Israel and the first Arab-
Israeli war caused massive population disruptions, with 250,000 refugees during
1948-1949 leaving the area controlled by Israel and entering the West Bank. As part
of the effort to cope with this huge influx, three refugee camps near Bethlehem were
established by the Jordanian authorities — the ‘Azza and the ‘Aida camps just to the
north of the town, and the larger Ad Duhayshah camp to the south.

The changes to Bethlehem caused by the war were far-reaching. The demographic
dominance of Christians was altered. The population of the town, which was 9310 a
few months before the 1948 war, rose to 11, 600 as the result of people from nearby
villagers seeking shelter from the fighting and its consequences. The great majority of
the town’s permanent residents were Christian, 8796 as compared to 2900 Muslims.
Most Christians were associated with either the Latin Orthodox, Greek Orthodox
or Syriac churches. The contiguous villages of Bayt Jala and Bayt Sahur were also
predominantly Christian.

However, by 1961 the population of Bethlehem had almost doubled to 22, 453.
The increase was largely due to the inhabitants of the refugee camps situated on the
town’s edges, almost all of whom were Muslim. Bethlehem, which for several centu-
ries at least, had been largely Christian, had during this period roughly similar-sized
Christian and Muslim populations. By 1967, Bethlehem was majority Muslim and
moreover was situated in the midst of an overwhelmingly Muslim countryside.

Emigration continued to be a significant factor in Bethlehem. Economic reasons
remained prevalent although the disruption and disillusionment of political and mili-
tary events also surely played a part. Huge amounts of West Bankers, reaching 2.5%
of the population per year and almost 400,000 during the entire period of Jordanian
rule, moved to the East Bank of Jordan. In the 1950s, most migrants were men under
age forty, frequently joined in the following decade by their wives and families. They
were drawn by the fact that Jordan, alone among Arab countries, granted Palestinian
refugees full citizenship, especially as a result of the accelerated industrial and agri-
cultural development (Benvenisti: 1984). Internal migration was also a factor as the
urbanization increased in the West Bank. Many Bethlehemites, especially Christians,
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moved to the city of Jerusalem, often to be replaced by Muslims moving from villages
to the larger town.

There were other linguistic consequences of Jordanian rule. English was replaced
as the official language by Arabic, although in practice, Arabic had been the language
of many Government institutions during the British Mandate. Private church-related
schools, as well as public schools, now came under Jordanian control. New schools
for refugees were also established in the 1950s by UNRWA and administered by
UNESCO. After the Jordanian educational reform in 1961, all schools were legally
required to use Arabic as the language of instruction although it remained permitted
to teach foreign languages.

Most Christian children in Bethlehem continued to be educated in church-based
schools. During this period the Lutheran Evangenical School was established, which
taught in English and German as well as Arabic, and the Christian Mission School,
founded by an American-based religious society and where English was the only
foreign language. The great majority of Muslims were in government based and refugee
schools, with a small minority receiving their education from Christian schools.

It would therefore be wrong to suggest that the Jordanian period saw a radical
turning back from the tradition of multilingualism. Certainly, Arabic was unquestion-
ingly the predominant language. It remained the major vernacular of Bethlehem, and
was now the language of government as well as the official language of instruction for
education. Bethlehem’s population had also become increasingly Muslim, with Chris-
tians who were more likely than Muslims to be multilingual, by 1967 in the minority.

But there were still plenty of factors keeping multilingualism alive. The infra-
structure of the town, which had established its multilingual traditions, remained in
place — the Churches with their scared languages, the private schools, the ties with
emigrants. Tourism and pilgrimage increased under the Jordanians, despite the diffi-
culties caused by a closed border with West Jerusalem.

The Israeli occupation of the West Bank from 1967 did not transform Bethlehem
society overnight. Many parts of traditional society remained in place; others had
been changing even before 1967. But, the occupation did introduce and heighten a
complex range of developments within Bethlehem. It was to impact on many parts of
the economy, the social structure and the daily lives of Bethlehemites.

6. Israeli occupation - Hebrew in the language repertoire of the town

It is somewhat artificial to attempt to separate the linguistic impact of Israeli rule from
1967 until 1995 with the situation in Bethlehem today. However, a brief depiction of
this period does help suggest what linguistic features of Bethlehem stem from long
traditions and what reflect more recent events.

The most direct linguistic impact of Israeli rule on Bethlehem from 1967-1995
was the imposition of Hebrew as the official language. It was the language of
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Government, of bureaucracy, of the occupation. It was usually the language used
by the soldiers who patrolled Bethlehem and manned the checkpoints that were
a feature of everyday life. It was also increasingly the language of work. Large
amounts of Bethlemites during this period labored in Israelis factories, farms,
restaurants and construction businesses and gained some functional knowledge
of Hebrew. Businessmen also frequently used Hebrew as Israel was the major
source of the West Bank’s imports and exports during this period. Hebrew could
be heard on the television and radio, there was some contact with the Israeli
settlers who lived close-by and with the many Israeli tourists.

The contact with the many languages of tourists and pilgrims from all around the
world also grew enormously, despite occasional downfall in times of heightened
political tensions. Although the lack of hotels meant that Bethlehem was usually just a
day trip from Jerusalem, enormous amounts of overseas visitors passed through.

Emigration during this period also increased. The 1967 war with Israel led to
massive emigration from all parts of the West Bank. Between June and September
1967, some 200,000 people left the West Bank. The most common destination was
Jordan, 20% of the West Bank population crossed the river during these months.
Emigration continued as the Israeli occupation established itself. 15,000 more West
Bankers left in 1968 alone. Between 1968 and 1983, 136,500 people left the West Bank,
a figure equal to 46% of the (high) Palestinian natural increase.

Bethlehem was similarly affected. We reported earlier that emigration had a
number of positive spin-offs, linguistically and otherwise, for the town. To some
extent, these benefits continued. Money sent back by migrants was crucial to the
economy of the town and there were frequently other forms of continuing contact.
According to a 1991 survey, nearly 50% of Bethlehem emigrants wrote and one
third phoned regularly. One in ten made regular visits back to Bethlehem. Nor did
emigration cause a major drop in population. On the contrary, Bethlehem’s popula-
tion grew greatly during this period, due mainly to high natural increase and also
internal immigration.

However, it is impossible to ignore the cumulative damage of continued emigra-
tion for Bethlehem. The human cost was enormous, as people fled their homes from
war, occupation and poverty. The impact of Bethlehem as a whole also mounted. Beth-
lehemites left following the 1967 war and they continued to leave, not in vast numbers
at any one time but a significant percentage of the population. The Bethlehem Dias-
pora became far larger than those who remained. Although some emigrants returned
(not always willingly, such as the Palestinian workers expelled from Kuwait in 1991),
most of them did not. Increasingly, entire well-established Bethlemite families had
disappeared, become ‘extinct’ from the town (see Table 1).
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Table 1. Numbers of emigrating and extinct families in Bethlehem (Source El Ali, 1991)

Quarter Emigrating Families Extinct Families
Al-Farahiyyah 63 11
An-Najajrah 58 16
Al-Anatrah 31 6
Al-Qawawsah 32 6
Al-Hraizat 40 16
Al-Tarajmah 22 4
Al-Fawaghrah 24 0
The Syriacs 86 5
Total 356 64

7. Bethlehem today - The language situation

What is the nature of the current multilingual situation in the city? A household survey?
gives us an answer. Data obtained from 510 homes pertaining to 2240 individuals. The
gender distribution was 52.5% male, 47.5% female, and the proportions of Muslims
(64.4%) and Christians (35.6%) were closer to the estimate for the population. The
sample surveyed then is 10% of the present estimated population of Bethlehem proper.
The person actually interviewed in each house was generally an adult. The average age
of the people interviewed was 33.8

What are the languages that these people claim to know? The major language
of Bethlehem is Arabic, spoken by 96%.> The second most common language is
English, said to be spoken by just over half. This figure is in some ways exaggerated,
for it assumes that any child in school learning English may be said to know it already.
A sizeable number of Bethlehemites (13%) are reported to be able to speak Hebrew,
followed by French (11%), other (unspecified) languages, German, and Italian. Some
of these too (excluding Hebrew) are perhaps better understood as reports that a pupil
is studying the language in school.

To add more detail, questions were asked about language skills, distinguishing
between speaking, reading and writing. To make the self-assessment a little easier,
speaking was defined as “being able to conduct a normal conversation, reading as
“being able to read a newspaper,” and writing as “being able to write a simple letter.”
In all cases, the literacy skill is reported to be lower than the oral skill in the same
language. Thus, while 95% are said to be able to conduct a conversation in Arabic,
only 83% are said to be able to read a newspaper in it and 80% to write a letter in it.
There are similar differences in claims of proficiency in English and each of the other
languages. Arabic reading and writing are taught in school, so is English and some of
the other languages. In school, foreign language teaching, writing, though important,
generally comes after speaking and reading.
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Table 2. Languages claimed by the sample

Language Number Percentage
Arabic 2127 96
English 1223 55
Hebrew 299 13
French 254 11
German 65

Ttalian 46 2
Other languages 116 5

Table 3. Language skills reported

Skill Frequency Percent
Speaks Arabic 2127 95
Reads Arabic 1866 83
Writes Arabic 1800 80
Speaks English 1223 55
Reads English 1173 52
Writes English 1064 45
Speaks Hebrew 299 13
Speaks French 254 11
Reads Hebrew 216 10
Writes Hebrew 203 9
Reads French 201 9
Writes French 184 8
Speaks Other 116 5
Reads Other 98 4
Writes other 87 4
Speaks German 65 3
Writes German 47 2
Reads German 46 2
Speaks Italian 46 2
Reads Italian 32 1
Writes Italian 28 1
Total 2240 100

The pattern for Hebrew however is different. Most Palestinians learn it in informal
situations, as a spoken language at work, for instance. Thus, reported ability in speaking
Hebrew is second after English, higher than reported ability to speak French. Reading
and writing Hebrew come lower, after French. However, considering that Hebrew is
not taught in Bethlehem schools, it is remarkable that there are over 200 people who
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are reported to have learned to read it. As we saw earlier, salespeople and clerks, as well
as academics and students, are most likely to have developed this skill.

Are there any significant differences according to religion? Christians know
(speak, read and write) more languages on average than do Muslims (the differences
are highly significant) (see Table 4). This suggests the influence of the foreign churches
and their schools on foreign language proficiency.

Table 4. Mean number of languages known by Muslim and Christians

Religion Languages spoken Languages read  Languages written
Muslim 1.66 1.47 1.37
Christian 2.16 1.86 1.75
Both 1.84 1.61 1.51

Christians, with better access to foreign schools and more likelihood to have contact
with foreigners, know English, French, German, Italian and other languages better.
Muslims, on the other hand, are more likely to work in Israel and so to know Hebrew
better (see Table 5).

Table 5. Languages spoken according to religion (percentages)

Religion English Hebrew French Otherlanguage  German Italian
Muslim % 47 15 3 4 2 1
Christian % 68 10 26 8 5

Total % 55 13 11 5 3 2

The household survey confirmed both the multilingualism of the town and the plura-
lingualism of its inhabitants. This pluralingualism may be accounted for in different
ways. On the whole, the best explanation of the number of languages known is educa-
tion, but religion, age and gender also correlate highly (see Table 6).

There are a few native speakers of languages other than Arabic, mainly born
outside the town. For most residents, schooling has been the main source of knowl-
edge of the most common language, English. For Hebrew, however, it appears to be
work or occupation that accounts for knowledge. As a result of the Israeli decision
in 1967 to leave the Jordanian curriculum in effect in West Bank schools, schools in
Bethlehem were not required to teach Hebrew. Those who worked in Israel or who
were brought into regular contact with Israeli authorities or tourists acquired Hebrew
informally. For the other languages, the common source is education, through Church
schools which teach the language of their metropolitan congregation.

Another context for acquiring a language, or perhaps more correctly, reason for
knowing it, is contact with tourists. The town’s multilingualism justifies this pattern,
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Table 6. Correlations between number of languages spoken and education, age, religion and
gender.

Age Education Gender Languages spoken Religion
Age 1.000 228%* -.034 1517 124
Education 228** 1.000 -.070** 632 128%*
Gender -.034 -.070** 1.000 -.129 .023
Languages spoken 510 6327 - 129%% 1.000 246
Religion 124 128 .023 .246** 1.000

**  Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

with English satisfying most demands for contact with foreign tourists and pilgrims,
Hebrew helping for contact with Israeli, and other languages associated with the
Churches and with tourists.

Difference in language knowledge helps distinguish Muslims and Christians.
Logistic regression reveals that if one knows a person’s age, education, number of
languages spoken and ability to speak Hebrew, there is a 72.5% likelihood of predicting
correctly whether they are Christian or Muslim.

These findings were borne out in the direct questioning. Standard Arabic, English
and French were mainly learned in school. The only formal learning of Hebrew was
in university (Bethlehem university offers two courses) or vocational institutes. On
the other hand, most people who knew Hebrew say they learned it at work or on
the street.

To sum up, half of the population of Bethlehem is reported to be at least bilingual.
While for many, this bilingualism is limited to speaking ability, a good proportion
are claimed to have functional reading and writing skills in more than one language.
Christians have better access to foreign languages and Muslims till the second Pales-
tinian Intifada had better access to Hebrew.

Amara et al. (1999) have also revealed significant differences in phonological and
lexical features between Muslims and Christians. For instance, while the percentage of
use of the standard variant [q] by Muslims and Christian is the same, Christians show
a much greater use of the [] urban variant than Muslims and a proportionately lower
use of the [k] village vernacular variant.

8. Conclusion

The socio-historical linguistic survey of Bethlehem suggests that the language situa-
tion of the town stems from long traditions and what reflects more recent events.



194 Muhammad Amara

Focusing on recent events, there are a number of plausible explanations as to why
Christians in Bethlehem should have more knowledge of foreign languages and favor
the urban features over the standard ones. The first concerns education.

Bethlehem Christians are educated in schools conducted by Church groups all of
which recognize another language besides Arabic. While most of the instruction in
these schools is in Arabic, the school’s ideology treats Arabic alongside the sacred or
metropolitan language of the sponsoring Church, whether Greek or Latin or French
or English or Italian. In Muslim schools, on the other hand, Arabic (especially its
standard Qur’anic variety) rules alone. Just as the re-arabicization of the Maghreb
countries (Morocco, Tunisia and Algeria) has suffered from the competition for pres-
tige of European languages, so it is understandable that Bethlehem pupils educated in
Christian schools have a lower regard for Standard Arabic.

There are two additional reasons connected with education. The Christian schools
start teaching English earlier than the Muslim, teach other European language as well,
and so devote less time to the teaching of Arabic. Reinforcing this, many Christian
pupils are already aspiring to continuing their study at European or American univer-
sities. For all these reasons, then, the standard may be assumed to have lower prestige
for them.®

A second reason has to do with migration. More Bethlehem Christians than
Muslims have left the town and are now resident in Diasporas in the Americas. Having
relatives abroad and the increasing likelihood of joining them one day reduce the
chances of regarding Bethlehem as a permanent home.

Thirdly, we may assume that part of the reason for divergences some attempt
to keep distance from the Muslim villagers who since 1948 have slowly become the
majority in Bethlehem. While the original dialect of the town was fallahi, the shift to
urban forms is part of the same movement that Cadora (1970) proposed, from Bedouin
to fallahi to madani. Cadora, who in 1965 studied a Christian family in Ramallah, a
West Bank town near Jerusalem, interpreted the change as a process of increasing
urbanization. He postulated a general move in Arabic from pastoral (Bedouin) to rural
(fallahi) to urban (madani), with each level and its associated dialect having higher
status than the one before, and with all three being lower in status than the standard
(H) form associated with the literary and classical language. Jerusalem was a city while
Bethlehem was still a village, and the Christian Patriarchs who are responsible for the
Bethlehem churches have their seats in Jerusalem. For Christian males, then, urban
phonology is an alternative way of resisting the Standard while choosing to give up on
the vernacular form.

Notes

1. Pioneer leaders in journalism, literature and policy started to appear after World War I,
led by Yuhanna Khalil Dakkarat, Issa Basil Bandak, and the leader of the Greek Orthodox
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nationalist renaissance in Bethlehem and Palestine, Khalil Ibrahim Kazakiyya. In 1919 a group
of young men decided to establish a literary club, with a journal. The Bethlehem Journal
published articles on nationalist, literary, political, economic and social topics (El Ali 1991) and
helped to maintain the bond between Bethlehem and the Diaspora.

2. This paper is based originally on a project funded by the Netherlands Israel Research and
Development Program (NIRP) that I conducted together with Professor Bernard Spolsky (Bar-
Ilan University), Professor Hanna Tushyeh (Bethlehem University), and Professor Kees de Bot
(the University of Nijmegen).

3. The exceptions are mainly infants, reported as knowing no language yet

4. The sociolinguistic variable /q/ is a well-studied stereotype in Levantine Arabic. It has four
distinct variants (Mitchell, 1993). The first, [q], is the standard Arabic variant, that generally
has the highest prestige. The second, [’], is common in urban centers in Palestine and the
Levant, associated with madani or city-dwellers. The third, [k], is the common vernacular form
heard in Palestinian villages and formerly associated with fallahi or villagers. The fourth, [g],
occurs commonly in Bedouin dialects. Evidence will also be adduced from other phonological
variables.

5. Christians generally express more favorable opinions of English than do Muslims, as our
study found.

References

Abu Kishk, Bakir. 1983. Educational and Academic Conditions in the Occupied Territories.
Nablus: Al-Wahda Publications.

Amara, Muhammad H., Spolsky, Bernard & Tushyeh, Hanna. 1999. Sociolinguistic Reflexes of
Socio-political Patterns in Bethlehem: Preliminary Studies. In Language and Society in the
Middle East and North Africa: Studies in Variation and Identity. Yasir Suleiman ed., pp.
54-80. London: Curzon Press.

Bakhit, Muhammad Adnan 1982. The Christian population of the province of Damascus in
the sixteenth century. In Christians and Jews in the Ottoman Empire: The Functioning of a
Plural Society, Benjamin Braude and Bernard Lewis (ed.), 19-66. New York: Holmes and
Meier Publishers Inc.

Bannurah, Touma 1982. The History of Bethlehem, Beit Jala, and Beit Sahour (Ephrata). In
Arabic ed. Jerusalem: Al-Ma’arrif Press.

Benvenisti, Meron. 1984. The West Bank Data Project. Washington, D.C.: American Enterprise
Institute for Public Policy Research.

Bosworth, Clifford E. 1982. The concept of Dhimma in early Islam. In Christians and Jews in the
Ottoman Empire: The Functioning of a Plural Society, B. Braude and Bernard Lewis (ed.),
37-51. New York: Holmes and Meier.

Cadora, Frederic I. 1970. Some linguistic concomitants of urbanization. Anthropological
Linguistics 12 (1): 10-19.

El Ali, Geries 1991. Bethlehem: The Immortal Town. Translated by Massou, Issa S. in Arabic ed.
Jerusalem: Emrezian Graphic Arts Establishment.



196 Muhammad Amara

Franciscan Friars 1998. Bethlehem [web-page]. Abela, John, 30 March 1998 [cited 17 June 1998].
Available from

Hassan, Nezar. 1993. Bethlehem. Jerusalem: Al-Quds Television Production. Video.

Hourani, Albert Habib 1947. Minorities in the Arab World, Royal Institute of International
Affairs. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Karpat, Kemal H 1982. Millets and nationality: the roots of the incongruity of nation and state
in the post-Ottoman era. In Christians and Jews in the Ottoman Empire: the functioning of
a plural society, Benjamin Braude and Bernard Lewis (ed.), 141-170. New York: Holmes
and Meier Publishers Inc.

Miller, Ylana N. 1985. Government and society in rural Palestine:1920-1948, Modern Middle
East Series. Austin, TX: University of Texas Press.

Mitchell, Timothy F. 1993. Pronouncing Arabic 2. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Musallam, Adnan 1989. The journey of journalism in Bethlehem, 1919-1987: A study of the
history of the local Arab Palestinian journalism. Bethlehem University Journal 7/8:37-59.

Petrozzi, Maria Teresa 1971. The Holy Places of Palestine: Bethlehem. Jerusalem: Franciscan
Printing Press.

Suleiman, Yasir 1997a. The Arabic language in the fray: A sphere of contested identities. In
University Lectures in Islamic Studies, Alan Jones (ed.), 127-148. London: Altajir World
of Islam Trust.



CHAPTER 14

The role of language
in some ethnic churches
in Melbourne

Anya Woods
Research Unit for Multilingualism and Cross-Cultural Communication,
School of Languages, University of Melbourne

1. Introduction

Immigration and refugee resettlement have brought to Australia a great diversity of
peoples, and with them many cultures, languages and faiths. Of the 68% of Australians
who identify with the Christian religion, 13.7% (2001 Census figures) speak a language
other than English at home; thus a significant percentage of the population experi-
ence firsthand the tensions that exist where language, culture and (the Christian) faith
intersect. This research illustrates well the dynamic interface between the sociology
of language and of religion, by examining these tensions from a sociolinguistic view-
point while drawing on theological perspectives and theories of multiculturalism. In
doing so, this research endeavours to move towards a more thoroughly documented
response to the question of What is the role of language in ethnic churches?

In order to begin to answer this question, an investigation was undertaken of
the language needs, habits and preferences of Christians of non English-speaking
background in sixteen different ethnic congregations in Melbourne during the period
1997 to 1999.! Importantly, the congregations selected represented different periods
of Australia’s migration history, as well as different languages, cultural backgrounds
and denominations. The congregations were: from the Anglican Church, Chinese
(principally Hakka-speaking) and Persian; from the Baptist Church, Arabic and
Spanish; from the Catholic Church, Croatian and Italian; from the Lutheran Church,
German, Latvian and Slovak; from the Orthodox Church, Greek and Russian; from
the Reformed Church, English-speaking of Dutch origin, and Chinese (Mandarin);
and from the Uniting Church (a denomination formed from an amalgamation of
Methodist, Congregational and Presbyterian churches), Indonesian, Oromo and
Tamil congregations were studied.

This chapter will present some of the findings of this research, with particular
focus on two of the congregations involved, the Latvian Lutheran congregation, and



198 Anya Woods

the Indonesian congregation of the Uniting Church. These congregations illustrate
well the variety of ethnic church experiences in Melbourne.

2. Setting the Scene: Australia’s religious profile

The religious profile of Australia is firmly linked to immigration patterns. As Bouma
(1997:1) states, “The shape of Australia’s religious profile is primarily a function of its
migration history and only secondarily a function of conversion or changing religious
identification. Many forms of Christianity, Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism are found
in Australia because people of these religious traditions have migrated to Australia
and have worked to establish religious organisations to enable religious practices not
previously found here.” Six of the seven denominations which are represented in the
current research — Anglican, Baptist, Catholic, Lutheran, Orthodox, and the antecedent
denominations of the Uniting Church (Congregational, Methodist and Presbyterian)
- were all firmly established in Australian society within the first hundred years of its
colonial history (with the Reformed Churches evolving out of — and other churches
being fortified by — twentieth century migration). Each was established by immigrants
who, accustomed to expressing their faith in a particular way, wished to continue
familiar practices in the new country.

For migrant Christians seeking to worship in the Australian context, the issues are
many, the results as varied as the groups themselves. At one extreme they may gather
in isolated, homeland-looking churches, or, at the other, assimilate into a sea of largely
anglo-centric, English-speaking Christians in the mainstream churches. One question
thus stands out - is getting “the message” across (and here “the message” is specifically
that of the Gospel) more or less important for a church than being a vehicle for cultural
and language maintenance?

What seems to be clear from the present research is that the balance between the
medium and the message in ethnic churches is determined by two overlapping sources
of influence - the place of language and religion in the cultural value system of the
ethnic group, and the place of language in the culture of the religious denomination.
These factors will be examined in turn.

3. Language and religion in the cultural value system of the ethnic
group

The term “core value” was developed by Smolicz (1981 and elsewhere) to refer to
“those values that are regarded as forming the most fundamental components or
heartland of a group’s culture” and which “act as identifying values which are symbolic
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of the group and its membership” (Smolicz and Secombe 1985:11). Smolicz’s core
value theory proposes that community members who reject their community’s core
values are jeopardising their group membership and that rejection by the group as a
whole will ultimately result in its “disintegration as a community that can perpetuate
itself as an authentic entity across generations” (Smolicz and Secombe 1989:479).

Over the years, Smolicz and others have sought to determine the core values of
different ethnic communities, particularly with respect to language as a core value.
While the Dutch language has not been shown to be a core value of the Dutch culture
(which to some degree explains the high rate of language shift within the Dutch
community; Smolicz and Lean 1979, Clyne 1991), studies conducted in the Latvian
and Greek communities (Smolicz and Secombe 1985:11-38; see also Lloyd-Smith
1996, Woods 1999), the Croatian community (Smolicz and Secombe 1989:478-511),
and the Chinese and Tamil communities (Smolicz, Lee, Murugaian and Secombe
1990:229-46), have found all but the latter to consider its respective mother tongue
as a core value. More precisely, amongst the Tamil community, the Tamil language is
considered a vital aspect of the culture only by those who are also devout Hindus, and
not by Tamil Christians.

The difference found between the core values of Tamil Christians and Tamil
Hindus points to two difficulties which have been raised concerning Smolicz’s theory:
firstly, multiple group membership and secondly, problems in group definition (see
Clyne 1991; Kipp, Clyne and Pauwels 1995). Ethnic churches are associated with the
use of a particular community language (other than English) which is common to the
majority of those who attend. Where this language is a pluricentric language, such
as Arabic or Spanish, the situation is more complex. While its speakers are members
of the same global speech community, they have different cultural experiences and
expectations conditioned not only by their country of birth, but in addition by their
migration vintage and a host of other factors. Members of a pluricentric speech
community may be united under the “umbrella” of their church, but “they cannot and
do not have a single cultural value system” (Kipp et al 1995:129).

The second difficulty flows from the first: how exactly may the core values of a
group whose members simultaneously have multi-directional loyalties be identified?
Members of ethnic churches not only possess cultural and language community
membership, but membership of a denomination, and a religion at local, national
and international levels; they have overlapping ethnic and religious identities. These
competing allegiances have implications for both language maintenance and language
shift on an individual and community level, and help to explain why some ethnic
communities tend towards greater community language use in their churches than
others.
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4. 'The place of language in the culture of the religious denomination

Language plays an important role in religious expression whether the believer is mono-
lingual or multilingual. Whether full use is made of a speaker’s linguistic resources
depends on a number of factors, and the ways in which these resources become
present in church life vary. Certainly it depends in part on the past history and existing
structure and character of the church of which the individual is a member. Are there
policies at the top of the denominational hierarchy which prescribe which language
may be used when in the church? Are there regulations at parish or congregational
level? Or are there simply long-held traditions at work determining the domination of
one culture and language over all others?

At one level, language might be considered to be quite independent of reli-
gion. Smolicz (1994:38) - speaking principally about multilingualism in the Catholic
setting — compares the additive nature of language with the exclusive nature of reli-
gious faith:

“In the case of language, individuals can be bilingual, trilingual or multilingual,
but they cannot claim to be bi-religious or multi-religious in faith and doctrine.
...In contrast, the use of diverse languages in the church by the faithful does not
hinder unity, but openly enhances it. The clergy who says one Mass in English and
another in Italian on the same Sunday, openly demonstrates that bilingualism,
by being internalised in the same individual, causes no division, no conflict, but
rather bears witness to the universality of the Church.”

Language can also take on a distinct spiritual dimension. Hebrew, Greek and Arabic,
as the languages used in sacred scriptures, have taken on “sacred” value for Jews,
Christians and Muslims (Fishman 1991:360). Clyne and Kipp (1999:328-9) indicate
that this sacred character is extended to the colloquial variety, as well as the eccle-
siastical variety, firmly identifying the language as the only authentic one to use in
religious practice.

Research - such as that by Katsikis (1993:50-3) - illustrates the sacred value
which (ecclesiastical) Greek has taken on for members of Greek Orthodox churches.
One of her informants is quoted as saying:

“I do not understand [the liturgy], but I have a book with a translation. If I take
it along with me, I understand, but if I don’t, it doesn’t matter, because it is a
mystery — we are not meant to know and understand everything; that is the way
of the church, of religion.”

The belief that religion is not “pure” without the “right” language has also surfaced
throughout history in many churches connected with revolutionary theological
reform. Lehmann (1981:30) refers to the conviction of many German Lutherans
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in South Australia in the late nineteenth century, that “God had revealed the true
meaning of the Bible to Luther in the German language and it was their special obli-
gation to preserve this precious gift”. Many believed that there could be “no genuine
Lutheran faith without the German language” (p. 33).

Boyd (1985:163) describes the potential strength of the relationship between
language and religion in the following way:

“Decisions by church authorities to change the language used for religious activi-
ties have often been met by strong reactions on the part of the believers. Some
prefer to leave the church rather than change the language they have been accus-
tomed to using there, even though church officials motivate the change in terms
of the members’ lack of skill in the religious language. Even if the language is not
established by dogma as sacred, it takes on a sacred value by being used for many
years in religious contexts. Usually, this sacred value is not shared by any other
language or variety of language for the believer.”

Smolicz’s core value theory helps explain why language is more central to one culture
than another. A similar construct is needed to explain why language is more central to
one Christian denomination than another. The notion of “language-religion ideology”
(LRI) is thus helpful.

Each denomination has its own ideology about the role of language in religion;
each considers that language enhances the religious experience, but in different ways.
The formation of the language ideology of a denomination is largely a product of its
theological orientation. For example, God may be viewed as so special that only a
special language or variety of language (such as Cultivated English within some parts
of the Anglican Church) may be used to communicate with or about God. On the
other hand, the emphasis on having a personal relationship with God may result in
the vernacular being seen as suitable for worship. The notion of “language-religion
ideology” thus describes the nature of the link between language and religion as illus-
trated by the following continuum.

Denominations thus have their own unique language-religion ideologies (and
there may in fact be within a denomination many “sub-ideologies” which correspond
to spiritual orientations such as charismatic, evangelical, etc.).

The language-religion ideology of a denomination affects its perception not only
of language in general, but of specific languages and varieties of languages. In some
cases this results in contradictory evaluations: a denomination which views “ordinary
language” as acceptable for worship, may accept the “ordinary language” of only
one group of people. How then does such a denomination accommodate any other
languages of its parishioners? Is there any room for other languages in a denomina-
tion which may be historically and dogmatically associated with one specific “church”
language?
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Figure 1. The LRI Continuum

Other questions thus arise: Can a Lutheran service be just as Lutheran if conducted
in Arabic? Can an Orthodox divine liturgy express the same sense of mystery if said in
English? And can there be an “Australian Orthodox Church™?

The role which language plays in particular ethnic communities (using Smolicz’s
core value theory) further impacts the language-religion ideology of a denomination.
An ethnic community which places a high value on transmission of the community
language through the generations may view the church as being another vehicle for
language maintenance. Such a community may have difficulties in a denomination
which prioritises the transmission of faith over the transmission of language, where
the two are in opposition.

In the following sections, two case studies are discussed in order to illustrate the
interaction between the language-religion ideologies of denominations and the role of
languages in ethnic communities, in the specific context of Melbourne.

5. Two case studies to consider

5.1 The Latvian Lutheran congregation

In discussing the language-religion ideology of the Lutheran Church, the position of
Luther is clearly formative. Luther believed that an individual should be able to person-
ally examine the Scriptures, and thus Scriptures in the vernacular were needed:

“We do not have to ask about the literal Latin or how we are to speak German
— as these asses do [the Papists]. Rather we must ask the mother in the home, the
children on the street, the common person in the market about this. We must be
guided by their tongue, the manner of their speech, and do our translating accord-
ingly. Then they will understand it and recognise that we are speaking German to
them.” (Luther 1530, trans. Gary Mann).
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Luther’s translation of the Bible to an extent shaped the German language, and to
many Lutherans, the German language thus also took on authenticity.

The Lutheran church has been in Australia since the 1830s, when small groups
of Lutherans who believed they were prevented from practising the “true Lutheran
faith” in their German-speaking homeland migrated, settling mainly in rural areas
of South Australia (and later in other states). Lutheranism in Australia, however,
became divided early on. After the end of World War I, there existed two Lutheran
synods in Australia, with the result that two quite different language-religion ideolo-
gies based on different theological interpretations coexisted. The United Evangelical
Lutheran Church in Australia (UELCA), perceived a strong link between “true”
Lutheranism and the German language, and in this respect, English or any other
language, was considered a threat to the faith. The Evangelical Lutheran Church in
Australia (ELCA), on the other hand, felt that “the word of God had never been and
should not be tied to any one language” (Lehmann 1981:35). They believed the exclu-
sive use of German to be a barrier to English-speaking friends and family, encouraging
flexibility in language use. The ELCA severed its ties with the homeland prior to World
War I (Kipp 1999). In the time surrounding both World Wars, the German roots and
character of the Lutheran Church were perceived as problematic, resulting in, among
other things, the closure of many Lutheran parish schools, the banning of the German
language in the Lutheran press, and the cessation of German language services in
the church. As World War II ended, Lutherans from a number of other European
countries arrived in Australia, many as displaced persons. This influx of immigrants
from other Lutheran countries added to the growing perception that if the church was
to survive, it could not stay a “German” church. However, the strong nationalism of
many of these newly migrated Lutherans, such as the Latvians, caused the Lutheran
Church to retain its ethnic character — not as a “German” Church any longer, but as
the Church of “Europeans”.

The ELCA and the UELCA joined together in 1967 to form the Lutheran Church
of Australia (LCA). Among churches which exist outside of the LCA are the local
congregations of the Evangelische Kirche Deutschlands (German Protestant Church),
and the Swedish Church.

Latvian migration to Australia occurred almost entirely between in the post-war
period of 1947-1950, with the arrival of around 20,000 displaced persons (Putnins
1981:16). The Latvian migrants were quick to establish their own Lutheran churches
according to the Latvian model; “Martin Luther’s thesis that everyone had the right
to listen to God’s Word in his mother language was used as an argument for estab-
lishing separate Latvian congregations” (Silkalns 1988:170). The Latvian community
in Melbourne is the largest in Australia. It is home to three Lutheran congregations,
only two of which are members of the LCA, the other acting as a fully independent
church body. The largest of these congregations took part in the present research.
Although it is linked with the Latvian Church Outside of Latvia (formerly, the Latvian
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Church in Exile), the congregation has been a full member of the LCA since 1972.

From its beginnings, the goal of the Latvian congregation was not merely to
gather for spiritual nourishment and fellowship with other Latvian Christians, but
to preserve their cultural heritage and uphold the dream of a “free Latvia” where this
cultural inheritance could take its rightful place. Cultural and language maintenance
in all domains of life - especially the Church - became a way of showing support for
the idealised homeland. Once the goal of Latvia’s independence was achieved in 1991,
the patriotic fervour continued; decades (in fact, centuries) of guarding against outside
cultural and linguistic influence had made it into a way of life not easily changed. In
the meantime, however, the composition of the Latvian community had changed, with
increasing numbers of mixed marriages through the generations. The modern family
dynamics typically include Latvian-speaking grandparents, parents who can speak
either language but are more comfortable with English, and children who can speak
only a little Latvian.

The American-born pastor of the congregation began ministry at the church in
1987. The Latvian-language service is run weekly, with an accompanying Sunday
School held fortnightly.? An English service is usually held only fortnightly, with an
English-language Sunday School until recently being held once a month; it became
no longer feasible to continue it due to declining numbers. English evening services
have also (irregularly) been conducted in previous years, as well as a youth group. The
average number of those who regularly attend services is typically around 10-15 for
the English service and around 120 for the Latvian service. While the average age of
those who attend the English-language service would be, based on observation, around
40, the average age of those who attend the Latvian service is recorded at 65. The pastor
has pointed out that those in the 30s age group who attend the Latvian service usually
do so because they are making an effort to actively maintain their language. Many of
these send their children to the community-run Latvian “Saturday School” (ethnic
supplementary school) as well.

The congregation has its own constitution, which gives as one of its aims “[that]
the activities of the Congregation and its religious services shall be performed in the
Latvian language; additional services and activities may also be provided in the English
language for those who do not speak Latvian.” One interpretation of this which has
been strongly voiced is that “additional” means “not equal to”, thus meaning that
weekly English services are not permissible. This has been disappointing for those
who regularly attend and enjoy these services, for these services provide not only an
alternative language of teaching and worship, but also a very different style. While
the Latvian-language service is traditional Lutheran, the English-language service
is described by the pastor as “contemporary liturgical”. The style is informal, with
interaction between the pastor and the congregation being more frequent and sponta-
neous, and the worship showing a clear charismatic influence.

The clergy considers the use of English in appropriate situations vital to the
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communication of the Gospel message, particularly for youth and those in mixed
marriages. In a Latvian service, this may mean providing an English translation of a
phrase, or the use of an English word where the Latvian is not as appropriate. This has
at times resulted in heated opposition, particularly from some of the original members
of the congregation, who feel that the church was “built by Latvians, for Latvians”, and
hence the Latvian language only should be used within its walls. The conflict that this
issue has caused has been so great that it has in fact threatened to split the congrega-
tion.

5.2 The Indonesian congregation of the Uniting Church

The Uniting Church in Australia (UCA) is unique as it is the product of the merger
of three separate denominations, each having been brought to Australia during its
early colonial history and maintained for a significant period as distinct entities. It
was established with the union in 1977 of the Methodist Church of Australasia, (most
of) the Congregational Union of Australia and (parts of) the Presbyterian Church in
Australia.

Several hurdles had to be overcome in planning its life as a “new” “Australian”
Church. The greater numerical strength of the Methodists (59%) and Presbyterians
(36%) than Congregationalists (5%) had the potential to influence many parts of the
new Church’s character; as Bentley and Hughes (1996:7) point out, there were differ-
ences to be reconciled concerning the “major traditions within each group, their quite
different church structures, and the differences in the practices of worship and ways
of fostering spiritual life”.

The language-religion ideology of the Uniting Church is therefore a product of
the language attitudes and practices of its antecedent denominations. It is thus influ-
enced in this respect by Calvinist and evangelical theology, although the Presbyterian
churches which joined the UCA were those which held to a more liberal reformed
theology. Initially, the UCA allowed its constituent churches to continue using their
own orders of service, but by 1988, the UCA’s Commission on Liturgy had published
aresource book entitled Uniting in Worship, which congregations are encouraged, but
not bound to use. The UCA’s appeal to a wide range of ethnic communities has no
doubt been enhanced by such flexibility towards the use of liturgical resources. This
flexibility is matched by the openness of its attitude towards the reform of language in
a more general sense, such as the adoption of inclusive language.

Members of the antecedent denominations of the Uniting Church came predom-
inantly from the United Kingdom: Congregationalists from England; Methodists
predominantly from England and Wales, and Presbyterians largely from Scotland.
Missionary efforts of the Methodists in places such as the Pacific have meant that
Christian migrants from those areas have moved towards the Methodist Church in
Australia and subsequently the Uniting Church; in response the Uniting Church

» «
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has sought to emphasise its openness to the presence and influence of all cultures as
a distinctive feature of its emerging identity. In 1985, the UCA’s Fourth Assembly
proclaimed itself to be a “multicultural Church”, stating: “the fact that our membership
comprises people of many races, cultures and languages, is a reminder that the church
is both product and agent of mission” (Statement adopted by the fourth Assembly of
the Uniting Church in Australia, 1985). As evidence of this, the UCA encourages its
ethnic congregations to worship together in their community languages.

Melbourne is home to the second-largest concentration of Indonesian speakers,
after Sydney. Immigration from Indonesia began in the 1960s, and in recent years
large numbers of Indonesian students have enrolled to study at Australian univer-
sities. The particular congregation involved in the present research is situated in a
Melbourne suburb close to Monash University, and therefore includes a significant
number of students who spend the university year in Australia, returning to Indonesia
for holidays. Because of this, the size of the congregation is quite variable according
to the time of the year, being largest (around 120) between March and November,
following the Australian university year. Numbers drop to around 80 from November
to March.

The vast majority of those in this particular Indonesian congregation are of Indo-
nesian background, though non-Indonesian spouses or visitors (part of a growing
number of those having learned Indonesian as a subject offered at school or university
and who are keen to practice their skills) are also present in the congregation.

The weekly Indonesian service at the church is for the most part conducted
in Indonesian. English is used in an intentional manner at particular times in the
service for the benefit of those who are not Indonesian. Almost all parts of the service
— prayers, words of welcome, notices, the sermon - are simultaneously translated into
English and heard through headphones. English is also used for any interaction with
children during the service, such as when the minister gives the “children’s address”,
or when the children perform for the congregation songs learnt in their Sunday School
classes. The clergy also uses some English during his sermons, often spontaneously.
The use of English in the Indonesian services seldom raises objections from amongst
members of the congregation.

While many of the congregation possess skills in languages other than Indonesian
or English - for example, regional languages such as Javanese or Sundanese — none
of these other languages are used in services or official activities of the church. The
use of Indonesian in this setting is a mark of respect and reverence, and is at the same
time a common language to all members. While the use of the highest speech level of
a regional language such as Javanese would be considered more polite and reverent
than the use of Indonesian, very few people possess adequate fluency and religious
vocabulary to be able to communicate with God (or about or on behalf of God) in this
speech level. The clergy claims it would be impossible for him to preach in Javanese,
although his brother, the minister of a Pentecostal church in an Indonesian village,
preaches regularly in Javanese.
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Within this congregation of the Uniting Church, a variety of Indonesian denomi-
national backgrounds are represented, and the liturgy which has been specially
developed by the minister reflects this varied heritage. Its similarity to liturgies used
in churches in Indonesia adds to the “comforting familiarity” of the service, and the
minister is continuing to adapt this liturgy to suit the changing needs of his congrega-
tion.

6. Language-religion ideology in the ethnic church context

Having examined the language religion ideologies of two of the denominations
involved in this research, they can now be placed on the LRI Continuum according
to the nature of the relationship between language and religion which they exhibit.
For comparative purposes, the other denominations involved in the research but not
discussed here have also been included on the continuum.
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Figure 2. Application of the LRI Continuum

The two extremes of the continuum are represented by the Orthodox and Baptist
denominations. Prior to Vatican I, the Catholic Church exhibited a language-religion
ideology which more closely approximated that of the Orthodox Church, valuing
Latin as a sacred and untouchable language. Since the introduction of the vernacular
with Vatican II, Catholicism has loosened the distinction between the language of
everyday life and the language of spiritual matters. Anglicanism is in a similar place
on the continuum. Having rejected Latin in the Church in favour of the vernacular,
a particular literary form of English then became fossilised for the ensuing centuries
(and may be witnessed today by the use of a Cultivated English by some Anglican
clergy). Although Luther sought to change the emphasis upon particular languages
as being more “right” than others, for Lutherans, the German language became the
authentic language of the “true” faith. The Uniting Church has been particularly
influenced by liberal reformed theology, and by Methodism, which, as an offshoot
of Anglicanism, exhibits a similar language-religion ideology but with less emphasis
on formal worship. The emerging identity of the Uniting Church has a stronger
social justice emphasis and openness to ethnic ministry and to the incorporation of
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community languages in worship. The Reformed Church, with its Calvinist theology,
rejected the need for liturgy, and in the Australian context has further loosened the
link between language and the expression of faith.

At the “weak” end of the continuum, the emphasis on personal salvation means
that individuals have a responsibility to understand for themselves the Gospel message.
The Gospel must therefore be communicated in a language which the individual can
understand. At the “strong” end of the continuum, faith is seen as a community experi-
ence which is led by the clergy. The clergy, as the mediator between people and God,
has the responsibility for learning the “language of God” - the sacred, ecclesiastical
variety — which the individual does not need to know in order to participate.

The specific congregations involved in this research may also be placed along the
LRI continuum (Figure 3). A two—dimensional framework best illustrates the dynamic
link between language-religion ideology (horizontal axis) and actual language use
(vertical axis). Again, for comparative purposes, the results for all sixteen congrega-
tions which took part in this research are shown, with the two case studies appearing
in bold. (For a full discussion of these results see Woods 2004.)

The views of the Latvian minister and his congregation in relation to language
issues in some cases differ considerably. Devotion to a specific language in the reli-
gious context, paired with strong nationalistic feeling, characterise the Latvian
Lutheran congregation. Although the minister also views Latvian language mainte-
nance as important, he feels a sense of duty to members of the congregation whose
Latvian skills are limited or non-existent; concluding that the message is indeed more
important than the medium. Thus, the minister sees the combined use of English
and Latvian as being preferable, while the majority of the congregation and church
council wish to see the exclusive use of Latvian in the church. Perhaps contrib-
uting also to the minister’s openness to different languages and types of languages
is his American accent — evident when speaking both English and Latvian - in the
Australian Latvian context. In the eyes of some of the “purists” of the congregation,
his position as role model for “correct language” for the congregation is diminished
by this American influence. The clergy’s interest in charismatic worship also influ-
ences the link he perceives between language and religion. The Latvian church is thus
divided and sits at either end of the continuum, displaying two types of language-reli-
gion ideologies.

The Indonesian congregation reflects the Uniting Church’s language-religion
ideology, which is marked by flexibility towards language use and tolerance for
pluralism of worship styles. However, the congregation does perceive some sort of a
link between language and religion. While the prestige which English has gained in
Indonesian society has resulted in a great openness to the use of English in the church
setting, the Indonesian congregation has culturally-embedded views about the appro-
priateness of language in the religious domain and the need to convey honour and
respect, particularly when addressing God.
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7. Language, religion and conflict

In ethnic churches language has the potential to both unite a community, and to cause
fissures within it. The sacred value that a language may take on makes it difficult for
some church members to see another language as being able to fulfil the same role.
Language change in the religious context may even be seen as a threat to the true
expression of ethno-religious identity. Some church members would rather leave
the church than have to use and respond to a “new” language, even if they could not
understand the “old” one. In the Australian context, it is the use of English which may
be considered particularly “disloyal”. This was evident in the Latvian congregation
described in this research. Fishman (1996: 18-19) puts it this way:

“Wherever fidelity is well-defined, there apostasy is likely to be well defined as
well. Where language maintenance is viewed as moral rectitude, there language
shift is likely to be viewed as tantamount to moral transgression... In this view,
maintaining the beloved language is a supreme commandment, one that is even
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more important than keeping the faith itself. The language which is a companion,
key and expression of the faith may, indeed, become not only an article of faith
but a faith in its own right.”

The older members of a congregation (regardless of migration vintage) tend to be
most attached to long-held traditions — whether this means the use of a special litur-
gical language or the use of the community language. It is the older members who tend
to be the most distressed and dislocated by suggested or actual language change, often
seeing faith and language as being more intimately connected than younger members
of the church.

The youth of ethnic churches have their own set of language-related problems.
Those born overseas but raised in Australia, or born in Australia to the first generation,
face particular difficulties in establishing their sense of identity. Their English language
skills are typically better than the English language skills of their parents, while their
community language skills may be weak.

The presence of youth in some ethnic churches is clearly under threat. This may be
linked to the prioritising of community language maintenance over effective commu-
nication. While disinterest in church activities amongst ethnic youth is not solely due
to inappropriate language use, it is nonetheless certain that a church which refuses to
speak the same language as its youth will soon lose its appeal to its target audience.
These increasingly disparate language needs can cause great fractures in previously
close-knit communities of ethnic Christians.

8. The role of ethnic churches in language maintenance

Ethnic churches appear to play a vital role in language maintenance, but not for all
church members. The use of community languages in ethnic churches is typically
of most benefit to the first generation, for whom church attendance is culturally
embedded, and who have forged strong social networks in which the community
language is reinforced. Ethnic churches do not generally seem to be successful in
raising the level of community language skills of the younger generation who may
be more familiar with, skilled in, and comfortable using English, although where the
church is linked to other community activities and organisations, such as Saturday
Schools, the result may be more positive.

9. Conclusion
The LRI Continuum presented in this paper provides a framework in which to place

an individual church according to its language practices and the attitudes it holds
towards its own and other languages. Using this framework it becomes clear how the
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relationship between language and religion for an ethnic church is influenced by the
“language-religion ideology” of the denomination of which it is a part, as well as by
religious subcultures, such as the charismatic movement. Trends in language main-
tenance and shift, as well as the evaluation of language as a “core value”, also play a
vital part in the extent to which a church exhibits the language-religion ideology of its
“parent” denomination.

It is hoped that this research will inspire offshoots into areas which have been
only briefly touched upon. Some of these avenues include investigating the notion
of language-religion ideology in relation to different theological orientations (such
as charismatic) which overlap traditional denominational boundaries; exploring the
issue of code-switching in the ethnic church setting, as well as perceptions of the clergy
as linguistic role models and accompanying ideas of language purity; and examining
the place of youth in ethnic churches, particularly those who have grown up and been
educated in a “new” country and whose first or preferred language is different to that
of the older members of their families — even to that of their siblings. Other questions
to explore include whether “national” churches can be “de-nationalised” and what the
implications of this process are for language; and the role of indigenous churches in
helping to maintain Australia’s fifty or so surviving Aboriginal languages. Finally, it
would be valuable to examine these issues within an international framework, perhaps
tracing the religious settlement of Christians from one particular ethnic background
in different places around the world, thus illuminating the impact of different language
contact situations on language maintenance in the religious setting.

Notes

1. The material discussed in this chapter is presented fully in Woods (2004).

2. The descriptions of the Latvian and Indonesian congregations represent the situation in
1997, when extensive research was conducted via questionnaires and interviews.
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CHAPTER 15

Language use and religious practice
The case of Singapore

Phyllis Ghim-Lian Chew
Nanyang Technological University, Singapore

1. Introduction

This preliminary study presents a macro-diachronic perspective of language shift and
language death and its relationship with the rise or decline in the practice of Chinese
and Malay religious and cultural life in the Republic of Singapore. Of special interest is
the study of the rise of world languages, such as English and Mandarin at the expense
of Chinese regional languages (hereafter referred to as dialects) such as Hokkien, and
Cantonese and the former lingua franca of the masses, Bazaar Malay. The study is
based on the premise that language is more than merely statistical choice or a medium
for speaking and writing since it provides us an experience of the world and is an
indicator of ways of thinking and acting. What this means is that all of us are trapped
in language and that our subjectivities are constructed for us by our linguistic prac-
tices. Philosophers such as Nietzche (1986) have presented us with an epistemology
of rhetoric, an intellectual perspective that knowing depends on the way things are
produced in language.

Language is not a neutral instrument that we use to interpret the world imper-
sonally and objectively for language is by its very nature biased. This theory of how
language affects the way we see the world was first advanced by American anthropolo-
gist and linguist Edward Sapir in 1929 and later refined by his student, Benjamin Lee
Whorf.. It is a theory which is attractive today because it is very much in tune with
Einstein’s theory of relativity; that is, how we see phenomena in the universe is related
to our point of observation. For Sapir, meanings are “not so much discussed in experi-
ence as imposed upon it, because of the tyrannical hold that linguistic form has upon
our orientation in the world.” (Carroll 1956:518).

There are also moderating viewpoints to this general premise. Kramsch (1993)
argues that knowing about a culture through e.g. the English language, does not mean
that one has an obligation to behave in accordance with the conventions of a culture
and indeed, the English language today is affiliated to many different cultures, as
evidenced by the rise of Non-Native-Englishes and literatures. Elsewhere, Paulston
(1992) shows that it is possible to inculcate interculturalism in learning a language
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and not just learning the culture of the language per se. Whatever the viewpoint, it
is true that while it is possible to become bilingual without becoming bicultural, the
reverse is not true.

A related but less-known and less-discussed point is that language is inextricably
linked to religion because language, like religion, is by and large a shaper of behaviour
and cultures. Both language and religion define the characteristics of civilizations and
both mutually affect and influence each other. Often the fight to preserve a language
has a religious base, the religion being associated with a way of life that involves
language as a total picture. Where groups have been persecuted by a general populace,
they have often maintained a language or a religion as a group symbol of resistance,
and as a means of psychological defence.

Recent events on the world stage such as the rise of terrorism as well as the height-
ened materialistic culture created by corporate globalization have thrust the study
of religion into the limelight and sociolinguists cannot afford to be immune from a
surge of interest in recent years in religion and its complex interface with variables
such as race and language. There are persistent questions asked today which were not
as significant a decade or two ago such as, “Does language affects religious choice?”;
“Does religion affects the way one speaks a language”; “Can language facilitate the
religious message or does it obscure and alienate people from it?”; and “Is the medium
of a language part of the content for a religion?”

Following this lead, this study explores the link between language and religion
in Singapore, a multilingual and multiracial society. It is a study of the imposition of
world languages upon a specific community and the ensuing death of native languages.
I shall be focusing on factors involved in language shift vs. language maintenance and
in language death vs. language survival and their relationship with religious practices
in Singapore. More specifically, I shall be examining in a macro-diachronic way, the
rise and decline in the practice of Chinese and Malay religious and cultural life in rela-
tion to language shift and language death. Of special interest is the study of the rise of
world languages, such as English and Mandarin at the expense of Chinese languages
such as Hokkien, Cantonese, Teochew, Hainanese, Hakka (hereafter referred to as
dialects), and the former lingua franca of Singapore, Bazaar Malay.

2. Racial and religious backgrounds in Singapore

Singapore is one nation which has successfully crafted a distinct group of people
through highly-focused language policies and practices. It has a population of 4
million on 680 square kilometers of land. One may suppose that in a “competitive,
lean and modern state” with a relatively high per capita gross domestic product and
a reputation for efficiency and enterprise, the religious aspiration is secondary to
the material one. But such a presupposition would be untrue in this case. Religion
is an important ingredient in the lives of Singaporeans and freedom of worship is
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enshrined in the Singapore constitution. The Inter-religious Council (IRO) is an offi-
cially recognized and supported non-governmental organization (NGO) as well as an
active one which promotes activities such as the annual celebration of World Religion
Day whereby representatives from the nine religions of Singapore come together to
commemorate a day of diversity and tolerance in religious beliefs.! For many people,
religion is a source of spiritual, social and even cultural nourishment. In addition, for
the Sikhs, Malays and Parsis of Singapore, religion is a definition of their identity. For
the Chinese and Indians, it is a major part of their cultural life, as seen in their practice
of annual local festivals such as the Moon Cake Festival and Thaipusam..

Where the government is concerned, and it is important to note here that the
same government — the People’s Action Party (PAP) — has been in power since inde-
pendence, religion is a necessary and welcomed ingredient in nationhood. Indeed,
“race” and “religion” which originated from the colonial logic of separation and
divide-and-rule have been found to be useful classificatory tools. This policy continues
to be practiced in many forms, not least in the establishment of separate ethnic bodies
for community work, such as SINDA (Singapore Indian Development Association),
MENDAKI (Council on Education for Muslim children) and CDAC (Chinese Devel-
opment Assistance Council) Religion is looked upon by the government as a source of
social control, a purveyor of moral values, a guardian of tradition, and a useful anti-
dote to excesses. Recently, in a prominent newspaper headline “Religion still relevant,
says President” the President of Singapore, S. R. Nathan, reminded the citizens that
religious groups “must fill the vacuum created by the computer terminal.”? Freedom
of worship is allowed in Singapore as long as it does not get into a situation defined
as against “national interests” and most religious group comes with an understanding
not “to rock the boat” for example, no religious leader has publicly protested about
the promotion of a materialistic way of life even thought this is in variance with many
of these systems of beliefs.?

The teaching of ethnics through Chinese, Malay or Tamil, is part of the belief
that value transmission is best carried out in the mother tongue. Accordingly, a civics
programme for schools began in 1967, which was in turn replaced in 1974 at the
primary level (ages 6 — 12) with another programme entitled “Education for Living”,
a combination of civics, history and geography. In 1984-1989, there was also a short-
lived government imposition of Religious Knowledge (RK) as a compulsory subject
for upper secondary students. In RK, pupils had a choice of Islam, Confucianism,
Hindusim, Buddhism, Confucianism or Sikhism. This was a free choice and many
children chose to study a religion other than they own, but there was some pressure
on children to choose a culturally appropriate religion (Gupta 1994). However, due
to religious revivalism and evangelistic activities among Buddhists and Christians
(and indeed there were a lot of crossover from Taoism to these two religions during
this period), RK was scraped (cf Tan 1997). In its place, a new compulsory Civics and
Moral education programme was designed for all secondary school students and

which incorporated factual knowledge about the main religions in Singapore.*
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In addition, the government is keen to keep all faiths in harmony and has recently
inaugurated a Racial Harmony Day in Singapore in July 2003. The different religions
on this day, under the auspices of the Inter-religious Council will gather together to
recite from a card a commitment to practice their religions within the context of a
secular and multi-religious Singapore.®

3. Linguistic backgrounds of Singapore

The linguistic scene in Singapore is as complex as its religious one. There are three
major ethnic groups (Chinese, Malay, Indian), at least 5 major languages and three
minor languages. The former are Malay, English, Mandarin, Tamil and Hokkien; the
latter are Teochew Cantonese and Hainanese. Each of the three major ethnic groups
is further composed of different language groups, thus making for a multilingual mix
in addition to the ethic diversity. Historically, Hokkien, a southern Chinese dialect
and Bazaar Malay were the favored lingua-franca for inter-ethnic communication for
the masses.

The use of Malay as a lingua franca amongst the varied races of the colony was
not surprising since Malay had been well established as the lingua franca of the region
(primarily Malaya, Singapore, Indonesia) since prehistory (Vreeland et. Al 1977).
Because of its high status, colonizers including the Portuguese, Dutch and English
perpetuated its use. The 1957 census by Chua found that in the age group 15-54, as
many as “two-thirds declared that they could speak Malay” and only 31% were able to
speak English (Chua 1957:76).

The linguistic policy of the British colonial government was to provide training in
English and to give English-medium education only to the elite few so as to prepare
them for employment as middle-ranking officials in the colonial administration.
English was not made available to the masses in accordance with the policy of divide
and rule. In addition, the British established vernacular medium-schools, but these
vernacular schools were not as well financed. Where Chinese vernacular education
was concerned, the schools reflected a fragmented community made up of different
dialect groups, with their primary function to maintain traditional education and the
values of the old country on foreign soil by teaching the Chinese classics and the use
of abacus. Many of the teachers were imported from China.

The major constitutional changes which have occurred after independence and
which have had an influence on language policies in the island have been connected
with the inclusion of Singapore as a state in the Federation of Malaysia in 1963, and
the subsequent separation from Malaysia, which resulted in its establishment as an
independent republic in 1965. The separation was due to a difference in perspective:
Singapore’s model of a Malaysian-Malaysia, modeled on multiculturalism clashed
with the Malaysian government’s desire for a Malay Malaysia. Prior to separation,
great emphasis was placed on the teaching of Malay so as to make it acceptable to the
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Malay dominated government in Kuala Lumpur. With separation in 1965, the policy
was reversed and English now emerged as the favoured lingua franca. Although Malay
was designated as “National Language”, it was to be used only for ceremonial func-
tions, e.g. singing the national anthem and military skills.

The rise in the use of English was also influenced by a reformed school system.
Those who attended English-stream school had to take Malay, Chinese or Tamil as
their second language. However, those who went to the other three streams — Malay,
Chinese or Tamil-stream school, was required to take English as a second language.
This had the effect of ensuring that every school leaver would acquire competence in
the English language. In other words, bilingualism was now not just any of the four
official languages but English plus one mother tongue. This move was rationalized
entirely on the basis of its utility use for science, technology and commerce. Further-
more, Mathematics and Science, subjects which were strongly emphasized then were
taught in English.

English was now slated to be the language with no equal. The market economy
became associated with English and so were prestigious scholarships. Not surpris-
ingly, with each passing year, enrollments in the English-medium streams increased
disproportionately to all the other language streams, leading to the gradual atrophy
of the Chinese, Tamil and Indian-streamed schools. The story of Nantah, the only
Chinese-medium University in Singapore, is a case in point. It was founded in 1953
by the Chinese-educated community and was a symbol of the vitality of Chinese
medium education and culture in the 1950’s. However, scarcely twenty years later, in
the 70’s, it faced a barren future with a fall in enrolment. Forced to survive, it had to
adopt English as a para-language of instruction side by side with Mandarin in 1975
and to eventually merge with the English-medium University of Singapore in 1980.
This came about with the recognition that competence in English was the key to career
advancement and occupational mobility. By 1980, all tertiary institutions (polytech-
nics, etc.) offered instruction in English.

What is of significance to this study is that the invariable corollary of the high
status of English has been the low status of the other languages. English grew at the
expense of Chinese dialects as well as the other official languages. The drastic decline in
the subscription to Rediffusion, a commercial radio network, which used to broadcast
folk cultural programmes in the Chinese dialect, is a case in point. It used to broadcast
in six different Chinese dialects until the airing of such dialects was disallowed almost
overnight with the promotion of the “Speak Mandarin Campaign” in 1979. Presently
it has two channels - one in English and the other in Mandarin and a much-declined
subscription rate.®
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4. The relationship between language and religion in Singapore

The following tables will give us a clearer picture of the interface between religion
and variables such as language, race, educational qualifications and income levels in
Singapore. Table 1 gives us an overview of the relationship of different ethnic groups
in Singapore with their respective religious affiliation. Perhaps the most striking factor
here is that the Malays are the most homogenous ethnic group in terms of religious
affiliation as almost all Malays identify themselves as Muslims. Malays are essentially
Muslims (consistently around 99% in the 1980, 1990 and 2000 census) and this is a fact
that has not changed since the census of 1957 (Chua 1957).

Table 1. Resident population aged 15 years and over by ethnic group and region’

Ethnic Group/religion 1980 1990 2000
(%) (%) (%)
CHINESE 100 100 100
Christianity 10.9 14.3 16.5
Buddhism 34.3 39.4 53.6
Taoism 382 28.4 10.8
Other Religion 0.2 0.3 0.5
No Religion 16.4 17.7 18.6
MALAYS 100 100 100
Islam 99.6 99.6 99.6
Other religions 0.3 0.3 0.4
No religion 0.1 0.2 0.1
INDIANS 100 100 100
Christianity 12.5 12.2 12.1
Islam 22.1 26.5 25.6
Hinduism 56.3 53.1 55.4
Other Religions 8.0 7.1 6.3
No religion 1.2 1.2 0.6

Source: Department of Statistics (2000), Census of Population 2000, Advanced Data Release,
p. 36

In contrast, the Chinese and Indians are much more heterogeneous in terms of their
religious affiliations. A Chinese may be a Christian, a Buddhist, a Taoist, “other
religion” or no “religion”. Similarly an Indian may be a Christian, a Muslim, Hindu,
“other religion” or “no religion”. In addition, the table also reveals that of all the reli-
gions, the one with the most heterogeneous ethnic composition is Christianity — and
this is so because it has take