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INTRODUCTION

Catherine Evans Davies

An important organizing principle of the symposium from which
this volume has emerged was diversity of voices, expressing different
disciplinary orientations, contexts under study, theoretical frame-
works, methodologies, and perspectives on the topic. The disciplinary
orientations represented include not only applied (socio)linguistics,
but also literary studies, cultural anthropology, communication,
African American studies, and education. The contexts under study
are intra-national, transnational, international, and global. The relation
of English and ethnicity is examined not only among American
subcultural groups such as African Americans and Jewish Americans,
but also among such diverse groups as Native Americans (both within
the United States and Canada), the Welsh in Britain, and Africans. It
is further explored among Mexicans who travel between Mexico and
the United States, and with Dominicans and Sri Lankan Tamils in dias-
pora. It is extended transculturally to Chinese. Theoretical frameworks
range from a micro-sociolinguistic focus on contextualized discourse
analysis, to a macro-sociolinguistic treatment with social-psychological
dimensions, to a historical crosscultural literary focus with an autobio-
graphical component. All are concerned, whether explicitly or implicitly,
with the relation between language and culture. In terms of method-
ology, a majority of the essays have an ethnographic dimension. Most
present data in some form, whether from recordings gathered during
field work, or from literature, or from popular culture.

The perspectives on the topic are myriad, and we encouraged a
range of perspectives through the coordinated structure of our title,
“English and Ethnicity.” The volume includes professional academics
writing about both their own cross-cultural linguistic experience and
that of groups to which they bring an outsider’s perspective. We also
hear advocacy from a poet for his endangered language and cultural
perspective. The volume includes a political perspective on language
and the schools in the United States, as well as documentation of



2 CATHERINE EvaANs DAVIES

various linguistic effects of globalization. Represented are current
perspectives on an ancient colonial context as well as modern post-
colonial contexts. Subcultures within the United States receive attention
in terms of links between language and culture, linguistic representation
in literature, and the negotiation of identity. The contributors’ individ-
ual styles are represented on the written page, but a fascinating dimen-
sion of the live symposium is missing: their diverse accents in English.

What unites the essays in this volume is their orientation to the
stated theme of the symposium, a theoretical position on English and
ethnicity that challenges certain traditional assumptions and frame-
works. The participants in the symposium responded to the following
statement:

Our focus in this symposium will be the use of English as a resource for
the representation of ethnicity as an aspect of sociocultural identity.
Our theoretical position is that ethnicity is potentially an aspect of the
identity of every person, and that English can be used to signal a wide
range of ethnicities in a wide range of contexts. Such a position
problematizes certain key notions: the notion of identity must be
conceptualized as complex, multifaceted, and socially constructed
through a process of situated interpretation; the notion of ethnicity
must be conceptualized as both subsuming and transcending earlier
notions of “race” as well as including a wide range of perceptions of
relevant cultural background; English itself must be conceptualized not
as a monolithic linguistic entity with one “standard” form, but as a
highly complex linguistic construct with spoken and written forms, and
a wide range of dialectal variation that can be conveyed through shifts
at all levels of linguistic organization (prosodic, phonological, lexical,
morpho/syntactic, pragmatic, discoursal). The symposium will include
papers which address regional, national, and international contexts in
the exploration of the relationship between English and ethnicity.

Contrasting this volume with a recent landmark publication in the
general field of “language and ethnic identity” (Fishman 1999),
several significant differences emerge. The first difference is our inclu-
sion, among disciplinary perspectives, of that of literary and cultural
studies as represented in the essays by Ortiz, Huang, and Bernstein.
The second is our attempt to move beyond the treatment of
languages (or even dialects) as monolithic. Whereas the Fishman
volume acknowledges the complexity of the notions of both identity
and ethnicity, it still appears to treat languages, in discussions of “region
and language perspectives,” as uniform entities. Such a treatment
precludes the kind of analysis called for here. Finally, in a difference
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that flows from our refusal to treat “English” as monolithic, the cur-
rent volume includes a discourse perspective, with discourse data as
primary in a number of the contributions. In the Fishman volume, in
contrast, the only papers in which language data appear (Lanehart
1999; McCarthy and Zepeda 1999) are those in which the data are
used to illustrate language attitudes in relation to identity, but not to
provide evidence for how speakers actually use English in interaction
as a resource for the representation of ethnicity as an aspect of socio-
cultural identity.

The general orientation to the symposium arose partly from the
recognition that the discipline of sociolinguistics embraces a range of
approaches and that current thinking encourages diversity (Coupland
et al. 2001; Eckert and Rickford 2002). Another consideration was
the position of the organizers as linguists in an English Department.
Within this context it is important to demonstrate important links
between linguistics and literary and cultural studies, and to establish
the relevance of linguistic analysis, and of sociolinguistics in particular,
to the study of literature. The location of the symposium at the
University of Alabama also played a role in that local issues of
language and ethnicity needed to be addressed. The first and most
obvious local concern is African American Vernacular English.
Relevant contributions to the volume are Mazrui in relation to
Afrocentricity and Pan-Africanism, Baugh in relation to the sociopo-
litical context of contemporary public education, and Rickford in
relation to historical cultural continuity between contemporary African
Americans, the Caribbean, and Africa. A second local concern is the
growing population of Latinos in rural Alabama. Enlightening contri-
butions for Alabamians seeking to understand more about the situation
are Farr’s description of the transnational experience of some Mexican
immigrant populations and their struggle with ethnic categorization
and language, and Toribio’s exploration of the phenomenon of code
switching in a Spanish-speaking immigrant population in relation to
language attitudes and prejudice. In addition, the organizers felt that
the local audience needed to hear diverse voices from other contexts,
in order to locate their particular circumstances within a broader
perspective. For example, Patrick’s work examines a multilingual
context that might seem exotic to Alabamians but in fact represents a
common experience in the rest of the world. As Alabama responds
to globalization by hosting communities associated with industries
from Germany and Japan, Huang highlights the international
importance of the English language in a particular context, that of
China. Both Ortiz and Patrick show the struggle of indigenous
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people in North America to maintain and perpetuate bilingualism in
order to retain their ancestral languages while also learning English as
a tool in the modern world. Both of these papers offer an enlightening
perspective on current ideological struggles with notions of “bilingual
education.”

Finally, a significant goal of the symposium was to attract audiences
from related disciplines in order to demonstrate that linguists’ concerns
and methodologies have potential relevance for their own work. Our
contributors themselves come from departments of English,
Communication Research, Linguistics, Cultural Anthropology,
Sociology, Psychology, Education, Learning and Instruction, African
and Afro-American Studies, American Studies, Canadian Studies, and
Romance Languages (Spanish, Italian, and Portuguese). Our contribu-
tors include not only scholars concerned with language, but also poets,
fiction writers, and a playwright. Sponsors for the symposium, as indicated
more fully in the acknowledgements, included the departments of
Anthropology, History, Psychology, Religious Studies, Modern Languages
and Classics, and American Studies. Additional sponsors were the
Creative Writing Program, Capstone International Programs, and the
English Language Institute, as well as the College of Education.
Through these sponsorships we established interdisciplinary links on our
campus, and through the sponsorship of Stillman College we created a
link with a historically black institution in Tuscaloosa. Thus the intended
audience for this volume is diverse.

CHALLENGES TO CERTAIN TRADITIONAL
ASSUMPTIONS AND FRAMEWORKS

The diversity of approaches is significant in that the stated theoretical
position represents a challenge to certain traditional conceptualiza-
tions of the notions of identity, ethnicity, and language. Taking the
perspective that language is a resource for the representation of eth-
nicity as an aspect of sociocultural identity, and that ethnicity is poten-
tially an aspect of the identity of everyone, problematizes certain key
notions. The notion of identity, rather than essentialist or fixed, must
be conceptualized as complex, multifaceted, and socially constructed
through a process of situated interpretation. Whereas the complexity
of the notion may be recognized in other work, it is not typically
treated as an interactional accomplishment. Defining language as a
“resource” shifts perspective to the subjectivity and agency of the
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individual speaker who, though working within the conceptual
cultural universe inscribed in language, is not simply blindly reproducing
it but rather using language selectively and strategically for purposes of
individual self-presentation and then negotiating aspects of identity in
interaction with other speakers. Ethnicity, rather than being somehow
synonymous with “race,” is potentially an aspect of the identity of
every person.

The notion of ethnicity must be conceptualized as both subsuming
and transcending earlier notions of “race” as well as including a wide
range of perceptions of relevant cultural background. Even though
the linguist organizers agreed to place the symposium under the larger
rubric of a series called “Signs of Race,” we resisted using the term
“race” in the title of our volume and opted instead for “ethnicity.”
Whereas linguists recognize that it is important to interrogate the
naturalized notion of “race” and to deconstruct it, as was done in the
previous symposium (Beidler and Taylor 2005), they are highly sensitive
both to the power of language to reify concepts, and also to the widely
held folk-linguistic assumption that race and language are somehow
related.

Finally, English itself must be conceptualized not as a monolithic
linguistic entity with one “standard” form, but as a highly complex
linguistic construct with spoken and written forms, and a wide range
of dialectal variation that can be conveyed through shifts at all levels of
linguistic organization (prosodic, phonological, lexical, morpho/
syntactic, pragmatic, discoursal), that is to say, through intonation
patterns, accent, choice of words, sentence patterns, and distinctive
ways of using language to, for example, convey politeness (C. Davies
2002, 2003). English can be used to signal a wide range of ethnicities
in a wide range of contexts, and no one feature or variable has an
inherent semiotic value. Such a perspective, of course, recognizes not
only the importance of culture as context (C. Davies 1998), but also
the reflexive relationship between context and language.

A “SocrorLiNguUisTIiC TURN”

Since the volume is designed to attract scholars of literary and cultural
studies among its readers, it seems appropriate to take the opportunity
to comment on the recent use of the term “linguistic” within that dis-
ciplinary area and to clarify the position taken by the organizers as lin-
guists. What has been called “the linguistic turn” within literary and
cultural studies appears to have taken several twists within the turn.
The first twist, generally speaking, pursued Saussurean insights into a
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world in which the “subject” is created by the linguistic context and
thus relinquishes agency to discourse.

A more recent twist, as described in Young (2001) in terms of a
focus within African American studies on “narratives of specificity,”
appears to isolate language within an updated version of “New
Criticism,” and seems to represent a turning away from contextualiza-
tion to an intentionally apolitical and radically subjective stance. Whereas
we recognize that linguistics as practiced within the generativist
paradigm may indeed abstract from context (Chomsky 1965),
sociolinguistic traditions within the discipline have been dedicated to
conceptualizing and demonstrating the relations between language
and context (narrowly or broadly defined). The dominant variationist
tradition, it is true, has tended to use positivist frameworks to estab-
lish correlations between linguistic features and social categories
(Chambers 2003). Fought (2002), however, in an entry on “ethnicity”
in a current handbook of language variation and change, though
limiting her discussion to variationist studies, does focus on the use
of linguistic variables by speakers as “acts of identity.” Such variables,
however, are traditionally restricted to phonology, morphology, and
syntax.

The “sociolinguistic turn” represented in this volume, in contrast,
is to a broader and more nuanced and radically contextualized
discourse-based view of language as embedded in culture. Language
conveys not only referential meaning but also social meaning. In this
view of language, positivist frameworks and methodologies no longer
seem to apply. If it is difficult to pin down identity or ethnicity or
“English” or aspects of context to be identified as variables, then a
methodology that attempts to correlate them in the tradition of quan-
titative variationist sociolinguistics seems inappropriate and inade-
quate. If the language itself, within this set of redefinitions, reflexively
creates context through indexicality (Duranti and Goodwin 1992),
then discourse analysis as a methodology becomes imperative. If the
choice of language is an individual (but socioculturally constrained)
deployment of resources in a context, then subjective considerations
not only of attitude (as traditionally measured through surveys and
interviews) but of presentation of self in moment-to-moment social
interaction become essential to the analysis. The whole question of
subjectivity requires qualitative methodologies, based on the ethno-
graphic approaches of anthropology toward understanding language
and culture, in order to examine individual interpretations in interaction
(Johnstone 1996, 2000). These qualitative methodologies can of course
be supplemented with appropriate quantitative methodologies.
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LINKING INDIVIDUAL LANGUAGE
USE TO SOoCIAL ORGANIZATION

The question of the linking of individual behavior to social organization
(conceptualized as “larger social structures” in the form of institu-
tions) has been a perennial problem within the social sciences, and
thus within sociolinguistics as it exists with one foot in the humanities
and the other in the social sciences (Coupland et al. 2001). As Sapir
(1931) expressed the relationship, “[society] is only apparently a static
sum of social institutions; actually it is being reanimated or creatively
reaffirmed from day to day by particular acts of a communicative
nature which obtain among individuals participating in it.” The key
question, of course, is the relationship between the social constraints
as shapers of those individual acts of a communicative nature and the
freedom of the individual speaker to act outside of those social
constraints for her or his own purposes. A clue to Sapir’s attitude may
lie in his choice of the word “creatively” in his use of the paired terms,
“reanimated or creatively reaffirmed.”

TorP-DOWN APPROACHES, EXPANDED

One direction of theorizing and research has been a top—down
approach of starting with social categories or structures, locating
individuals within these categories or structures (according to some
predetermined “objective” criteria), and then assuming a sort of
determinism that might predict their behavior, linguistic or otherwise.
The linguistic reflex of this has been to identify “dialects” or
“varieties”—in the case of dialects, by certain recurring linguistic fea-
tures of phonology, morphology, lexicon, and/or syntax that may
deviate from a “standard”—and then to identify individuals as speak-
ers of the dialect if they employ this set of features. Such an approach
encounters problems when individuals use only a subset of features or
select a feature that has particular symbolic value for the purpose of
“crossing” (Bucholtz 2002; Rampton 1995) or otherwise performing
their identity or ethnicity (C. Davies in press; Dubois and Horvath
2002; Johnstone 1999). The approach is linked to certain ideologies
within the discipline that are rooted in the Romanticism of early
dialectology that was searching for the “authentic” and “pure”
speaker of a dialect, preferably archaic (Bucholtz 2002).

Such an approach may have been valuable in an idealized world of
stable communities, but in a postmodern, globalized world in which
the subjectivity and agency of speakers are a significant aspect of their
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sociolinguistic performance, it can no longer apply. In a world in
which mother-tongue speakers of English are outnumbered by speak-
ers of English as an additional language, the category of “native
speaker” needs to be interrogated in the same way (A. Davies 1991,
2003). Indeed, Goftman’s (1959, 1974, 1981) work on the presenta-
tion of self in everyday life serves as a touchstone, broadened and
refined to deal with language variation (Coupland 2002; C. Davies
2002). Another important extension is from the restriction of the
“traditional” linguistic levels (of phonology, morphology, and syntax)
to a more inclusive framework (C. Davies 1997) that incorporates
pragmatics and discourse conventions as an aspect of language variety.

BorToM-UP APPROACHES, EXPANDED

The complementary bottom—up approach to the linking of individual
behavior and social structure (represented most clearly by “conversation
analysis,” for example, Sacks et al. 1974) has been to do microanalysis
of interaction and allow social categories to emerge only through the
data, rigorously excluding subjective interpretations by the participants.
The assumption is that the relevant categories will emerge as what the
interactants are orienting to within the discourse. Less restricted
versions of this approach (rooted in cognitive sociology as exemplified
in the work of Cicourel (1978)) and in anthropology in the work of
Erickson and Shultz (1982)—and returning to the perspective of Sapir
quoted above) take the microinteractions as the core data of social
reality from which the larger social groupings and institutions are con-
structed, and require subjective self-categorization as an important
dimension of methodology. Thus it is not only how speakers are
categorized by “objective” criteria that has significance for language
use, but also how they categorize themselves in accordance with how
they choose to act (or attempt to act). This expanded framework is
represented by work based in Gumperz (1982, 1992), such as Heller
and Martin-Jones (2001). It moves toward a different notion of how
speakers are grouped, toward the idea of interpretive communities with
an intersubjectivity that entails shared interpretive conventions.

From “SPEECH COMMUNITY” TO
“COMMUNITY OF PRACTICE” WITH SHARED
INTERPRETIVE CONVENTIONS

Such a movement involves a radical shift from the traditional idea of
“speech community,” problematic though that concept has been
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(cf. Patrick 2002). It no longer makes sense to think in terms of a
speech community as a linguistic object, whether homogeneous
(Chomsky 1965) or heterogeneous (Hymes 1974), within which an
individual is located according to knowledge of a particular code.
Neither does it make sense to think of a speech community as a purely
social object, within which an individual is located according to some
“objective” criteria. The shift needs to be to a grouping that has an
essential subjective component, that of the individual’s ability to
understand social interaction and to interact effectively within a cer-
tain group. The notion of “discourse community” has been proposed
within applied linguistics (Swales 1990), but the designation may still
allow an approach using so-called objective criteria that falls into the
same trap as “speech community.” A clearer shift is indicated by the
term “interpretive community,” if defined by Gumperz’s (1982)
notion of shared interpretive conventions. The term “interpretive
community” was actually coined within literary theory by Fish (1980)
to explain different readings of a text, but the literary formulation is
much more deterministic than would be compatible with a vision of
individual speaker agency that is intended here.

Shared modes of interpretation in Gumperz’s sense may coincide
with traditional social categories, or they may cut across traditional
social categories of class, race, gender, or ethnicity. Further, shared
modes of interpretation may not be coterminous with knowledge of a
language as traditionally defined. Thus, a speaker may share “English”
as a code, but not a subset of conventions for signaling and interpret-
ing a particular ethnicity. Thus there can be no essential semiotic value
for a particular feature or variable, but rather only a relational meaning.
Shifting to the idea of “interpretation” rather than, for example,
“linguistic proficiency” also opens up the possibility of receptive com-
petence rather than concentrating solely on the ability to produce
language. Thus exposure to a range of varieties of English through the
mass media may develop receptive competence in a wide range of
interpretive communities, but not necessarily the ability to interact
cffectively within that interpretive community.

The notion of “community of practice” (Lave and Wenger 1991;
Wenger 1998) is gaining currency within sociolinguistics (Holmes
and Meyerhoff 1999) as an alternative to the notion of speech commu-
nity, among others. The key idea is that there is a common enterprise, a
qualitative distinction from other models that focus on quantity of
contact. Eckert (2000, 35) points out that “the value of the construct
community of practice is in the focus it affords on the mutually consti-
tutive nature of individual, group, activity, and meaning.” Whereas



10 CATHERINE EvaANs DAVIES

there are degrees of membership in the community of practice, it is
potentially implicit that the community involves shared “interpretive
practices” (Gumperz and Levinson 1996). Holmes and Meyerhoff
(1999, 181) and Bucholtz (1999, 210) both see the community of
practice framework as having more potential for linking micro-level
and macro-level analyses. Unlike the speech community construct that
is constructed from analysts’ categories, the community of practice
construct, through its dependence on ethnographic methods, includes
practitioners’ categories in a meaningful way. The essay by Canagarajah
in this volume makes use of the notion of community of practice in
order to explain language shift in relation to diasporic identities.

INDIVIDUAL SUBJECTIVITY AND AGENCY

To conceptualize language as a “resource” emphasizes the agency and
subjectivity of the individual speaker. Given the sociocultural constraints
of a particular context, the speaker is not simply acting as a social
automaton, but is rather to some extent “creatively reaffirming” social
organization through purposive deployment of language. Variationist
sociolinguistic studies are moving in this direction as represented by
the focus of Fought (2002). She chooses to discuss “ethnicity” within
a current handbook by selecting variationist studies that frame the use
of variables in terms of “acts of identity” (LePage and Tabouret-Keller
1985) and that begin to explore the notion of “crossing” in which a
speaker uses variables from the dialect of the Other. Schilling-Estes
(2004) finds that “ethnic varieties—and ethnic identities themselves—
are not neatly bounded, monolithic entities but rather that different
people—and peoples—freely adopt and adapt linguistic and cultural
resources from one another, both at the local level, in unfolding interac-
tion, and on a more global level, in shaping and reshaping group vari-
eties over time and across space.” Thus we see the complex
interrelationship between the individual speaker and social organiza-
tion. In Coupland’s essay the elaboration of the notion of social context
allows a closer and more nuanced link between individual behavior,
conceptualized as “the situated, dynamic and strategic projection of
social identities,” and larger social structures.

THE SociAL CONSTRUCTION OF
ETHNIC IDENTITY IN INTERACTION

Finally, this shift to a radically contextualized discourse analysis also
entails the idea that ethnicity as an aspect of identity is socially
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constructed in interaction (Ochs 1992), signaled linguistically
through what Gumperz (1982, 1992) has termed “contextualization
cues,” constellations of features at different levels of linguistic organi-
zation that convey, within the interpretive community, social meaning.
The essay by Coupland uses discourse data to show how phonological
features serve as contextualization cues. Further, he shows how the
signaling through those features shifts within the discourse in relation
to the persona that the speaker is intending to convey with attendant
layers of social meaning in the performance context. The links
between the linguistic features and the social meanings are necessarily
indirect. These meanings can be multiple in relation to different dis-
course frames, and they must be taken up (by an audience or an inter-
locutor) in order for the identity to be ratified, or jointly constructed
(C. Davies 2005). The hermeneutic quality of the analysis required,
drawing on inferences signaled by different contextualization cues,
and ideally involving multiple perspectives as part of the analysis, has a
literary feel.

DIVERSITY BUT NOT
NECESSARILY HYBRIDITY

The contributions to this volume reflect diversity in conformity with
the theoretical perspective outlined above. The volume that results is
not intended to represent hybridity, but rather to offer different
voices, each with a different orientation to the general theme. Given
the complexity of the topic, a range of approaches need to be
explored, and massive amounts of data need to be collected and ana-
lyzed, before a hybrid framework can be conceptualized, one that
allows us to effectively link individual linguistic behavior and social
organization as mediated through language. It is clear, however, that
English serves in many complex ways as a resource for the representa-
tion of ethnicity as an aspect of sociocultural identity. It is also clear
that is it simultaneously both a unifying and a diversifying force.
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THE DISCURSIVE FRAMING OF
PHONOLOGICAL ACTS OF
IDENTITY: WELSHNESS
THROUGH ENGLISH

Nikolas Coupland

THEORIZING SOCIAL IDENTITY
AND LANGUAGE

The last three decades have seen a general shift in social scientific
theorizing of identity, from relatively static to more dynamic models,
although what these terms mean is itself open to dispute. An early, key
voice arguing for this realignment was that of George Herbert Mead
in a nascent social psychology (Mead 1932, 1934). Mead argued that
the individual’s appreciation of social forces in the vicinity of human
interaction gave a fuller explanation of what would otherwise have
been referred to simply as communicative “behavior.” He stressed
people’s understandings of the social implications of their actions in
specific situations, and generally highlighted individuals’ agentive
capacities in social interaction (discussed in Coupland 2001a). Much
later, in anthropology, Frederick Barth’s model of ethnicity was rather
similarly intended to correct a static, structural-functional understand-
ing of the social world (Barth 1969, 1981). In his historical review of
anthropological research on ethnicity, Richard Jenkins argues that this
Barthian perspective has come to underpin current conventional
wisdom (Jenkins 1997, 12). Barth suggested that we should attend to
relationships of cultural differentiation, and that, by focusing on the
sorts of boundary work that people do (which of course includes what
they do stylistically as part of discursive social action), we can gain an
understanding of cultural difference. This is as opposed to the
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cataloging of trait differences between different ethnic or social
groups, which would amount to a static approach to identity.

Many recent perspectives on social identity in different disciplines
chime with these influential views lobbying for a dynamic perspective.
Anthony Giddens argues for seeing identity as a personal project pur-
sued reflexively by people as they navigate through the styles and
stages of their lives (Giddens 1991). Theorists in cultural studies have
argued vociferously against the assumption that people inhabit unitary
identities. Iconic texts in this tradition include Edward Said’s treatise
on the repressive politics of “Orientalism” (Said 1978). Cultural
hybridity and the repressive nature of “essentialising” and “othering”
perspectives (Coupland 2000; Riggins 1997) have become normative
but not unproblematic assumptions across a wide range. In anthropo-
logical linguistics, Richard Bauman and Charles Briggs’s theorizing of
cultural reproduction as performance, and their concepts of cultural
entextualization and decontextualization (Bauman and Briggs 1990),
situate the analysis of cultural identity in the domain of discourse. The
rather new field of discursive psychology, heavily influenced by
Conversation Analysis, extrapolates from Harvey Sacks’s insights on
social category displays into conversational research on ethnic and
other group categorizations, provocatively suggesting that “social
identities are for talking” (e.g., Antaki and Widdicombe 1998).

The formative and continuing influence of ethnography on soci-
olinguistics has guaranteed sociolinguistic engagement with what I am
calling the dynamic conception of social identity. This is most obviously
the case in Dell Hymes’s foundational agenda for an ethnography of
communication (e.g., Hymes 1974) and in the interactional tradition
of sociolinguistics closely associated with the work of John Gumperz
(e.g., Gumperz 1982). All the same, the sociolinguistic study of
dialect variation, spearheaded by the remarkable, programmatic
research of William Labov into mainly phonological variation and
change (e.g., Labov 1972), has tended to downplay the interactional
constitution of social identity. This is an important caveat, especially
when the “variationist” or “Labovian” or “socio-phonetic” or “secular”
tradition of sociolinguistics is held to &e “sociolinguistics” zout court
(e.g., by Chambers 1995 and many others). Variationist sociolinguistics
has typically taken a static view of social identity, presupposing the
integrity of speech communities and working with simple demographic
criteria for community membership. Focusing most sharply on the
descriptive facts of social distribution and inferable mechanisms of
linguistic change, variationist sociolinguistics has been less interested
in dialect variation as a locus of social identity work in situated
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interaction. Many design features of variationist research effectively
preclude this perspective, including the preference for relatively
large-scale survey techniques, statistical treatments of variation data
based on aggregated values of the frequency of dialect variants across
speakers, and linear conceptions of dialect “standardness.” (I have
taken up this issue in more detail elsewhere—see Coupland 2001b for
a review.)

What possibilities are there for reconciling the sociolinguistics of
language variation with the ever-increasing social scientific trend
toward a dynamic view of social identity? In fact there is already a
substantial body of sociolinguistic research directed at achieving such
an integration. Instances include Howard Giles and his colleagues’
research on dialect and “accent” aspects of speech accommodation
(e.g., Giles et al. 1991); Allan Bell’s theorizing of variation in terms of
audience design (originally formulated in Bell 1984); Peneclope
Eckert’s ethnographically based studies of sociolinguistic style as a
productive marking process in subcultural groups (Eckert 2000);
many of the chapters in the (2002) collection edited by Penelope
Eckert and John Rickford on Style and Sociolinguistic Variation; and
the powerful interdisciplinary critique of sociolinguistic essentialism
entailed in Ben Rampton’s theoretical and empirical studies of lin-
guistic crossing (e.g., Rampton 1995, 1999). Many other important
contributions are omitted from this list. In my own research I have
developed a perspective on “dialect style” in the service of managing
social personas in interaction (e.g., Coupland 1980, 1988, 2001c¢).
Taken together, these approaches articulate a view of linguistic varia-
tion as a dynamic semiotic resource for constructing and managing
speakers’ social identities and social relationships in ongoing interac-
tion. They stress the strategic nature of sociolinguistic options and
uptakes, in some cases formalized as predictive models. They forge a
crucial link between accounts of social structure—the architecture of
sociocultural differences to which speech features are indexically
linked—and social actors’ agentive initiatives—what speakers do by
way of self-presentation and relationship negotiation.

The essence of this perspective was captured, perhaps more sugges-
tively than elsewhere, in Robert Le Page and Andree Tabouret-Keller’s
acts of identity framework (Le Page and Tabouret-Keller 1985), and
this provides my theoretical starting point in this chapter. Viewing
language variation as accomplishing acts of identity sits comfortably in
the dynamic, constructivist tradition I describe above. In fact, Le Page
and Tabouret-Keller (1985, 207) quote Barth (1969) to the effect
that “we can assume no simple one-to-one relationship between ethnic
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units and cultural similarities and differences.” This motivates what
turns out to be their rather extreme constructivist stance, which is well
summarized in a famous dictum:

the individual creates for himself [sic] the patterns of his linguistic
behaviour so as to resemble those of the group or groups with which
from time to time he wishes to be identified, or so as to be unlike those
from whom he wishes to be distinguished. (Le Page and Tabouret-Keller
1985, 181)

This is a view of sociolinguistic projection as a creative dialogic
process. They continue: “the speaker is projecting his inner universe,
implicitly with the invitation to others to share it . . . and to share his
attitudes towards it,” reaching out to others who may or may not
endorse the cultural validity of what is projected. The summary account
seems applicable to a wide variety of sociolinguistic circumstances, not
only to new and creole-based communities of the sort Le Page and
Tabouret Keller dealt with empirically in their own research, and to
monolingual variation as well as to code-choice in multilingual
settings. In fact, when I review how I have set out a theoretical agenda
for my own work on monolingual dialect style in Wales, I see it mainly
as an attempt to illustrate and to specify what the acts of identity
framework more generally posits.

What I take to be the core of the approach is to emphasize that
some linguistic objects have social indexicality—a readable history of
sociocultural associations, implications, and therefore “social meanings.”
Though this is a universally shared assumption in sociolinguistics, an
acts of identity approach construes indexical features to be resources
made available to interactants for certain sorts of identification and
relational work in speech encounters. Speakers exercise a degree of
control in selecting from a repertoire of these resources, in anticipation
of'and in the service of wanted social outcomes. So we have not only
sociolinguistic “behavior” (a term that seems to normalize and neu-
tralize dynamism) or sociolinguistics “variation” (a term that seems to
focus analytic interest on linguistic systems rather than on social
actors), but strategic sociolinguistic action. Indexical features are not
so much “used” as “deployed,” a term that I think echoes Le Page
and Tabouret-Keller’s term “projection.” “Deployment” opens up
possibilities of complex ownership relations between speakers and
styles, of the sort I deal with below.

My aim is not to review the Le Page and Tabouret-Keller framework
in greater detail here, nor to examine its very close relationship to other
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established perspectives (those of Howard Giles and Allan Bell in partic-
ular). Rather, I want to treat it and them as a body of existing sociolin-
guistic theory, at least within the camp prioritizing dynamic and
constructivist perspectives. I then want to explore how we might further
refine that general approach by bringing in certain considerations from
discourse analysis, and fiame analysis in particular (Goftman 1974). So
my starting point is not that the acts of identity perspectives are fully
formed or theoretically exhaustive. In fact I want to argue that there are
several major theoretical gaps and dilemmas that merit further research.
I list several of them in a perfunctory way in the next section, before
dealing in more depth with oze of them, at the end of my list, as a way of
introducing the two fragments of data I want to focus on in this chapter.

THEORETICAL ISSUES FOR AN
AcCTS OF IDENTITY FRAMEWORK

Here are some of the theoretical issues that a dynamic, acts-of-identity-
type orientation to linguistic variation will need to address. I offer the
list of summary points purely as a suggested research agenda for future
consideration, without attempting to resolve them in this discussion.

The Multidimensionality of
Social Identification

The phrase “wanting to identify with” in the Le Page and Tabouret-
Keller quotation is heavily ambiguous—as to ownership and commit-
ment. Projecting a social identity is not the same as feeling or living a
social identity with personal investment in it and full ownership of it—
if identities can in fact be “owned.” The subjective /affective /affiliative
dimension easily gets lost in practice-oriented theories of social identity,
just as practice and achievement, and process as a whole, tend to get
lost in both descriptivist and cognitivist approaches. Sociolinguistics
may need to operate with a tripartite model of social identification
through language of the following sort (see Coupland et al. 2003;
Wray et al. 2003):

(1) Knowledge of what distinguishes the social group from others,
and of indexical relationships, where knowledge is presumably a
prerequisite for engagement with or ownership of an identity.

(2) Affiliation to the group’s values and distinctiveness, where
“belonging” can be felt to be “essential,” or alternatively aspira-
tional, routine, irrelevant, etc.
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(3) Practice what one does to model, symbolize, or enact the culture;
how one deploys relevant semiotic material, contextually.

The argument that “language and identity” has to be an interdisciplinary
program seems difficult to resist. Different research methods will be
needed for addressing different dimensions of identity.

The Scope of Identity Work

The sociolinguistic literature has tended to work with different, over-
lapping assumptions of what the “stakes” are in social identification.
Sociolinguistic styles, including the monolingual phonological styles
that I am concerned with in this chapter, are projected in connection
with a diversity of individual or social processes or projects:

(1) Group work to assert or project membership in (or not in) various
social categories. The categories include ethnicity (e.g., Welshness,
Englishness, and their emic subcategories), social class (which is
in some ways confounded with ethnicity in Wales), gender
groups, specific social networks, and so on (see Giles and Johnson
1981).

(2) Self work to reconfigure a speaker’s own perceivable personal
qualities and traits, for example, to accentuate or deaccentuate
attributes of competence, or likeability.

(3) Relational work to symbolically manipulate intimacy/distance
between people.

Particular theories often treat these dimensions selectively. Yet selves
or personas are constructed partly in group terms, as unique constel-
lations of social identities; group boundary work is often done
between individuals; the styling of personal /social identity inevitably
impacts on how relationships of various sorts are configured. This is
why I have previously tried to characterize phonological style-shift,
and “dialect style,” as the negotiation of “relational selves” (Coupland
2001b).

Establishing Agency

What are the methodological limits to what we can claim or infer from
data about the “designing” of identities? Le Page and Tabouret-Keller
suggest that, in projection, “by verbalising as he does, [the speaker] is
seeking to reinforce his [sic] models of the world, and hopes for acts



WELSHNESS THROUGH ENGLISH 25

of solidarity from those with whom he wishes to identify” (1985, 181).
But evidencing social and communicative goals of this sort is notoriously
difficult. Also, communicative goals are multidimensional.

Establishing OQutcomes

How do we know that identities are achieved or even “marked”? For
whom? What do uptake and change look like?

Categories of Ingroup and Outgroup

The acts of identity notion of “groups we wish to identify with”
assumes a situation where a speaker orients to known outgroups. But
we also have to address the (probably much more common) case of
speakers identifying with their own social groups, which they may
recognize and model sociolinguistically with varying degrees of detail
and precision. Indeed, in each of the two data extracts I consider
below, the speakers in question are performing acts of identity to
position themselves, in some sense, within their own communities.

Continuous Contact

We tend to approach the study of style, such as dialect styling, with a
“first-shot” assumption about speakers and a “no-change” assumption
about communities. So, style projection is modeled as the creative
deployment, in a fresh context, of established outgroup meanings
attaching to features of linguistic styles. In fact, this claim is a corner-
stone of Bell’s audience design framework, widely debated in Eckert and
Rickford (2001 )—that stylistic variation is a second-order process, put-
ting to work the social meanings generated by durable correlations
between speech styles and speech communities. An example is a speaker
shifting to a more “upper class” pronunciation, invoking the values that
are associated with an upper-class community. My own arguments about
persona management have lived with the same limitation—that we have
not as yet made much attempt to model the sociolinguistic processes by
which “community speech values” are reproduced or modified.
“Speaker’s first-shot” and “no change in the community” assumptions
work well enough as an account of dialect styling in an extended,
“secondary” speech repertoire, for example when a speaker playfully imi-
tates nonlocal voices in humor or in parody (see Coupland 1985). But,
relevant to the point made just made above, the semiotic reach of a
speaker’s stylistic projections are usually a within-community affair.
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Cultural Reproduction

Can we isolate speech events or genres that fashion (rather than just
reflect) indexical relationships between language and community?
Following Bauman and Briggs’s line (see also Bauman 1996; Urban
1996), it seems possible to argue that certain classes of communicative
events have a special role as sociolinguistic norm enforcers. There are, in
a certain sense, “pedagogic” environments for sociolinguistic learning and
affirmation. This is to pick up on Max Weber’s argument (cf. Jenkins
1997, 10) that ritual, performance events are particularly implicated in
sustaining social norms. The important facilitative dimension might
well be sociolinguistic reflexivity (Jaworski et al. 2004): events that are
strongly reflexive may have a special role to play in cultural reproduc-
tion. As a further working hypothesis, we can suggest that the cultural
meanings of dialect styles are actively promulgated by a relatively small
set of individuals, who, after Giddens, we can call “guardians” of cul-
ture (Coupland 2001a; Giddens 1996, 63). This line of theorizing has
led me to include an extract of stylized, reflexive performance—a
sequence of pantomime talk—in the analysis to follow.

Social Meanings Afforded in Discursive Frames

As this chapter’s particular theoretical concern, I hope to show that an
acts of identity framework needs to engage systematically with how
communicative events are framed, and one very obvious point can be
made first in this connection. Our enthusiasm to track the functioning
of linguistic features or styles in social identification often blinds us to
the wider contexts of talk in which they operate. How do we know
that, say, phonological variation is the decisive semiotic factor, relative to
what people say or do in other dimensions of discourse? This problem
is usually discussed in terms of “salience.” Social interaction often
leaves certain social identities latent, and the linguistic features and
styles that might index them remain as unactivated meaning potential.
Linguistic and other semiotic features and styles somehow need to be
contextually “primed” before sociolinguistic indexing or iconization
(cf. Irvine 2001) can occur. To read the identity significance of
“dialect in use” or “sociolinguistic variation in discourse,” we therefore
need to locate speech variables within an integrated discourse analytic
perspective (cf. Garrett et al. 1999, 2003).

Interactions like the two I consider below suggest that the identifi-
cational value and impact of linguistic features depends on which
discursive frame is in place (Goftman 1974). That is, particular discur-
sive frames posit specific affordances and constraints for interactants at
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specific moments of their involvement, foregrounding certain types of
identity work that can be done at those moments, and either giving rel-
evance or denying relevance to certain categories of linguistic indexicals.
I suggest this is so in relation to at least three types or levels of frame:

(1) The sociocultural framing of relevant communicative events
(macro-social frames). This refers to the sociolinguistic ecology of
particular speech communities. We have to ask what linguistic
resources are made available by the sociolinguistic structure of a com-
munity, what sociopolitical value systems, perhaps to do with social
class or ethnic group membership, do these resources enter into
indexically, and what stakes are there to play for in relation to them.
At this level, identity work involves speakers positioning themselves or
others in relation to prefabricated sociopolitical arrangements in a
relevant community.

(2) The generic framing of communicative events (meso-socinl
frames). Generic frames set meaning parameters around talk in rela-
tion to what mode or genre of talk, for example, conversation versus
set-piece performance, is ongoing and relevant. Identities will be con-
structed partly in relation to that generic framework, for example, in
terms of participant roles. These might confirm or might contradict
the identities foregrounded in the wider sociocultural frame of social
action, or might supplant them altogether. Participants might find
their identity options prefigured or constrained by the generic con-
text, or the genre might edit away identity options that would other-
wise apply. The same feature that would mark a sociopolitical identity
in the sociocultural frame might carry different resonances in the
generic frame. Genres as ways of communicating are typically sus-
tained by particular communities of practice—aggregates of people
“who come together around some enterprise” (Eckert 2000, 35). But
the normative expectations of practice communities will typically be
more local than those of whole sociocultural groups.

(3) The interpersonal framing of velevant communicative acts (micro-
social frames). The issue here is how participants dynamically struc-
ture the very local business of their talk and position themselves
relative to each other in their relational histories, short and long term.
Personal and relational identities can be forged and refined linguisti-
cally in subtle ways within a consolidated genre and community of
practice. A sociolinguistic feature that might otherwise bear, say, a
social class or a participant role significance might do personal identity
work, styling a speaker as, for example, more or less powerful within a
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particular relationship, or might style a speaking dyad as more or less
intimate.

I hope to show how each of these broad dimensions of discourse
framing needs to be taken into account, by actors and analysts, in
understanding the identity work done through phonological variation
in each of two data extracts I now turn to. The implication of this argu-
ment is that claims about the apparently inherent social meanings of
phonological features, such as those made in language attitudes
research, have to be treated with some caution. Useful generalizations
have certainly been made about, for example, the social meanings of
“standard and non-standard accents” in terms of perceived competence
and social attractiveness (Garrett et al. 2003; Giles and Powesland
1975; see Eckert 2001, 122 for comments on the meanings of some
central phonological variables in U.S. English). I do not at all mean to
imply that this work should not be carried forward, and in fact it will be
the best way of filling out the social meanings made available by differ-
ent sociocultural frames. But the dynamics of social identity work will
also need to take account of more local contextualizing factors.

The two data extracts are from very different social contexts—one
from the world of popular theatrical performance, the other from a
workplace setting. The extracts share the geographical context of
English language being used in south Wales in the United Kingdom.
The theatrical performance in question is a Christmas pantomime,
performed and videotaped in a south Wales Valleys theater in front of
a live audience. The second extract is from a travel agency in the cen-
ter of Cardiff, the capital city of Wales, involving a group of female
assistants who develop small talk amongst themselves around their
more formal professional talk with clients and holiday operators. The
sociolinguistic ecosystems in south Wales—Valleys and Cardift—
where these two very different speech events take place do have their
unique qualities, socially and linguistically. However, these are not
crucial to the line of analysis I develop below, so I make only a few
comments about them. My motive in choosing the two extracts is to
see whether engaging with different levels of discursive framing can
make it possible to read identity work across radically different types
and contexts of talk with some degree of theoretical coherence.

THE PANTOMIME DAME

The first extract is from a Christmas pantomime, Aladdin, pertformed
in late December 2001 at a theater in a small town in the south Wales



WELSHNESS THROUGH ENGLISH 29

Valleys. The show was toured around other theaters across south
Wales, although its cultural roots are firmly “Valleys.” The Valleys
have a long tradition of heavy industry, especially coal-mining and the
production of iron and steel, but suffered drastic economic decline
through the middle and late decades of the twentieth century.
Left-wing political radicalism in Britain historically found its most influ-
ential leaders in the Valleys, which retain this political feel as well as a
structural poverty that is slow to ease. The pantomime is produced by
and stars a well-known local radio and television performer, Owen
Money, who plays the character Wishy Washy. Owen Money is an
apologist for English-language Valleys speech and cultural values in his
radio, TV, and live shows in Wales, and he is prominent in the Valleys
community in other ways too; he is, for example, director of Merthyr
Tydfil football club.

The British phenomenon of pantomime is not easy to explain to
people unfamiliar with the genre. It is a generally low budget,
low-culture, burlesque form of music, comedy and drama, with a live
orchestra. The form is generally holding its popularity. “Pantos” run
at very many theaters through England and Wales over the months of
November, December, January, and February, being thought of as
Christmas entertainment but not thematically linked to Christmas
itself. Pantomimes are often said to be entertainment for children,
although family groups make up most audiences. Each pantomime
theme is a variation on one of a small number of traditional narratives,
with roots in folk tales. Each theme tends to mingle ethnic and tem-
poral dimensions with abandon. This performance of Aladdin, like
the animated Disney films of that title, builds its plot around an
Arabian Nights magic lamp and a magic genie. But the performance
also uses stage sets including “Old Peking,” and the Wishy Washy
character’s name refers to his menial job in a Chinese laundry.
Pantomime plots always involve magic, intrigue, royalty, peasantry, and
a love-quest. Typically, a noble and honorable prince, conventionally
played by a female, dressed in a tunic and high boots, falls in love with
a beautiful girl from a poor family. The girl has ecither large, ugly,
vain sisters or a large, ugly, vain mother, referred to as a Dame and
often named The Widow Twanky (these females are conventionally
played by males). Characters are starkly drawn and heavily stylized.
Young love triumphs and royalist grandeur is subverted, which is
not an unpopular theme outside of theater in contemporary Wales.
The semiotic constitution of pantomime is bricolage, intermixing
light popular songs and comedy routines, exorbitant colors and
costumes, and with vernacular, self-consciously “common” values set
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against regal pomp and transparently evil figureheads. The interactional
format involves a good deal of audience participation and ingroup
humor. Hackneyed and formulaic plots are interspersed with disre-
spectful humor on topics of local or contemporary interest.
Conventional teases appeal to children, who have to shout warnings to
the heroine princess, for example, when an evil emperor approaches, or
to help the audience’s friend (in this case Wishy Washy) to develop his
quest (e.g., to find the magic lamp).

The extract below is the pantomime Dame/Widow Twanky’s first
entrance, close to the beginning of the show after the opening song
performed by the full cast and live orchestra. The Dame’s entrance is
a tone-setting moment for the whole pantomime. She is the mother
of Aladdin, the nominal hero, and she returns regularly through the
pantomime, mainly to add the most burlesque dimension of humor
on the periphery of the plot. Next to Wishy Washy, she is affectively
“closest” of all the characters to the audience. Pompous, vain, and
mildly salacious, she is nevertheless funny and warm-hearted. Her trans-
parent personal deficiencies leave her open to be liked, despite them.

The most striking socio-phonetic contrast in the extract is between
the Dame’s aspirationally posh, mock-Received Pronunciation (RP)
voice at the opening of the extract, and the broad vernacular Valleys
Welsh English voice that she otherwise uses. The principal variable
speech features that carry this contrast are listed in table 1.1, where the
first-listed variant in square brackets in each case is the “standard,” RP-
like variant. Italicized lexical forms are items appearing in the transcript.

Table 1.1 Phonological variables for south Wales Valleys English

(ou)—[auv], [0], [0:] (hello, home, nose; widow has only the
diphthong options)
(ei)—[ei], [e:] (name, lnter, but not hey, day,

anyway, which again have only the
diphthongal variant)

(M)—[A], [&] (brothers, lovely, bunch)
(ai)—Tai], [2+] (died, time, find, bye)
(iw)—[ju:], [jiw], [1w] (yon, where the “local” variant has a

prominent first element of the glide,
contrasting with the RP-type glide to
prominent /u:/)

0)—I3], [wer] (poor)

(a)—[ee], [a] (grans, grandads, back, Twanky,
man, had, Lanky, manky, hanky,
stand, Aladdin)

(h)—[h], [9] (hello, home, hey, husband, hanky, he)
(ng)—[n], [n] (gossiping)
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Extract 1: The pantomime dame

(enters waving, to music “There is nothing like a dame”)

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14

15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23

24
25
26
27
28
29
30

31

hello everyone

(Au: hello)

hello boys and girls

(Au: hello)

hello mums and dads

(Au: hello)

grans and grandads brothers and sisters aunts and uncles
and all you lovely people back home ooh hoo

hey (.) now I’ve met (.) all of you

it’s time for you to meet (drum roll) 2/ (.) of (.) (cymbal) me
(Au: small laugh)

and there’s a lot of me (.) to meet (chuckles)

now my name is (.) the Widow T-wanky

and do know what (.) I’ve been a widow now (.) for twenty-five
years (sobs)

(Au: o:h)

yes (.) ever since my poor husband died

oh what a man he was (.) he was gorgeous he was

do you know (.) he was the tallest man (.) in all of Peking
and he always bad (.) a runny nose (chuckles)

hey (.) do you know what we called him?

“Lanky Twanky with a Manky Hanky”

(Au: laugh)

hey (.) and guess what (.) I’ve still got his manky hanky to this very
day look look at that ugh

(Au: o:h laughs)

hey (to orchestra) look after that for me will you?

you look like a bunch of snobs

(Au: laugh)

anyway (.) I can’t stand around here gossiping all day

I have got a laundry to run

ooh (.) and I’'ve got to find my #wo naughty boys (.) Aladdin (.) and
Wishy Washy

so (.) I’ll see you lot later oz is 22

31
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32 (Au:ye:s)
33 (to camera) I'll see you later on (.) bye for now (.) tarra (.) bye bye

(leaves waving, to music “It’s a rich man’s world”)

Lines 1-8 show centralized onset of (ou) in all three tokens of hello
and in bome, contrasting with monophthongal [o0:], which occurs later
in the word nose. We also have fully audible [h] in all cases in these
opening lines. Together, these features carry the symbolism of “posh”
as the Extract opens, apparently outgrouping the Dame relative to the
Valleys community in which the performance is geographically and
ideologically situated. Aitch-less ey at line 9 and the schwa realization
of the first syllable of brothers (in place of the wedge vowel) mark a
strong shift from a conservative English RP voice into Valleys vernac-
ular. The RP voice resonates most strongly at line 8 in the utterance
all you lovely people back home, where the first two and last two words
have significant RP and nonlocal tokens. The abrupt stylistic shift
indexes a cracked or unsustainable posh self-presentation, a chink in
the Dame’s dialectal armour of “posh,” which is thereby confirmed to
be as suspect as her dress-sense. The wider semiotic dimension here is
fundamentally to do with authenticity and inauthenticity.

After line 8, all tokens of (iw) have the Valleys local form, including
yon in line 10, said with contrastive stress. The Dame’s self-introduction
in line 13 pronounces word name with the vernacular form [e:],
although Widow T-wanky (with a prolonged /w/ glide), when she
mentions her name, reverts to the conservative RP centralized form.
This achieves a neat splitting of personas, between the introducing
voice and the introduced voice, phonologically pointing up the
Dame’s inauthenticity. The sequence setting up the manky hanky
wordplay (meaning “disgusting handkerchief”) is performed in a fully
formed local vernacular. All three vowels in the stressed syllables of
poor busband died (line 16) are local Valleys variants. Similarly, aitchless
he on the three occasions in line 17 and monophthongal #ose in line 19
are prominent.

The Dame’s vernacular style is realized lexico-grammatically too.
We have reduplicative be was at line 17, the word manky (meaning
“disgusting”), the invariant tag zs 7¢? at line 31 (which, more usually in
its negative form #s%’t i¢?, is a strong stereotype of Welsh English), and
colloquial tarra for “good bye” at line 34. Discursively too, the mock
formality of the opening salutation and self-introduction is counter-
pointed (and confirmed to have been mock) by later stances. The
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Dame’s feigned grief at being widowed is subverted by the joke at the
husband’s expense and by references to the Dame’s large bosom and
hips (see lines 10 and 12). The disrespectful wordplay, bunch of snobs
(snobs evoking “snot” or nose effluent, visually rendered by the bright
green stain on the handkerchief), addressed to the orchestra builds an
allegiance against the conservative persona she feigns early on, and so on.
How do these stylistic selections impinge on our readings of
identity in the extract? Pantomimes, and performance events gener-
ally, provide data of an entirely irrelevant sort, according to canonical
sociolinguistics. The social identification potential of dialect is generally
assumed to be activated in the real language of real speech communi-
ties, where authentic members imbibe social values during socialization
and proceed to recycle these values indexically in their vernacular
speech throughout their lives. The variationist project has partly been
to find methodological means of accessing the untrammelled vernacular
in all of its purity and regularity, and Widow Twanky’s dialect
performance therefore stands well outside of the canon. In fact, the
interface between variationist sociolinguistics and authenticity is an
interesting and productive one, and one that is beginning to be criti-
cally explored (Bucholtz 2003; Coupland 2003). Without opening up
such issues in detail here, we can nevertheless consider ways in which
staged and stylized dialect performances can become interpretable as
identity work, provided that analysis respects the various levels of dis-
cursive framing I introduced earlier. Let’s first consider the generic
framing of the Widow Twanky sequence, which is where the most
obvious contextualizing constraints are operative in this case.

The Generic Frame

Pantomime is theatrical performance, and in a sense self-consciously
“bad” performance, at least in relation to wider norms of theater.
Characters in pantomime engender the usual theatrical complexities
of ownership—whose voices are these? whose identities? is everything
feigned? is it all “just for entertainment”? As I noted above, the genre
is thoroughly conventional and ritualized; it is burlesque and extrava-
gant in its visual, rhetorical, and vocal forms. Its “talk” is self-reflexive
as to character, plot, and humor; Widow Twanky is self-parodic,
knowingly inauthentic, highly stylized. A thin and close-to-the-surface
plot, overdrawn characters, and visible performances are endemic in
the genre (see the Dame’s stark mentioning of plot elements at lines
29-31). The staging of the event is itself generally transparent, for
example, in performers’ frequent references to the co-present
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audience (see the Dame’s talk to the audience at lines 1-8 and 29-34,
her talk to members of the orchestra, etc.). In the extract she purports
that she has kept her husband’s handkerchief for twenty-five years, but
both calls it a manky hanky and gives us a token affective response to
its disgustingness (ugh at line 24).

So this particular genre frame rules out several identity options.
The actor’s own personal identity is clearly irrelevant. The formulaicity
of the plot effaces identity work that might otherwise have related to
the Dame’s “personality” in the story frame. Although there is
gender-layering, gender identity is obscured by the conventional
transgendering that the genre requires, and so on. But the extract
nevertheless offers us several relationships that we can and must make
sense of, under the constraints of a performance frame. One is the
relationship between the Dame’s two personas, the socio-phonetically
indexed posh and local Valleys identities. Although the genre prevents
us from reading these identities as relevant to either the actor or
the character of the Dame herself, the very conventionality of the genre
invites us to see meaning in the “posh”/“local” contrast in some
wider sociocultural frame. Overdrawn images, like pictorial cartoons,
have the characteristic of wide semiotic applicability, precisely because
the stylization that produces their “broad-brush” and “bright color”
features obliterates particular reference. Then there is the relationship
between the Dame and the audience, who are directly addressed in
the text. The extract shows the Dame switching reference and address
between the (fictional) Aladdin plot world and the (real) Valleys theater
world and its boys, girls, mums, dads, and so on. The Dame exists in both
domains, but not as a “straight” inhabitant of either. Nevertheless, she
does draw the audience into particular alignments with some of her
espoused stances, with identity implications for audiences. The
Widow Twanky’s acts of identity are certainly indirect and conflicted
projections. But, if only by her studious and extravagant efforts to
deauthenticate herself according to non-panto norms, she opens up
other possibilities in the sociocultural and interpersonal frames.

The Sociocultural Frame

If we look at the wider ideological climate in which this pantomime
performance operates in the south Wales Valleys, there are clear group
referents for the Dame’s two stereotyped personas, posh and vernacular
Valleys. Valleys vernacular English lacks a clear prestige standard within
its own territorial boundaries; RP is not a significant stylistic resource
for predominantly working-class Valleys people, even though they are
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of course aware of RP as a powerful outgroup status variety—in
England and to a lesser extent in the capital city of Cardiff, some
twenty miles to the south. Then, unlike west and especially northwest
Wales, and in a different way again Cardift, the Valleys have only a
limited dialog with the Welsh language revival. Our earlier research
(e.g., Garrett et al. 2003) shows Valleys English to be a variety that is
heavily stigmatized without having the “compensating” attributions
of social attractiveness or, despite its working-class heritage, a high
degree of “real Welshness.”

In this ecosystem, the Dame’s inauthentic posh voice is definitely
non-Valleys and probably non-Welsh. The dialect personas she is pro-
jecting play out a familiar ideological conflict with powerful ethnic
and social-class resonances. The discourse of the extract is organized
around this contrast, with ideational (“content”) and dialect mean-
ings interwoven into it. The Dame’s initial, showy, public persona is
done in the RP outgroup voice. As we have seen, the first element of
private, apparently self-deprecatory reference (line 9) is where the RP
voice begins to crumble. The mock desolation at the death of her
husband (line 16) is done in the intimate and parochial voice. But her
persona is in fact resilient, in that she gives us evidence that her grief
is inauthentic. It is fabricated to tell a silly joke at his expense, also at
her own expense. So the sequence indirectly projects significant cul-
tural authenticities, about a cultural group that is resilient despite its
low prestige and poverty. In the sociocultural frame, the Dame’s slip-
ping mask of pretentious, conservative RP English is a jocular form of
subversion—of (English) social-class hegemony. This is a wholly ludic
context for political satire, but the Dame does offer a counter-identity
for a Valleys audience—as “one of us,” someone who was only feigning
and failing to aspire to a higher class. Hostility to English snobbery is
even more clearly signaled across the other characters in the
pantomime—in an RP-like evil villain; also in the consistently Valleys
vernacular speaking Owen Money in the role of Wishy Washy, the
“children’s friend.”

The Interpersonal Frame

Audience members are fully ratified as vocal participants and coper-
formers in pantomime. In the interpersonal frame, Widow Twanky’s
shift into an exuberant vernacular Valleys style, allied with her textual
references to the orchestra members seated between her and the audi-
ence (in their formal suits) as & bunch of snobs, draws the audience into
specific anti-snobbish dialect-indexed values. There are several
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moments in the extract when the Dame invites specific responses from
the audience. The first is the exchange of greetings, performed in the
inauthentic posh voice. These are sequentially integrated turns where
the audience does respond audibly, although without any obviously
strong integrative affect on the audience’s part. Similarly at line 15,
when the audience delivers a formulaic 0:4 in response to the Dame’s
predictable lament about being a widow (she is after all by name “the
Widow Twanky”). Affective integration happens most obviously at lines
22,25, and 28. The first two of these are when the audience is suitably
disgusted by the manky hanky—a glowingly (green) vernacular icon—
and the second is when the audience aligns with the Dame’s bunch of
snobs insult. The interaction creates a space for joint participation and
fills it with a vernacular Valleys style, aligned against “posh.” A reflexive
and stylized public performance in this way reproduces elements of a
vernacular culture premised on “authenticity from below.”

TRAVEL AGENCY ASSISTANTS

The second extract is a retranscription of some data from a Cardiff
travel agency that I first worked on 25 years ago (see Coupland 1980,
1984). The study focuses on a set of assistants working in a city cen-
ter office, and on one assistant in particular, Sue. I return to the data
here partly to assess the gap between my early and current responses
to it, and partly because it is in its own terms remarkably rich data for
the analysis of dialect style. The phonological variables potentially in
play in the assistants’ speech as Cardiffians overlap considerably with
those listed earlier for Valleys English in the pantomime data. See
table 1.2, which repeats many items from table 1.1, identifying the
lexical items in which they are potentially operative in the second
extract. Table 1.2 then adds variable features that have more specific
applicability to Cardiff English.

As the extract opens, Sue is trying to connect on the telephone to
a coach tour operator, Rhondda Travel. The extract then allows us to
follow two concurrent conversations. One is Sue’s telephone conver-
sation, where we don’t have access to the other party’s voice. The
other conversation is among the three travel agency assistants, Sue,
Marie, and Liz, about buying charcoal, then about eating lunchtime
sandwiches. We hear this less formal conversation only partially
because of overlapping speech and because the recording microphone
is positioned closest to Sue’s service position in the office. Sue’s talk on
the telephone is represented in italics in the extract, to help distinguish
the two separate conversational flows. All three women have similar
Cardift vernaculars in what Labov calls their “less careful” speech.



WELSHNESS THROUGH ENGLISH 37

Table 1.2 Phonological variables for Carditf English

(ou)—([auv], [ou], [0:] (oh, go, charcoal, hello, hold, don’t, so, OK, going,

(ei)—Teil, [e:]

(M—{A], [=]
(ai)—{ai], [2+]

though; know has only the diphthong options)

(great, take, but not today, Friday, pay, anyway,
pay, sy, which again can have only diphthongs)

(come, stuff, rubbish)
(I, Ive, Friday)

(iw)—{ju:], [jiw], [1iw] (you)

(a)—{=], [a]

(h)—f{h], [@]
(ng)—[n], [n]

But also:

(a)—{a:], [a:], [e:]

(can, have, Travel, dad, Dallas, Blacks, camping,
that, had)

(hello, Hourmont, held, have, hold, had)
(shopping, going, talking, camping, starving,
Joing,anything)

(are, charconl, barbecue, starving)

(intervocalic t)—(t], [t], [r] (but Pm, but I, about Evans)

(intervocalic r)—{J7,

[r] (where are, they’re all)

Extract 2: Travel agency assistants

1 Sue:

2

3 ?Marie:
4

5 Liz:

6 Sue:
7

8 Marie:
9 Sue:
10

11 Liz:
12

13 Sue:
14

15 Marie:
16 Liz:
17 Marie:
18 Liz:

come on Rhondda Travel where are you?
[
hm hm hm
(4.0)

o:h T got to go shopping where d’you think I can ger
charcoal from?

(0.5) I don’t really know

[

is today Wednesday?
yeah
[
Marie (.) if you’re going out (.) can you just see if you
can see any charcoal anywhere if you’re just walk- walking
around the shops (( ))

(on the telephone) bello (high pitch) can I have Rhondda
Travel please?

(( I’m only going laughs))
oh (laughs) (high pitch) where you going then?
I’'m going to the solicitors

oh (laughs) my dad’s been up there ((he oughtto ))
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19

20 Sue:
21

22

23 Marie:

24
25 Liz:
26 Sue:

27

28 Marie:

29 Liz:
30 Sue:

31

32 Marie:

33 Liz:
34
35 Sue:

36

37 Marie:

38
39
40 Liz:

41 Marie:

42 Sue:
43
44 Liz:
45 Sue:
46

47 Marie:

48
49 Liz:
50 Sue:
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[

bello it’s Hourmont
Travel heve () wm was 1 talking to you about Evans (.)

[

(( )
[

barbecue
to Dallas? well the problem i:s P've held an option on them
for you ()
[
(( )
will they?
but I can’t book them in full cos you have to take full
payment (1.0)

[
(« )
do they? I’ve never seen it
[
you see so they’ll hold them for me now
until Friday
[
((
(laughs) )

[
(laughs) they don’t se/l things like that
(1.0) conrse they do
well Pve booked them and they’re all alright (.)
[
where would I gez it from?
but I can’t give them ticket numbers until they pay
[
(( )
[

charcoal
(breathy voice) OK?
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51 Marie: (( Blacks )

52 Liz: yeah camping stuft innit yeah

53 Marie: ((and Woolies))

54 Sue: mm (.) alright

55 [

56 Liz: (( ) reckoned Woolies as well but I don’t

57 think so (1.0) I’ll just go down to Blacks

58 [

59 Sue: that’ll be great (1.0) we’ll let you know if
60 you can-0:h Friday morning () yeab that’s OK the

option’s till Friday anyway (.)

61 (other client conversations in the background)

62 Sue: OK then fine (1.0) OK then () bye (.) Sue (1.0)
(breathy) OK? bye

63 Marie: (faint) is anyone else (( )) starving?

64 Sue: well I was going to have one but I’m not going to now

65 Marie: well have one don’t pay any attention to what I say

66 []

67 Sue: no

68 Marie: I talk a load of rubbish

69 [

70 Sue: I’d rather you know no you know

71 about them don’t you

72 Marie: no I don’t I don’t know anything

73 Sue: that’s a// I’ve had to eat then though

Sue is minimally involved in the charcoal conversation early on, at
lines 6 and 9. She comes back into the three-way conversation after
hanging up the phone at the end of line 62. My main analytic interest
is in the transition achieved between lines 63 and 65, as Sue rejoins
the triadic conversation to talk about lunch. Only some of the above-
listed phonological variables show variation in the extract. In general,
the assistants do not use centralized-onset for (ou) in go, or wedge in
come, or the close RP-type variant of /a/ in can, all of which would
be marked as posh in Cardiff; great and take show up only in Sue’s
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telephone conversation where RP-like variants occur. On the other
hand, (iw) is never RP-like [ju:] in you, being [jiw] throughout.

As audible variation within the extract, Sue has markedly more
open onset to (ai) in Friday (line 35) than in all the first-person
pronouns (I) at the end of the extract (lines 64-73). In fact there is a
powerful clustering of vernacular variants of the consonantal variables
in Sue’s speech starting at line 64. In bave (64) and had (73) (h) is
[D]; going tois [‘gona] (64); about them is [9’baram] (71); don’t you
is [‘domiw] (71). In line 1, Sue has fronted [a:] in are, before she
speaks to the Rhondda Travel representative. Similarly, Liz’s camping
stuff innit at line 52 contrasts starkly with Sue’s “careful” speech in
the same time slot but in a different conversation.

In the original analysis, I quantified the distribution of “standard”
and “nonstandard” variants of some of these variables over much
longer stretches of data, in order to demonstrate that mean values for
several variables showed systematic covariation across different contexts
of speaking—such as Sue speaking “more standardly” on the telephone
than off the telephone, when talking about work-related topics as
opposed to nonwork topics, and to clients than to her coassistants,
and then that she differentiated in a rather precise way, on a quantita-
tive basis, in her talk to different social classes of client. How does that
interpretation look now? Though this sort of generalization still seems
worth demonstrating, the original analysis does impute a direct semi-
otic value to phonological variants (such as stop versus flapped inter-
vocalic [t], or [h] versus [(D]) in carrying social meanings such as
“careful” versus “spontaneous,” or “middle-class” versus “working-
class,” and a richer analysis seems warranted. My earlier classification
of “contextual types,” deriving from Hymes’s taxonomy of speech
event “components,” seems to both overspecify and underspecify how
Sue’s talk is contextualized. As an alternative conceptualization, let’s
try to invoke the three-way framing schema once again.

The Sociocultural Frame

The most powerful linguistic-ideological contrast in the Cardiff
community relates to social class, as in the classical Labovian urban
paradigm. Cardiff, as a large, socially diverse, long-anglicized city,
displays the sort of English-language sociolinguistic stratification by
class that we see in most major British urban sites. This contextual
factor loads up the sociolinguistic variables that are most sensitive to
class in Cardiff (but arguably much less so in other parts of Wales). The
relevant phonological features include (h), (ng), and the “high/low
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articulation” variables such as consonant cluster reduction, whose
more clided forms are stigmatized as “common” or “slovenly” ways
of speaking, as is the case with (intervocalic t). Talk to nonfamiliars in
Cardiff, such as the tour operator Sue is dealing with on the telephone
in the second extract, is amenable to social class inferencing. Her iden-
tity work on the phone is very plausibly class-work, and she may be
seeking a more middle-class persona of the sort that tends to gain
status in public and especially workplace discourse in Cardiff and
other cities. On the other hand, several other factors impinge, which
I come to below.

However, still following the social-class theme, it doesn’t seem
right to say that Sue’s identity is salient for its working-class meanings
when she is talking about her sandwiches and her dieting, later in the
second extract. Being of a social class is neutralized once the frame
shifts from public to private discourse, where class is a shared ingroup
value, although Sue’s being in some ways “powerful” or “powerless”
at personal and relational levels is relevant. Also, we can’t be sure that
the class-work is done through phonological indexicality, or solely by
this means. Notice how Sue’s telephone conversation ideationally
invokes commercial power practices. In her own words, Sue has beld
an option on a booking clients for the tour operator who has to take
full payment before the deal can proceed. Compare this with the
“walking round the shops to try and buy charcoal” theme of the com-
peting conversation, or Sue’s own powerlessness in the face of a
depressing diet at the end of the extract (see later). Class as control s
relevant in the public projection on the telephone, and class semiosis
through dialect constitutes part of Sue’s identity in her professional
mode of discourse.

The Generic Frame

In terms of genre, however, there are clear transitions between
professional talk and everyday-life-world talk in the extract. Overlaid
on the social-class reading of Sue’s talk, the genre structure positions
her as abruptly moving out of the role of professional representative at
the end of line 62. She does give her personal name while operating in
the professional frame—=Sue, at line 62—but she does this in that min-
imalistic form of person reference that is conventional in telephone
service encounters. She is the voice of this specific travel agency,
Hourmont Travel, and she and other participants may feel that there
should be some resonance between her vocal style and a smoothly,
competently functioning travel agency. Notice the build-up of
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professional jargon through Sue’s telephone talk. Also the vivid dis-
junction between Sue’s rhetorically abrasive and Cardiff vernacular
come on Rhondda Travel where ave you? (with close front /a:/ in are)
at line 1 and her concerned, solicitous demeanor as the telephone
conversation closes. The genre frame facilitates identity readings in
terms of professional versus personal roles as relevant social meanings
for Sue’s talk.

The Interpersonal Frame

Sue’s talk between lines 64 and 73 is not only nonpublic discourse and
nonprofessional discourse; it is personally intimate discourse. Its deals
with what was a rich topic domain in the travel agency over the many
weeks of my recording there—eating and dieting. This is a theme
in which the three assistants, and Sue in particular, invest heavily in
emotional terms. There is a regular relational politics around dieting
among the three assistants, affecting moves to eat lunch at all, and cer-
tainly decisions about the timing of when sandwiches are eaten. Sue’s
1 was going to have one but I’m not going to now at line 64 raises deli-
cate issues. “Having one” here means eating a sandwich before the
due lunchtime hour, when it would have become more legitimate to
eat, according to the assistants’ dieting pact. At line 63, Marie has
transgressed by asking if anyone is starving, when it’s taken for
granted that the others, and especially Sue, are self-consciously hold-
ing back from eating their sandwiches. Disclosing her eating regime
to her coassistants, so that they know what she eats and when (1’4
rather you know . . . about them, lines 70-71), is a strategy Sue uses to
help her to resist early eating.

The sandwiches exchanges invoke issues of entitlement, trust,
blame, and potential praise—a moral agenda—in an intimate relation-
ship between the assistants. What part could speech style and
“dialect” have in this relational work? One semiotic principle at work
at this point in the talk is implicitness. Contrasting sharply with the
on-the-surface explicitness about professional procedures in the tele-
phone talk, Sue drops into a way of speaking, triggered by Marie’s
question about being starving, where the dieting agenda, its compo-
nents, its participant roles, and its pressures are all thoroughly known
to the group. Lexico-grammatically, “having one” is sparse. So,
discursively, is the coherence link between Sue’s saying she isn’t going
to “have one” and Marie’s response that Sue shouldn’t pay attention
to what she says. The offence and Marie’s recognition of it are
explicated by the assistants’ relational history.
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In heavily implicit talk, it is perhaps unsurprising that phonological
processes also shift toward elision and economy, and this is what we
see in the phonetic description of Sue’s final utterances in the extract.
But there is also a personal standing or status semiotic dimension in
play. Sue is very audibly depressed at having been forced to confront
her dieting regime. Perhaps she thinks she is a failure, or at least in
need of Marie and Liz’s policing of her diet. Her identity work in the
interpersonal frame is to mark this “incompetence,” and the dialect
semiosis does contribute to achieving this. What is made relevant in
the interactional frame is neither “lower-class” nor “non-professional
status”; it is low personal control. We might gloss the dialect style as
“under-performance,” which is also marked in reduced amplitude and
flatter pitch range.

CONCLUSION

An acts of identity framework seems very apposite as a general
orientation to phonological variation of the sort that surfaces in the
two very different instances we have considered. In each case, a
speaker can reasonably be said to be projecting social identities, pro-
jecting personas that are at least in part fashioned on the basis of
indexical relationships between phonological forms and stereotyped
social roles. Le Page and Tabouret-Keller’s rubric, suggesting that
speakers creatively project identities “so as to resemble those of
the group or groups with which from time to time [they] wish to be
identified, or so as to be unlike those from whom [they] wish to
be distinguished” is a rough gloss of the processes I have tried
to describe in the pantomime data and the travel agency setting data.

In some ways, however, Le Page and Tabouret-Keller’s summary of
social processes seems too open. The expression “from time to time”
implies a degree of latitude and a degree of opportunism that the two
data extracts belie. The sociocultural contexts of the particular speech
events certainly act as constraints on what social meanings are available
to be constructed and inferred from the two sorts of phonological per-
formance. If we feel that Widow Twanky’s playful projections of
English posh and Valleys vernacular might not “work” outside of Wales
or outside of the Valleys towns, this is to suggest that the social mean-
ings she deploys are in some important way afforded by the
sociolinguistic structure of the local community. We would also need to
be circumspect about the reference “groups” that Le Page and
Tabouret-Keller invoke. Certainly posh and vernacular styles have
group-level associations, of the sort I have described. But in the generic
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and interpersonal frames, phonological style forges associations more
with communicative roles and traits of personality than with social
groups as such. It might be possible to argue that discourse roles and
personalities are themselves “group-linked” social phenomena, but that
line of argument unduly weakens the importance of genre and selthood
as foci for identity work. Acts of identity need not be restricted to align-
ments with social groups, even though this is what models such as Allan
Bell’s audience design model have focused on centrally.

Then there is the question of “identifying” being modeled as a
process of “resembling” or “being distinguished from.” It has
become commonplace to view sociolinguistic style-shifting as the put-
ting on and taking off of social identities, as if speakers were regularly
able in some sense to “pass off” from moment to moment as mem-
bers of different groups, meaning that their overall social identities are
“hybrid.” The emphasis on performance in the two extracts we have
considered calls this view into question. Most obviously in the pan-
tomime instance, it would be reckless to claim that Widow Twanky is
variably attempting actually to pass as posh or as a Valleys vernacular
speaker. As a character, and certainly as an actor behind the mask,
she /he is surely attempting to do neither of these things. A perform-
ance frame undermines direct claims to the inhabitation and owner-
ship of social identities, and it is more suitable to talk in terms of
reference and mention than in terms of ownership and (in the usual
sociolinguistic sense) #se. This is what Rampton’s work on sociolin-
guistic crossing has made clear, particularly in those moments of
dialect stylization that he deals with. The issue that arises is how the
acts of identity perspective interprets “resembling,” when “resem-
bling and passing as” is a radically different process of social identifi-
cation from “resembling without passing.” The latter points up social
differences whereas the former seeks to obscure them. Generalizations
about social trends are difficult to support in this area. But it may
prove to be the case that, in the socially and generically complex and
increasingly reflexive social circumstances that late modernity offers
us, identity work may become less and less a matter of multiple own-
erships and transferred allegiances. It may become more and more a
matter of navigating individual paths through complex semiotic
structures, and of salvaging fragments of personal identity from the
various social consonances and dissonances we and others are able to
set up discursively.

The local contextualization of identity work will become more
important, and it is the acts of identity framework’s u#nder-specitication
of local sociolinguistic processes that I have attempted to address in
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this chapter. Although the two extracts we have dealt with show some
definite overlaps in the meanings of the phonological resources that
are available to speakers of English in south Wales, it would ultimately
be misleading to seek overarching generalizations about dialect and
identity on the basis of a link between, say, “dialect standardness” and,
say, “social class identity.” I have suggested that the various contextual
frames work both as constraints and as affordances. They are con-
straints in that they close off specific potential meanings (e.g., the
gender identity of the pantomime Dame or Sue’s social identity when
she agonizes about her diet). They are affordances in that they open
up specific meaning clusters at particular discursive moments
(e.g., extrapolating to an ethnic Welsh / English conflict from the
Dame’s playful style-shift or Sue’s symbolizing of her low personal
control in relation to her eating regime). This suggests that the
“salience” of a sociolinguistic feature or style is not only, or perhaps
not even principally, related to its perceptual prominence or its place
in a phonological system or its frequency of use, although these may
be relevant factors. Rather, salience is a quality of a sociolinguistic fea-
ture that is potentiated by its use in a particular social and discursive
frame, where it becomes available to do specific sorts of identity work
and not others.

A debate about structure versus agency (or about inherent versus
contingent identities) has surfaced and resurfaced in the sociolinguistics
of style. Yet a framing perspective shows this debate to have been based
on a false dichotomy. For all the local construction work we can evidence
in how speakers manage their own and others’ social identities, sociolin-
guistic styles do have some recurrent social values, which themselves
therefore have some ontological status. In consequence, we do not have
to be committed to a social constructionism of radical ephemerality. We
do not have to believe that social identities, as the discursive psycholo-
gists have it, are purely opportunistic and “for talking,” nor that our
social and personal identities are refashioned anew on each occasion of
talk. In fact, a framing perspective forces us to track how specific identity
potentials, established and remade in a community’s structure, are o7 are
not operationalized in specific contexts and moments of talk.

Nor do we have to give up on people’s subjective investment in
social identities. The framing complexities I am pointing to do not
leave speakers as necessarily “hybrid” beings, chameleon-like and
identificationally puny social creatures who change their sociolinguistic
coloration from one moment to the next, which was one implication of
Le Page and Tabouret-Keller’s dictum. The concept of social hybridity
through language is arguably a loose generalization resulting from
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a failure to track how social identities are constructed in all their
contextual complexity. An adequate sociolinguistic perspective on
discursive social meaning—which it has tended to label reductively as
the study of “style”—needs to attend to both the regularities of
sociolinguistic structure and such regularities as we can establish in
how local contexts of talk motivate and facilitate social identity work.
These then need to be treated as the backdrop against which interper-
sonal dynamics work, with or against social norms, as the frames of
social interaction are built and broken. The sociolinguistics of “style”
might in fact be defined as analyzing how indexical linguistic resources
are deployed and interpreted in the light of what particular contextual
frames afford and preclude as realizable and relevant social meanings.
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A SOCIOLINGUISTICS OF
“DoUBLE-CONSCIOUSNESS”:
ENGLISH AND ETHNICITY IN

THE BLACK EXPERIENCE

Alamin A. Mazrui

INTRODUCTION

This essay seeks to explore aspects of the relationships between
English and “ethnicity” in the global African experience, as inter-
group and intragroup processes. The topic itself has been inspired, in
part, by the notion of “double consciousness,” a concept usually asso-
ciated with W.E.B. DuBois to describe that peculiar tendency of the
black person

. . . of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of meas-
uring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused con-
tempt and pity. One ever feels his two-ness—an American, a Negro;
two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings, two warring ideals
in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being
torn asunder. (DuBois 1997, 38).

Though DuBois was specifically describing the African American
condition of being, the concept itself is equally relevant to the rest of
the black world: In the latter case, however, the two-ness would
involve the schism between “Negroness” and “humanness” within a
context in which the terms of that humanness are defined by the
“racial” (i.e., European) other.

When it is a product of the extent to which the black person has
“interiorized the racial stereotypes” of the hegemonic other—hegemony
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in the sense employed by Antonio Gramsci—DuBois’s two-ness consti-
tutes only one strand of Frantz Fanon’s idea of the two-ness of the black
person. The other strand describes the black person’s sense of being
relative to other black people. Together, the two strands constitute a
two-dimensional black persona. In Fanon’s words:

The Black person has two dimensions. One with his fellows, the other
with the white man. A Negro behaves differently with a white man and
with another Negro. That this self-division is a direct result of colonialist
subjugation is beyond question. (Fanon 1967, 17)

Applying this idea to the French language from the point of view of
a psychologist, Fanon observes how the behavior of the black person
of the French Antilles contrasts with his/her behavior when in the
company of other black people from the “Francophone” world. The
only time the black person assumes an “independent self” in relation to
the French language is when the interlocutor is “foreign” to the
language (Fanon 1967, 36), unable to judge his/her linguistic
“Frenchness.”

This essay draws partly from this Fanonian view of the two-
dimensionality of the black person, exploring its linguistic implications
with specific regard to the English language in the black world. In the
process, however, I shall discuss other relevant issues that fall outside
the ambit of this theoretical paradigm.

In addition, there are three caveats that I would like to make in
connection with Fanon’s formulation. First, each of the dimensions of
Fanon’s concept must itself be seen as multidimensional, assuming
various shades depending on such factors as nationality, ethnicity,
class, religion, and gender. A middle-class British-trained African
male, for example, is likely to have a different sense of his linguistic
Englishness vis-a-vis a middle-class Briton than a middle-class
American. Similarly, the place of English as a medium of communica-
tion between fellow black people takes somewhat different configura-
tions of meaning depending on who is talking to whom, when, how,
and where. The symbolism of English when a Yoruba elite in Nigeria
is in the company of his/her fellow ethnic compatriots from the rural
areas, for example, may be quite different from the symbolism of the
language when it is employed in conversation with fellow Yoruba
elite, and different still when used with the elite from other ethnic
groups. Although my essay will not explore all these multiple levels of
the relational universe of English, it is important to bear in mind this
wider sociolinguistic complexity.
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Second, Fanon was right that the origins of this two-dimensional
character of the black person can be traced back to the fact of colonial
domination. But the significance of the concept is by no means lim-
ited to the colonial experience. Some scholars have indeed extended
Fanon’s understanding of the link between the colonizer and the
colonized to noncolonial systems altogether—to relations of patri-
archy, for example. This two-dimensionality, then, would probably
hold true under many conditions of domination by an “other” that
has succeeded in establishing its ideological hegemony. To this extent,
Africa’s neocolonial reality would be as valid a context for the explo-
ration of the two-dimensional quality of the Black person as the colonial
condition.

Third, Fanon framed the black—white strand of the two-dimensional
orientation only in terms of “submissive dependency” on the linguis-
tic terms of reference established by the racial “other.” But there are
instances in which the rejection of those same terms can constitute a
kind of “aggressive dependency” on them in a way that also betrays
the black person’s dimension vis-a-vis the white person. When the
Nation of Islam proclaimed, in its formative years, that the “white per-
son is a devil,” for example, it was in fact accepting a Eurocentric
axiom of racial determinism that had been employed to inferiorize the
black person.

Bearing in mind these three qualifications, then, we can now
proceed to consider how this two-dimensionality has manifested itself
as a linguistic articulation of the black person in the “Anglophone”
world and some of the other English-related issues of ethnicity that
are manifest in global Africa.

ENGLISH AS A UNIFYING FORCE

At the heart of the controversial Oakland School Board’s decision
on “Ebonics,” perhaps, was a proclamation of an independent black
linguistic identity vis-a-vis the European other within the North
American context. And this history of the politics of identity is probably
related to the “racial boundaries of the English language,” a condition
that can be appreciated best by comparing it with, say, the Arabic lan-
guage. Any person who speaks Arabic as a first language could, in
principle, claim Arab ethnic affiliation. This contrasts with English,
which does not admit into its “Anglo ethnic fold” people who are not
genetically European. As a result, African Americans could not associate
themselves with the dominant Anglo-American identity simply by
virtue of being “native” speakers of English. Had the American lingua
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franca been Arabic instead of English, on the other hand, the entire
African American population today could have been ethnically Arab
(Mazrui and Mazrui 1998, 30-31).

It is true, of course, that this “ecumenical” quality of English has
sometimes been the source of its strength, especially in situations of
strong ethnolinguistic nationalism. Different people around the
world may feel comfortable to make the language “their own”
partly because, in doing so, they do not have to assume the identity
of the other. The assimilative tendency of Arabic, on the other hand,
may trigger the fear of imperialism. Protective of his Dinka ethnic
culture and identity, Kelueljang criticizes his cousin in the following
verses:

My cousin Mohamed

Thinks he’s very clever

With pride

He says he’s an African who speaks
Arabic language,

Because he’s no mother tongue!

Among the Arabs

My cousin becomes a militant Arab—
A black Arab

Who rejects the definition of race

By pigment of one’s skin.

He says,

If an African speaks Arabic language

He’s an Arab!

If an African is culturally Arabized He’s an Arab! (Quoted in
Chinweizu 1988, 35)

In the racial climate of the United Sates, however, it is the ethnic
exclusiveness of English that African American nationalism has tended
to react against, leading to an African American quest for alternative
sources of ethnolinguistic identity. And the reaffirmation of the
autonomy and uniqueness of Ebonics became part of this identitarian
exercise. This condition is what may have led Molefi Asante to claim
that the “prototypical language of African Americans has been named
Ebonics to distinguish it from English” (1987, 35).

The sentiment in favor of a peculiarly black version of the English
language, however, is by no means limited to the American scene. It
is also found elsewhere in the “Anglophone” regions of the black
world, even in Africa where there is a strong presence of local
languages tied to specific ethnic identifications. In South Africa, for
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example, there has emerged a whole movement of “People’s
English,” a form that is deemed to be different from “international
English.” As one advocate of People’s English comments:

To interpret People’s English as a dialect of international English would do
the movement a gross injustice; People’s English is not only a language, it
is a struggle to appropriate English in the interests of democracy in South
Africa. Thus the naming of People’s English is a political act because it rep-
resents a challenge to the current status of English in South Africa in
which control of the language, access to the language, and teaching of the
language are entrenched within apartheid structures. (Pierce 1995, 108)

This South African effort, no doubt, is one with which the renowned
African writer Chinua Achebe is in agreement, in part, when he sug-
gests that the African writer “should aim at fashioning out an English
which is at once universal and able to carry his own experiences . . .
But it will have to be a new English, still in full communion with its
ancestral home but altered to suit its new African surroundings”
(Achebe 1965, 29-30).

It is true, of course, that this black nationalism that claims a
peculiarly black English (in all its diversity) is itself triggered, at times,
by the seeming attempt of “native” white speakers of English to be
possessive about the language and monopolistic about setting its stan-
dards of correctness. When a certain Englishman once complained
about the degeneration of English in Kenya, for example, back came
the following reply from Meghani, a non-British Kenyan:

It is not at all wisdom on the part of a tiny English population in
this wide world to claim that English, as presented and pronounced by
Americans, Canadians, Africans, Indians, and the people of Madras
State, is not English. It may not be Queen’s English, but then what?
Has the Englishman the sole right to decide upon the form and style
of a universal language?

Meghani then goes on to argue that, “Strictly speaking, English
cannot be called ‘English” at all, since it is a universal language belong-
ing to all. It is difficult to understand why it is still known under that
horrible name; it should have had another name” (East African
Standard (Nairobi) February 15, 1965). Meghani thus sought legiti-
macy for particularistic varieties of English—including black ones—by
appealing to its universality.

ENGLISH AND PAN-AFRICANISM

But these attempts, in different regions of the black world, to inscribe
an English or Englishes that bear the imprint of Africanity tend to
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mask the central role of “mainstream (British and American)
Englishes” in the politics of black identity. There is a sense in which
global Africa can be described as a synthesis of the racial heritage of
Africa and the linguistic heritage of Europe. Racial Africanity has pro-
vided the bonds of shared identity; the languages of Europe have
often provided the network of shared communication between black
people. In the final analysis, then, the black Englishes that exist or are
presumed to exist as markers of black identity, often capitulate to
approximations of American and British “standard” varieties of the
language as a way of fostering linkages between black people toward a
pan-African identity.

The place of English as a language with the potential to unify black
people has received special attention with regard to the African conti-
nent, particularly because of the scope of its linguistic diversity. As
early as the 1880s, the pioneer pan-Africanist Edward W. Blyden, for
example, regarded the multiplicity of “tribal languages” in Africa as
divisive and believed that this linguistic gulf could be bridged best by
English than by any other European language partly because English
itself was a product of a multicultural heritage. In the words of
Blyden:

English is, undoubtedly, the most suitable of the European languages
for bridging over the numerous gulfs between the tribes caused by the
great diversity of languages and dialects among them. It is a composite
language, not the product of any one people. It is made up of contri-
butions by Celts, Danes, Normans, Saxons, Greeks and Romans, gath-
ering to itself elements . . . from the Ganges to the Atlantic. (Blyden
1888, 243-244)

As African Americans were reaching out to be reunited with their
ancestral land, the unity of the continent itself was seen to be at stake.
The English language provided a possible bridge.

It is, of course, rather curious that Blyden favored English over
Arabic as the language of continental pan-Africanism. After all, he was
a minister who repeatedly praised the role of Islam and the Arabic lan-
guage in Africa. Blyden very much desired to launch an Arabic pro-
gram at Liberia College where he was already a professor of “classics.”
He celebrated Arabic as a language that had contributed to the cul-
tural growth of Africa as “already some of the vernaculars have been
enriched by expressions from Arabic” (Lynch 1971, 270). Yet, when
the chips were down, and in spite of his Islamophilia and Arabophilia,
he supported English precisely because, in his mind, English was a
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synthesis of various ethnic languages to which no individual people
could lay absolute claim.

As history would have it, however, English became a potential tool
of communication not only between Africans across the ethnic divide,
but also between people of African descent across the seas. And
because of the racial politics of their historical time and place, the
English-speaking African Americans came to assume a particularly
central place in the leadership of transcontinental (political) pan-
Africanism, especially in what was emerging to be the Anglophone
black world.

In the postcolonial period, the consolidation of English in Africa,
ironically, has been aided in part by forces of ethnic nationalism.
Nationalism is usually regarded as a political ideology that is
concerned about the value of its own culture and with protecting it
against “external” encroachments. But, in the context of power politics
of the African nation-state, the “out groups” are often perceived to
be, not the “non-African other,” but members of other African ethnic
constituencies. Under the circumstances, the quest for a national
language has often tended to favor English (and other European
languages) because giving the language of any one ethnic group some
official status over the others is seen as potentially hegemonic. When
Nigeria once considered having Hausa as the national language, for
example, Chief Anthony Enahoro is reported to have said in the
Nigerian parliament: “As one who comes from a minority tribe,
I deplore the continuing evidence in this country that people wish to
impose their customs, their languages, and even more, their way of life
upon the smaller tribes” (quoted by Schwarz 1965, 41). Chief Enahoro
was a strong advocate of English as the country’s national and official
language partly because of the fear of internal ethnic domination.

Upon reflection, then, if Blyden wished for English to become the
trans-ethnic language of Africa, his dream has been moving closer and
closer to becoming a reality. You may forge pan-Africanism in North
Africa and rely exclusively on the Arabic language. You may attempt a
pan-African union in East Africa and rely mainly on the Swahili lan-
guage. But, for the time being, neither the Organization of African
Unity nor the newly formed African Union has been conceivable
without resort to English and French languages.

For some scholars, the value of English goes well beyond its
bridge-building potential across different black “tribes” of the world.
It extends its power to the construction of an African consciousness
itself: According to this school of thought, the very sense of being
African as a collective experience would have been impossible without
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the instrumentality of the English language. Ken Saro-Wiwa, the
Nigerian writer who was executed in 1995 in the course of struggle
for the ethnic rights of his own Ogoni people, was particularly
assertive of this view:

With regard to English I have heard it said that those who write in it
should adopt a domesticated “African” variety of it. I myself have
experimented with the three varieties of English spoken and written in
Nigeria: pidgin, “rotten,” and standard . . . That which carries best and
which is most popular is Standard English, expressed simply and
lucidly . . . And so I remain a convinced practitioner and consumer of
African literature in English. I am content that this language has made
me a better African in the sense that it enables me to know more about
[fellow Africans from] Somalia, Kenya, Malawi, and South Africa than
I would otherwise have known. (Saro-Wiwa 1992, 157)

A similar sentiment was expressed by Leopold Sedar Senghor, the
first president of Senegal, who, in spite of his strong Francophilia,
claimed that English has “been one of the favorite instruments of the
New Negro, who has used it to express his identity, his Negritude, his
very consciousness of the African heritage” (Senghor 1975, 85).

In a poem entitled “The Meaning of Africa,” the Sierra Leonean poet
Davidson Abioseh Nicol defined “Africa” in the following manner:

You are not a country, Africa

You are a concept

Fashioned in our minds, each to each,
To hide our separate fears

To dream our separate dreams

And what Saro-Wiwa and Senghor are suggesting is that the
English language was an indispensable stimulus to the very birth of
that concept, painful as the birth process itself was.

ENGLISH AND AFROCENTRICITY

A related dimension of black consciousness is more epistemological in
its claims and has come to be known as Afrocentricty. But what is
Afrocentricity and how does it relate to pan-Africanism? We define
Afrocentricity as a view of the world that puts Africa at the center of
global concerns and idealizes its role in human affairs. It puts great
emphasis on the agency of black people in shaping not only their own
history, but the history of the world at large, ascribing to people of
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African descent a greater role in the construction of human civilization
than has been recognized. In the final analysis, Afrocentricity seeks to
restore the pride and confidence of black people in their own African
heritage.

Pan-Africanism, on the other hand, is a doctrine or movement that
believes in the common destiny of African peoples and seeks to unite
them politically, economically, and culturally. Whereas Afrocentricity
regards Africa as a cultural complex in the widest sense of the word and
is inspired by the idiom of black dignity, Pan-Africanism sees the con-
tinent primarily as a political entity and its idiom draws heavily on the
spirit of solidarity. Of course, neither of these ideologies is monolithic.

Within the United States, Afrocentricity seems caught between the
instrumental value of English and the symbolic value of indigenous
African languages. The instrumental value can include both a collec-
tive scale (of fostering community bonds, for example) and individual
scale (of serving the communicational needs of individual users). The
symbolic value, on the other hand, relates more to concerns of collec-
tive identity, consciousness, and heritage.

The symbolic use of African languages within Afrocentricity
coincides with a quasi-Whorfian position. Afrocentrists draw on culture-
specific words—those with complex and language-specific meanings
(as in the often quoted example of multiple terms for snow in
Eskimo), and cultural key words, the highly salient and deeply cultural-
laden words (e.g., “honor” in Arab society as compared to “freedom”
in American society) (Dirven and Vespoor 1998, 145)—from Africa’s
linguistic pool in their attempts to center Africa as the modal point of
their ideology. The instrumental side that is pegged to English, on the
other hand, is predicated on a “functionalist” view of language
(Hawkins 1997). The concern here is not with how language influ-
ences cognition, but with how language itself is (re)structured in
terms of the functions to which it is put. Racial assumptions and biases
and exclusionary ideologies are not inherent in language, but are
reflected, perpetuated, and naturalized in the way language is used.
Within this framework, then, Afrocentrists see the English language as
an instrument by which to inscribe the black experience within which
black people are grounded in a racially divided society entrapped in a
hegemonic ideology that is decidedly Eurocentric.

And how do Afrocentrists seek to resolve the seeming tension
between their Whorfian and functionalist positions? They actually do
not. But, in general, they seem to regard language as operating on
two planes: One that is particularistic, reflecting a heritage of black
people in Africa and its Diaspora, shaped by their historical experience
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over the centuries; the other, more plural (or universal?)—malleable
and potentially amenable to a multiplicity of accommodations
(though often through a process of struggle and contestation).
African languages are mobilized toward the particularistic mission
whereas English is deemed subject to “multiculturalization.”

Many nationalists within the continent of Africa tend to advocate
for the replacement of European languages inherited from the colonial
tradition by African ones. In the forefront of this campaign has been
the Kenyan writer Ngugi wa Thiong’o, who has repeatedly argued
that “the domination of a people’s language by languages of the
colonizing nations was crucial to the domination of the mental uni-
verse of the colonized” (1986, 16). The process of radical decolo-
nization proposed by Ngugi, therefore, involves a rejection of
English, the subsequent refusal to submit to the worldview suppos-
edly embedded within it, and the recentering of African languages in
the intellectual life of African peoples.

For Afrocentrists in the West, however, the range of linguistic
alternatives to Eurocentrism is much more circumscribed. With
English as their first and often the only language, African Americans
cannot easily exercise the kind of total linguistic shift advocated by
African nationalists. The linguistic challenge confronting the
Afrocentrist, then, has been how to articulate counterhegemonic and
anti-Eurocentric discourses in a language of “internal” domination.

In an effort to meet this challenge, one path that has been pursued
by Afrocentrists has been the “deracialization” of English. This
process has sometimes involved attempts to inscribe new meanings
(e.g., in the word “black”™) or to create new concepts (e.g., kwanzan)
in the language so as to make it more compatible with the dignity and
experiences of black people. Molefi Asante provides a list of examples
of English words today, which, in his opinion, “must either be rede-
fined or eliminated” altogether because they belong to the kind of lan-
guage that “can disrupt the thought of good solid brothers and sisters”
(1989, 46-47).

Asante is, of course, quite cognizant of the fact that Eurocentrism
in language transcends lexical semantics or meanings inscribed in indi-
vidual words and phrases. It exists, rather, in the entirety of its
symbolic constitution. Beyond the level of specific words that are
“monoethnic,” we are told, “there are substantive influences upon
language (a sort of Whorfian twist) that make our communicative
habits sterile. The writers who have argued that English is our enemy
have argued convincingly on the basis of ‘blackball,’ ‘blackmail,” ‘black
Friday,’ etc; but they have not argued thoroughly in terms of the total
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architecton of society” (Asante 1987, 55). The Afrocentric challenge,
then, is seen as one of subverting the entire symbolic generation of
“mono-ethnic” (i.e., Eurocentric) meanings in an otherwise plural
world.

The deracialization of English among Afrocentrists has also taken
the form of particularizing what had hitherto been portrayed as uni-
versal. When we make inference to “classical music”—a phrase invariably
taken to refer to the compositions of people such as Beethoven, Bach,
and Mozart—Afrocentrists insist on knowing whose classical music we
are talking about. Terms like “discovery,” “modern languages,” and
many others are similarly subjected to this relativist reinterpretation,
which allocates meanings to their specific cultural-experiential con-
texts. As Tejumola Olaniyan aptly put it:

Instead of one world, one norm, and many deviants, Afrocentric cul-
tural nationalism authorizes several worlds with several norms. The uni-
versalist claim of Europe is shown to be a repression of Otherness in the
name of the Same. “Culture,” as the West erects it, is hence subverted
to “culture,” “Truth” to “truth,” “Reason” to “reason,” “Drama” to
“drama.” This is the fundamental ethicopolitical point of departure of
the Afrocentric cultural nationalist discourse, an empowerment of a
grossly tendentiously misrepresented group to speak for and represent
itself . . . (1995, 35)

What is involved, ultimately, in this attempted recodification in the
terrain of language and discourse is a struggle over who has the right
to define, the right to name.

Some Afrocentrists also believe that there is a certain Eurocentric
structuring of thought in the construction of knowledge that is pro-
moted partly through the English language. They associate with
English certain conceptual tendencies including, for example,
dichotomization (e.g., reason versus emotion or mind versus body),
objectification and abstractification (where a concept is isolated from
its context, its place and time, and rendered linguistically as an
abstract). These features, it is argued, are in contradiction to the
human essence and reality—seen to be integral to Afrocentric
thought—and their end result is the fortification of a Eurocentric ide-
ology with all its conceptual trappings (Ani 1994, 104-108).

All in all; then, in embracing English as their own, Afrocentric
thinkers have refused to accept its idiom passively and uncritically.
And, sometimes, they have risen to the challenge of constructing new
and imaginative metaphors and meanings. They have aimed to follow
in the tradition of Nat Turner and Henry Highland Garnet, two
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important figures in African American protest history, who are said to
have stood “against the tide of Europeanization in their discourse
even though the representational language was American English,”
the language of their oppressors (Asante 1987, 126).

Even as they seek to transform it, however, English has continued
to serve as the main medium of an Afrocentric counter-discourse.
Much of the theorizing about Afrocentricity and the formulation of
models based on it has been done in English. And it is with the facilitat-
ing role of the English language that Afrocentricity gets communicated
to black people both within the United States and beyond. It is in this
sense of articulation and communication of ideas that we have ventured
to suggest that Afrocentricity is dependant on the instrumental value
of the English language.

But in the attempt to affirm an African identity, to devise maxims
based on that identity, and to construct a symbolic bridge between the
African Diaspora and African cultures, Afrocentrists have often had to
turn to African languages. Yoruba, for example, has come to feature
quite prominently in libation rituals in many an Afrocentric gathering.
Kariamu Welsh-Asante (1993) partly draws from the Shona language
of Zimbabwe to define the conceptual parameters of an Afrocentric
aesthetics. And in spite of the fact that Alexis Kagame’s work (1956)
has been discredited by some African philosophers (e.g., Masolo
1994, 84-102), his propositions of an “African worldview” based on
the categories of his native language, Kinyarwanda, have continued to
exercise a strong influence on Afrocentric thinkers in the United
States. In the words of Dona Richards, Kagame has made it possible
for Afrocentric intellectuals “to express African conceptions in African
terms” (1990, 223).

From the entire corpus of African languages, however, it is
Kiswahili that has been Afrocentricity’s most productive source of
symbolic enrichment. Indeed, according to Maulana Karenga, African
Americans have the same kind of claim to Kiswahili as Jews, for exam-
ple, have to Hebrew. “Swahili is no more frivolous or irrelevant to
black people than Hebrew or Armenian is to Jews and Armenians who
were not born in Israel or Armenia and will never go there” (Karenga
1978, 15). Kiswahili is the language of the most serious challenge to
Christmas to have emerged in the African Diaspora. Inspired by
African harvest ceremonies as markers of temporal cycles, an entire
idiom drawn mainly from Kiswahili has come into existence to desig-
nate Kwanzaa, the African American end of the year festival, and its
Nyguzo Saba or seven pillars of wisdom. These include Umoja (Unity),
Kugichagulia (Selt-determination), Ujima (Collective responsibility),
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Nia (Intention), Kuwumba (Creativity), Ujamaa (Socialism), and
Imani (Faith). Every December, hundreds of thousands, if not mil-
lions, of African Americans celebrate Kwanzaa in the name of Mother
Africa.

ENGLISH AS A DIVERSIFYING FORCE

But English has not only been key to black unity and black conscious-
ness; it has also stimulated new identities within the black world.
Though it has linked black populations from various continents,
English has worked in tandem with other European languages to
reconstruct the black world into Anglophone, Francophone, and
Lusophone blocs. Within the Anglophone domain, there has been the
divide between African American Vernacular English, Caribbean
English, British black English, and several varieties of African English.
George Bernard Shaw once said that England and America are two
countries divided by a common language, English. Here we have
black folk scattered in three continents who are also divided by that
same common language of European origin.

BETWEEN AMERICO-LIBERIANS
AND AFRO-SAXONS

Within Africa, the earliest divisive effect of English came with the estab-
lishment of the colony of Americo-Liberians, the African American
repatriates that came to settle in the West African country of Liberia.
Americo-Liberians became a distinct ethnic group in their own
right—demarcated away from indigenous blacks by differences in
lifestyle and by the English language as a standard of “civilized”
speech. The linguistic attitudes of the time were well captured by the
pioneer pan-Africanist, Alexander Crummell, who regarded African
languages as lacking in “clear ideas of Justice, Human Rights, and
Governmental Order, which are so prominent and manifest in civi-
lized countries” (Crummell 1969, 20). English, on the other hand, was
seen to possess the opposite credentials. In Crummell’s deterministic
words:

. . . the English language is characteristically the language of freedom.
I know that there is a sense in which this love of liberty is inwrought in
the very fibre and substance of the body and blood of all people; but
the flame burns dimly in some races; it is a fitful fire in some others; and
in many inferior people it is a flickering light of a dying candle. But in
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the English races it is an ardent, healthy, vital, irrepressible flame; and
withal normal and orderly in its development. (Crummell 1969, 23)

He saw Africans exiled in slavery to the “New World” as inheritors of
“at least this one item of compensation, namely, the possession of
the Anglo-Saxon tongue” (1969, 9). And he wished for the rest of the
black race this same divine providence given to African Americans. He
regarded the linguistic Anglicization of Africa, with Americo-Liberians
as its pioneers, as a necessary step toward Africa’s civilization.

Once English became established in Liberia, however, it remained
the only African country for a while that owed its English to America.
Other Africans on the continent who were exposed to the English lan-
guage at all, were so exposed through their encounter with British
colonialism. With post—Cold War globalization, however, there is evi-
dence of increasing American influence on the English varieties spo-
ken in Africa, even though the rate of this linguistic change may vary
from place to place.

But if Liberia has its own ethnolinguistic class of Americo-Liberians,
we see in much of the rest of Anglophone Africa the emergence of a
new transnational “tribe” of Afro-Saxons. These are, in Ali Mazrui’s
definition, Africans who speak English as a first language, often as a
direct result of interethnic marriages, especially at the level of the elite.

As the father and mother come from different linguistic groups, they
resort to English as the language of the home. English thus becomes
the mother tongue of their children, with a clear ascendancy over the
indigenous languages of both the father and the mother. (Mazrui
1975, 11)

In South Africa, the offspring of white and black parentage are a dis-
tinct ethnic group called “Colored.” Will Afro-Saxons, the offspring
of mixed ethnic unions, one day become conscious of themselves as a
group independent of the ethnic affiliations of their parents? There is
some impressionistic evidence that an “Afro-Saxon” consciousness is
indeed in the making.

The irony of Afro-Saxons, of course, is that while they are a group
alienated from many of their ethnic and national compatriots, they are
the most trans-ethnic, transnational and transcontinental Africans in
linguistic affiliation. Across the Atlantic, African Americans once led
the pan-African movement partly because of their facility with the
English language. In his discussion on the origins of pan-Africanism,
George Padmore also tells us about the role of English in forging a
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trans-ethnic national consciousness among the Creoles of Sierra
Leone (1956, 39). Will Afro-Saxons now be in the forefront of the
pan-African movement, on a subcontinental, continental, or transcon-
tinental scale by virtue of the primacy of English in their lives? The
answer is obviously in the womb of time.

ENGLISH, APARTHEID,
AND ITS AFTERMATH

The ethnic dynamics of the English language have a different mani-
festation altogether in the Republic of South Africa, partly because of
the character of the country’s white constituency. Of all the African
states, of course, South Africa has always had the largest white popu-
lation, estimated at five million. But this population is by no means
monolithic: Within it are differences that are maintained by marriage
patterns, residential zones, ethnic-based commercial networks, and so
forth.

Until the 1990s, the great divide between black and white in South
Africa was indeed “racial.” But the great cultural divide between white
and white was, in fact, linguistic. The white “tribes” of South Africa
were the Afrikaans-speaking Afrikaners, on one side, and English-speaking
Europeans, on the other. Language had “tribalized” the white population
of South Africa.

In time, however, this linguistic division between the white
“tribes” of South Africa also came to have its own impact on the black
population of the country. More and more black South Africans felt
that if they had to choose between English and Afrikaans, the former
was of greater pan-African relevance. Two Germanic languages had
widely differing implications. Afrikaans was a language of racial claus-
trophobia; English was a language of pan-African communication.
The Soweto riots of 1976, precipitated in part by the forced use of
Afrikaans as a medium of education in African schools, were part of
that linguistic dialectic.

With the end of political Apartheid in South Africa, the English lan-
guage has made the clearest gains. Although South Africa has declared
cleven official languages (theoretically reducing English to one-
eleventh of the official status), in reality the new policy only demotes
Afrikaans, the historical rival of English in the country. English has
continued to enjoy the allegiance of black people, almost throughout
the country, as the primary medium of official communication.

This seeming consolidation of English in post-Apartheid South
Africa has inspired a new wave of Afrikaner nationalism, triggered by
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the fear that their language and identity would be compromised by
the new linguistic dispensation. But the development has also stimu-
lated an uneasy alliance between a section of “Coloreds” and the
Afrikaners. These cross-ethnic allegiances are particularly pronounced
in the arena of party politics, of which ethnic group is allied to which
political party. In the words of Michael Chege, “Fears that their
language and identity will be swallowed by the new South Africa
undergirds much Afrikaner resistance to ANC rule. This also accounts
for the National Party’s popularity among many of the part-Dutch
‘coloreds’ in the Cape—the so-called brown Africans, whose primary
language is Afrikaans” (Chege 1997, 79).

ENGLISH, BETWEEN ACCESS AND ACCENT

But, as suggested earlier, in the multiplicity of functions that English
has played in Africa, one has been to plant new seeds of diversity
between its inhabitants. One of the most prominent English features
of black diversity in Africa is, of course, that of “pronunciation.”
Ethnically marked varieties of English are legion in many parts of the
continent and usually, to the experienced ear, it is not difficult to tell,
from the English accent alone, who is a member of which ethnic
group.

As much as Africans regularly make fun of each other’s ethnically
marked accents of English, however, attitudes prevail in some quarters
that members of “our” ethnic group speak better English than our
“other” ethnic compatriots—with “better” judged from a foreign
standard of propriety, from an imagined approximation to British
Standard English. At times this linguistic attitude is accompanied by
an ethnocentric belief that, consistent with the English language yard-
stick, “our” ethnic group is somehow more culturally sophisticated
than “other” ethnic groups. This is the same tendency that Fanon
observed in the “Negro of the Antilles” in his relationship with
“natives” from Francophone Africa, or in the attitude of Martinicians
toward Negroes of Goudeloupe (Fanon 1967, 25-27).

But how real are these competitive claims of members of different
African ethnic groups about their command of English? A leading
African scholar, Ali Mazrui, once suggested that members of Afro-
Islamic ethnic groups (such as the Hausa of Nigeria and the Swahili of
Kenya) “have been both among those who have been relatively suspi-
cious of the English language as a factor in cultural transformation
and among those who have shown an aptitude for speaking it well”
(Mazrui 1975, 54). With regard to Nigeria, specifically, he points out
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that one of the ironies of the English language in that country is that
southerners (such as the Yoruba and the Igbo) have better access to
the English language than northerners (e.g., the Hausa-Fulani), but
supposedly northerners have better accents for the English language
than southerners (personal communication, July 4, 2002).

Afro-Muslim suspicions of English and the relatively easier Afro-
Christian access to it can be traced back to the interplay among the
language, education, and Christian missions in the colonial period.
There was even a time when English proficiency was often associated
with an Afro-Christian background. But it is said that when Africans
from Afro-Islamic ethnic groups “have finally capitulated to the pull
of the English language as a medium of intellectual modernity, they
have been among the better speakers of the language” on the conti-
nent (Mazrui 1975, 66).

There is no empirical evidence, of course, that supports this thesis
on the relationship between English, ethnicity and religion in the
African context. Yet, many (Afro-Islamic) Hausa and Swahili people
that I have had occasion to talk to, both here in the United States and
in Africa, are adamant that, everything else being equal, they are
“better” speakers of English than members of other ethnic groups in
their respective nation-states of Nigeria and Kenya. And so competi-
tive religion and competitive ethnicity in Africa have sometimes met at
the political stadium of ex-colonial languages.

ENGLISH AS AN EXIT Visa

In addition to the presumed ethno-religious face of English in Africa,
there has been the interplay among English, ethnicity, and gender. The
latter partly relates to the language as a possible instrument of temporary
“escape” from ethnic-based cultural constraints on the lives of certain
categories of members of society. Some African feminists, for example,
regard European languages in Africa as both a blessing and a curse, as
instruments of liberation on the one plane and vehicles of domination on
another. Assia Djebar is of the belief that her entire society stands to lose,
often to the advantage of the West, by its “capitulation” to a foreign
tongue, in this case the French language. Yet, she continues to believe
that the French language provides her with a unique space for self-
unveiling, to do with the language what her Arab patriarchal society of
Algeria considered taboo for women to do with the Arabic language
(Lionnet 1996, 331-333). I have heard similar sentiments expressed on
different occasions by women writers from Anglophone Africa in their
ambiguous relationship with the English language.
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To the extent that it is associated with education, English is also seen
to have a liberative potential in a more systemic sense. Throughout
Anglophone Africa there are reports of “falling standards” of English,
judged of course on the basis of a putative linguistic norm, as the lan-
guage itself undergoes change in the mill of African social experience.
At the same time, however, it has been reported that female students,
whose access to the language has generally been more restricted, are
increasingly performing better in English-language examinations than
their male counterparts. This is certainly true for Kenya (personal
communication with Kimani Njogu of the Kenya Examination
Council, October 4, 2002).

There are probably several possible reasons for this gender differ-
ence in English proficiency among school children. But, in a pilot sur-
vey of the subject in the city of Mombasa, Kenya, during the summer
of 2000, close to half of the 48 female respondents provided more or
less the same explanation for the greater success of their sex in English
school examinations: That women were more highly motivated to learn
the language because it accorded them new opportunities to escape
from their ethnically ascribed status on grounds of their gender.

These results concur with the findings of a South African study on
gender and patterns of English usage among Zulu-speaking people,
contrasting rural with urban contexts. In the more “traditional” rural
setting, where women are regarded as the custodians of ethnic cul-
ture, female students are not encouraged to develop too high a profi-
ciency in English. We are told by Dhalialutchmee Appalraju that:

For a male, it is important to be proficient in English, in that this will
give him increased status and furthermore improve his chances in the
job market. His proficiency in English is one sign of his success as a
male in the community. Females must therefore guard against being
too proficient in English, lest they be seen to encroach on male identi-
ties. Zulu remains central to female identities, in that women are
required to transmit cultural values to children. Retention of Zulu is
more important for their identity than developing skills in English.
(Quoted by De Kadt 2002, 88)

And in conclusion the study suggests that, through the observance of
the restrictions imposed on their acquisition and use of English,
females in fact acquiesced to their subordinate status within the ethnic
community (De Kadt 2002, 93).

For student respondents in urban schools, on the other hand, the
study found that not only do female pupils claim to use English in
many more social contexts than male pupils, but that they are also
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even more convinced than their male colleagues “that English is a far
more desirable and important language than Zulu” (De Kadt 2002, 89).
From both the South African and Mombasa studies, therefore, we
may be witnessing a situation in which, through English, African women
are seeking to relocate themselves culturally, challenging the ethnically
defined patriarchal boundaries of their identities in new ways.

As in the case of women, gay people in Anglophone Africa may also
have found English a useful facilitative tool in their quest to live a gay
identity. We know, of course, that, with the exception of South Africa
where gays and lesbians are constitutionally protected, male homo-
sexuality is a criminal offence in virtually every African country. In
some cases the anti-gay laws have been given the added force of pres-
idential decrees. Many people still remember the verbal onslaught of
President Robert Mugabe of Zimbabwe, angered by the sight of a
booth of gay and lesbian literature during the 1995 Zimbabwe
International Book Fair. As Mugabe declared, “What we [Africans]
are being persuaded to accept is sub-animal behavior and we will
never allow it here. If you see people parading themselves as lesbians
or gays, arrest them and hand them over to the police” (quoted by
Dunton and Palmberg 1996, 12-13). Similar homophobic remarks
have been made by some other African presidents, including President
Daniel Arap Moi of Kenya and President Yoweri Museveni of Uganda.

These laws and presidential sentiments notwithstanding, there are
societies in Africa where homosexuality has existed for centuries and,
though frowned upon and considered immoral, is definitely tolerated
and practiced relatively openly. What is important for our purposes
here, however, is that gay people from these communities have not
had to rely on English in the performance of their gay identities. They
are not constrained to live a gay life only because their linguistic reper-
toire may be restricted to their own ethnic languages.

There are many Afro-ethnic societies, however, especially in their
more rural articulations, where homosexuality is considered a cultural
taboo of enormous proportions. Many rural-based gays from these
communities, therefore, have to migrate to urban areas to escape the
cultural sanctions against their preferred way of life. In addition, it is
in the multiethnic urban spaces that they hope to connect with simi-
larly oriented people, usually from other ethnic groups, often from
other countries altogether, to belong to a community. Under these
circumstances, English is likely to have become an indispensable aid in
this attempted escape from the anti-gay ethnic traditions that are par-
ticularly prevalent in the rural areas, in search of new spaces to live a
gay life. Recent biographical studies of African gay life—e.g., Murray
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and Roscoe 1998—do suggest a critical role for the English language
in the interplay between ethnicity and homosexuality in urban
Anglophone Africa.

ENGLISH AS AN ENTRY Visa

If English provides an exit visa, an avenue of escape from certain
cultural constraints of one’s ethnic group, however, could it be an
entry visa into new identities? Earlier on I indicated that the English
language exists within certain boundaries that prevent black people from
acquiring an Anglo identity even when they speak it as a “native” lan-
guage. But can English facilitate the integration of black people from
one region into black identities in other regions of global Africa? This
brings us to the story of new African immigrants to the United States.

The economic havoc wreaked on the African continent by interna-
tional capital—first in its colonial form and now in its more globalist
form, with globalism defined as “the latest stage of imperialism”
(Sivanandan 1999)—has led to a continuing outflow of the popula-
tion, both skilled and unskilled, from Africa to other parts of the world.
A 1993 United Nations report indicates that “the world’s population
now includes 100 million immigrants, of whom only 37 percent are
refugees from persecution, war or catastrophe. Migration, that is, is
more of an ecomomic than a political phenomenon” (quoted by
Readings 1996, 48). By all indications, the proportion of refugees
from Africa, as the continent worst hit economically, is increasing in
leaps and bounds.

What we may be witnessing, then, is a kind of paradox: the eco-
nomic and cultural Westernization of Africa may be leading to the
demographic Africanization of the West, America included. The
Westernization of Africa has contributed to the “brain drain” that has
lured African professionals and experts from their homes in African
countries to jobs and educational institutions in North America and
the European Union. The old formal empires of the West have
unleashed demographic counter-penetration. Some of the most qual-
ified Africans have been attracted to professional positions in North
America and Europe.

But by no means are all African migrants to the West highly quali-
fied. The legacy of colonialism and neocolonialism has also facilitated
the migration of less-qualified Africans. Africans, in other words, are
growing in numbers at both the top and bottom ends of the vertical
pole of social class in the western hemisphere. As expected, many of
those entering English-speaking countries such as the United States
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come from the traditionally Anglophone countries such as Nigeria
and Uganda. But there is also an increasing number of migrants from
Francophone and Lusophone Africa. Equally significant is the fact
that these African immigrants tend to settle in states, cities, and neigh-
borhoods that already have a high proportion of people of African
descent and where the racial climate is considered relatively favorable
(Takougang 1995, 50-57).

The globalization of Africa is on the rise, as the new African
Diaspora, the Diaspora of imperialism—of the dispersed of Africa
resulting from the colonial and postcolonial dispensations—grows in
numbers. There are already book-length studies of the phenomenon
with such telling titles as the “Africanization of New York City”
(Stoller 2002). In both absolute and proportional terms, there are
more American Africans today than at any other point in history. We
define American Africans as those immigrants from the continent who
have acquired citizenship or residency status in the United States.
Partly because of their continued linguistic, cultural, and ethnic link-
ages with Africa, these members of the first or migrant genevation of
the Diaspora of imperialism tend to be less race conscious than mem-
bers of the Diaspora of enslavement. This is a difference of orientation
that has had its toll on pan-Africanism in the past.

With regard to American Africans, in particular, it has been sug-
gested that their conversion to an African American identity takes
place at precisely the point when they lose their ancestral languages and
acquire the English language instead (Mazrui 1999). More significant
about this particular section of the Diaspora of imperialism is its poten-
tial bridging role. In as much as its members have become “nativized”
in their new home in the United States, they continue to have familial
connections with the continent of Africa. As a result, they belong to
both worlds, so to speak, and are in a position to identify with the
immediate concerns, problems, and struggles of both Diaspora.

But through which English-language variety are the various African
Diasporas in the United States likely to connect with each other? Will
it be through mainstream American English or through Ebonics? The
answer may vary from place to place and may be partly dependent on
class considerations. Like their middle- and upper-class African
American counterparts, the offspring of the “professional class”
African immigrants may be more inclined toward some approximation
of Standard American English, which may, in turn, foster their main-
stream Americanization in a national-cultural sense—even though this
national pull within American society may continue to be in competi-
tion with the more global pull of pan-African allegiance.
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The working-class section of the African Diaspora of neocolonialism,
which often ends up sharing the black neighborhood spaces with
poorer African Americans, may discover its identitarian links with the
Diaspora of enslavement by adding Ebonics to its linguistic repertoire.
Through the Ebonics current that regards the variety as an exclusively
American-grown medium peculiar to African Americans, diasporized
Africans may increasingly experience the pull of black separatist iden-
tity within the United States. This linguistic response may be rein-
forced by the recurrent waves of Anglo-Saxonism in American society
and of the offensive against multiculturalism.

In addition to class differences in linguistic paths of African
Americanization, there may be a gender gap in the rate of African
Americanization of recent African immigrants. Informal discussions
with members of the Somali community of Columbus, Ohio, for
example, suggest that many parents consider it more important for
their female children to retain the Somali language than for their male
children. There are also indications that among the first American-
born (young) Somali generation, more girls than boys are concerned
about the maintenance of the Somali language even as they value the
power of the English language in their “new” surroundings. Indeed,
the entire project of ensuring that the linguistic umbilical chord with
Somalia remains intact seems to have been entrusted to the women
more than to the men of this immigrant community. Obviously, this
an area that needs further investigation. And, of course, the dialect
and rate of African Americanization of African immigrant communi-
ties may also be conditioned by other variables such as religion, eth-
nicity, and national background.

CONCLUSION

In recapitulation, then, among the things that I have tried to demon-
strate in this essay is how black perceptions of the linguistic politics of
the white “other” have sometimes led black people to make claims
about and celebrate the uniqueness of their own varieties of English.
This is one face of the two-dimensionality of the black person. And as
shown in the case of Ebonics and the new immigrants from Africa,
some of these black varieties have become important markers of eth-
nicity and ethnic shifts within the wider black community. But, in
spite of their nationalist selves, Black people often have had to submit
to what are seen as “white” varieties of the language to beckon and
reach out to each other across boundaries of ethnicity and nation.
Sometimes there have been competing claims in the black world,
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especially in national spaces within continental Africa, about which
ethnic group has a better command of the English language than
other ethnic groups. This is part of the intra-black dimension of
“double-consciousness.” But, on closer scrutiny, this dimension is
itself conditioned by the black—white dimension to the extent that the
degree of linguistic Anglicization, or at least of proficiency in English,
has become accepted as a legitimate measure of cultural sophistication.

There is also the interplay among English, ethnicity, and class, again
especially as it relates to the African condition. In every Anglophone
African country, the English language has been an instrument of com-
munication between different ethnic groups at the upper horizontal
level and a linguistic barrier between the elite and the “masses.”
English has helped erode ethnic behavior (though not necessarily eth-
nic consciousness) and has accentuated class divisions. It has been at
once a force in class formation and a means of “detribalization” in a
cultural sense. And, of course, some have found this state of affairs
lamentable. As two South African singers have described the new
African elite:

Bits of songs and broken drums

Are all he could recall

So he spoke to me

In a bastard language

Carried on the silence of guns. (Quoted by Pennycook 1994, 2)

The allusion here is that English has continued to be part of an impe-
rialist arsenal against Africans, at least in the cultural domain.

If English is a tool of detribalization, however, could it also serve as
an instrument of black liberation? This, of course, is a subject that has
been at the heart of a continuing debate in the black world. Is Audre
Lorde correct that the master’s tools (English) cannot destroy the
master’s house (of privilege)? Scholars such as Ngugi wa Thiong’o
(1986) would certainly agree with Audre Lorde’s proposition. Others
will probably lean on the side of James Baldwin that “an immense
experience has forged this language; it has been (and remains) one of
the tools of people’s survival, and it reveals expectations which no
white American could easily entertain” (Baldwin 1964, 14).

But as we have seen in the case of gender minorities within ethnic
groups, the question of language and liberation has a significance that
goes beyond the theoretical. It is, for many of them, a lived struggle
of negotiating between the linguistic fetters of ethnic particularism
rooted in patriarchy, and those of trans-ethnic universalism, often
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trapped in Western and elitist terms of reference. Patricia Hill Collins
sees this linguistic struggle of black women as one based on rearticu-
lation. In her words:

... rearticulation does not mean reconciling Afrocentric feminist ethics
and values with opposing Eurocentric masculine ones. Instead . . .
rearticulation confronts them in the tradition of “naming as power” by
revealing them very carefully. Naming daily life by putting language to
everyday experience infuses it with the new meaning of an Afrocentric
feminist consciousness and becomes a way of transcending the limitations
of [ethnicity] race, gender and class subordination. (Collins 1991, 111)

There is a sense, then, in which the destiny of black varieties of
English that seek a better balance between the imperative of ethnic
identities and the quest for black liberation may ultimately be in the
hands of the black woman. And it is in that direction that we must
begin to focus our attention in the study of language use as we seek to
develop a better understanding of the interplay between English and
ethnicity in the global African experience.
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Basic ENGLISH, CHINGLISH, AND
TRANSLOCAL DIALECT

Yunte Huanyg

“The radio listener,” says Walter Benjamin, “welcomes the human
voice into his house like a visitor.”! The human voice that I used to wel-
come into my house at night when I was a teenager was certainly no ordi-
nary visitor to a small town in southern China. It was the Voice of
America. I was eleven, and like most Chinese kids, I had just started learn-
ing English in school. One night, I was fiddling with an old, small-size
transistor radio that had belonged to my sister. I pulled up the rusted,
crooked antenna and switched to the short-wave channels. Turning the
knob up and down to search for a channel with bearable audibility—most
channels simply buzzed either because my machine was too old or
because the signals had been scrambled by the government—I suddenly
came to a spot where, after a few seconds of static, a clear, slow, and manly
voice in English rang out: “This is VOA, the Voice of America, broad-
casting in Special English . . .”

Not surprisingly, this encounter became a crucial point in my
bildungromance in the English language. In my ensuing high school
years, I regularly tuned in to the daily half-hour broadcast, which
began with ten minutes of the latest news followed by twenty minutes
of feature programming in American culture, history, science, or short
stories. My favorite was the short program called “Words and Their
Stories,” which introduced American idioms and their colorful ety-
mologies. The broadcasting is called Special English because its
vocabulary is limited to 1,500 words, written in short and simple sen-
tences that supposedly contain only one idea, and spoken at a slower
pace, about two-thirds the speed of Standard English. Completely
oblivious to the ideological agendas propagated by VOA (and also, as
I now realize, at the risk of sending my parents to jail, because
listening to “politically subversive” foreign radios was illegal at the
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time and parents would be held responsible for any political “crimes”
committed by their pre-adult children), I learned a great deal of
English from the broadcasting.

Only years later, when I became a student of literature and started to
look closely into the work of some twentieth-century writers, did I begin
to see the connections between the VOA programs I had been listening
to as a kid and the modern literature I was studying as my field of expert-
ise. VOA’s Special English, I learned, was modeled after Basic English,
the brainchild of C.K. Ogden and I.A. Richards, coauthors of one of the
most important books in modern criticism, The Meaning of Meaning: A
Study of the Influence of Language upon Thought and of the Science of
Symbolism (1925). Ogden was also responsible for the first English trans-
lation of Ludwig Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, and
Richards was arguably the “father” of Anglo-American academic literary
criticism. Furthermore, since its inception in 1929, Basic English
had drawn the attention of a number of modernists, including Ezra Pound,
James Joyce, Louis Zukofsky, Laura Riding, and Wittgenstein. Pound,
Joyce, and Zukofsky were all simultaneously fascinated and troubled by
the implications of Basic for their modernist poetry and poetics. Riding
launched a sustained attack on Basic and its underlying linguistic princi-
ples in her magnum opus Rational Meaning. And Wittgenstein
constantly belittled Ogden and Richards in his lectures and notes.

When my gaze turned to Chinese modernism, however, I was
surprised to find that my encounter with Special English and, by impli-
cation, with Basic English, was by no means unique to China. History,
as opposed to a linear procession, is often a strange palimpsest. Half a
century before my encounter with VOA, China had already heard the
buzz of Basic English. And like its Anglo-American counterpart,
Chinese modernism had also had a strange love—hate relationship with
this one-time Esperanto. Moreover, some Chinese writers, such as Lin
Yutang, would later immigrate to the United States and become part
of the Asian American literary tradition. Their transpacific trajectories
further complicate my study of Basic English by making it impossible
for me to draw a distinct line between the two bodies of literature and
tell stories from so-called both sides—the Anglo-American side and the
Chinese side. As opposed to Basic English’s desire for debabelization,
Lin Yutang’s Chinglish and other versions of Asian American pidgin
English make a strong case for what I shall call the translocal dialect.

* * %

The conclusion that I came to then was that it seemed impossible to be
on both sides of the looking-glass at once. That is, it made me think
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how much more dependent one was than one had suspected, upon a
particular tradition of thought from Thales down, so that I came to
wonder how much understanding anything (a term, a system etc.)
meant merely being used to it . . . . And it seemed to me that all I was
trying to do and that any of the pundits had succeeded in doing, was to
attempt to translate one terminology with a long tradition into another;
and that however cleverly one did it, one would never produce any-
thing better than an ingenious deformation.

T.S. Eliot, letter to I.A. Richards, August 9, 1930

Eliot in his letter was using his own studies in Indian philosophy and
Sanskrit as evidence to cast doubt on Richards’s efforts to translate
Mencius and promote Basic English in China. In response to
Richards’s invitation to him to visit China and experience Confucian
culture in person, Eliot wrote, “I do not care to visit any land which
has no native cheese.” Cultural traditions, then, just like cheese,
would have to be native products before any authentic understanding
could take place; attempts at translation would be equivalent to
desires for occupying an impossible position—“on both sides of the
looking-glass at once,” which would produce only an “ingenious
deformation.” Sharing Eliot’s appreciation for the difficulty of
translation, Richards, however, believed that a solution exists: Basic
English is a tool to combat the “ingenious deformation”; as a univer-
sal language, it is a transparent looking-glass that renders both sides
completely visible and communicable to each other.

Basic English was invented by C.K. Ogden in 1929 as an attempt to
“give to everyone a second, or international, language which will take
as little of the learner’s time as possible.” The word “BASIC” is an
acronym for British, American, Scientific, International, and
Commercial. With a carefully selected vocabulary of 850 words, it is
designed to cover all the essential requirements of communication in
English. Of these 850, the first 100 consist of “operators,” including 18
verbs (come, get, give, go, keep, let, make, put, seem, take, be, do, have, say,
see, send, may, and will) and words such as if; because, so, as, just, only,
but, to, for, through, yes, and no. There are 400 “general names” such as
copper, cork, copy, cook, cotton; 200 “common things” or “picturables”
such as cake, camera, card, cart, and cat; and 150 “qualifiers,” or
adjectives, such as common, complex, and conscions.?

According to Ogden and Richards, the idea of Basic came from
their collaborated work on The Meaning of Meaning. This book was
motivated in part by an idealist desire to prevent the kind of abuse of
language the coauthors had witnessed during World War 1. The Great
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War was portrayed both in Britain and abroad as largely a war of prop-
aganda, in which the distortion of abstract words such as “freedom,”
“democracy,” and “victory” was a key weapon.? They wanted to dis-
pel so-called Word Magic, a relic of a primitive habit of mind by which
words substitute themselves for the power of things. Opposing such
verbal superstition, Ogden and Richards propose that words are not
part of and do not inherently correspond to things, that words
“mean” nothing by themselves, and that only when we make use of
words do they stand for things and have “meaning.” They object to
Saussure’s notion that meaning is generated by the language system and
inseparable from the symbolization process in which a thought (signi-
fied) is expressed as a term (signifier). Instead, they cling to a more tra-
ditional view of meaning as standing apart from the language in which
it is symbolized and insist that a crucial component of meaning does
exist in advance of symbolization: the referent, the Thing. In other
words, Ogden and Richards see the referent as meaning itself whereas
Saussure does not regard meaning as deriving from the referent.*
Hence they characterize the Saussurean definition of meaning as merely
“verbal definition,” whereas calling their own “real definition.”®

The instrumental view of language adopted by The Meaning of
Meaning would result in the conception of Basic as the application of
their theory. As Richards recalled the genesis of Basic, “when
[Ogden] wrote a chapter, in The Meaning of Meaning, ‘On
Definition,” at the end of it we suddenly stared at one another and
said, ‘Do you know this means that with under a thousand words you
can say everything?” ¢ In 1929, four years after the publication of The
Meaning of Meaning, Ogden introduced his first list of Basic vocabulary.”
He declared that “it is the business of all internationally-minded per-
sons to make Basic English part of the system of education in every
country, so that there may be less chance of war, and less learning of
languages.”® Echoing Henry Ford’s peace slogan, “make everybody
speak English,” Ogden suggested that “Basic English for all” was a
counterpart of Ford’s pacifist prescription for avoidance of another
world war: “The so-called national barriers of today are ultimately lan-
guage barriers. The absence of a common medium of communication
is the chief obstacle of international understanding, and therefore the
chief underlying cause of war” ( Debabelization, 13).

Pacifist utopianism aside, this proposal for a language-centered
social reform must have appealed to Anglo-American modernists,
who, like Ogden and Richards, had also responded to post—World
War I cultural fragmentation by rethinking the function of language
and imagining the power of poetic language to change the world. But
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before turning to the modernists, let me delve a bit deeper into the
Basic program and explain the process of vocabulary selection that
may provide an even stronger link between Basic and Anglo-American
modernism, a link manifest in their shared desire for control.

Basic, as Richards put it, “is a technical innovation in the deliberate
control of language.” Ogden called his method for reducing the size
of the vocabulary “Panoptic Conjugation,” a term that he had derived
from Jeremy Bentham’s model prison, the Panopticon.!? Editor and
advocate of Bentham’s work, Ogden ascribed to the famous
Utilitarianist the inspiration for his own work on Basic. The intellec-
tual debts incurred in two ways: one is the concept of fiction and the
other the Panopticon. At the core of Bentham’s theory on language
lies the notion of fictions, by which he meant the patterns and norms
that impute concrete qualities to entities where none exists. The
sentence “Music moves the soul” conceals three fictions. Neither
“music” nor “soul” is the name of a thing, nor is any physical
movement involved in the relation between them, which the sentence
is intended to express. Language is forced to introduce fictions by a
form of predication, and verbs are especially guilty of composing
fictions because of their work in predication, making us talk about
qualities as if they were there whereas in fact they are merely linguistic
ghosts and bogeys.!! Compared by Bentham to the serpents of Eden
because of their evanescent, slippery meanings, verbs find their
population drastically reduced to only eighteen on Ogden’s list, and
in fact they are no longer called “verbs” but “operators.”

Whereas Bentham’s concept of fiction equipped Ogden with a
theoretical basis for Basic English, the idea of the Panopticon gave
Ogden the technique for building the vocabulary list. The Panopticon
was Bentham’s design for a model prison, a circular building in which
the inspector occupies the center and the cells the circumference. By
blinds and other devices, the inspector conceals himself from the obser-
vation of the prisoners, creating the sense of an invisible omnipresence.
The essence of such architectural design is to enable the supervisor to
command a perfect, Panoptic view of all the cells, “Panoptic” meaning
“all-seeing at a glance.”

Ogden developed the Basic vocabulary according to the Panoptic
principle. For example, he would put the word “house” in the center
ofa circle with spokes at the ends of which were but, cottage, mansion,
bungalow, skyscraper, log-cabin, habitation, vesidence, domicile, dwelling,
and so on (see figure 3.1). If the center word could, with appropriate
adjectives on the Basic list, replace the other words, then the other
words were dropped. In this way, the center word occupies what in
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Bentham’s Panopticon is called the Inspector’s Lodge and oversees
the other words that are now excluded from “normative” use, or in a
sense imprisoned. As Ogden puts it, the Panopticon “enables the
entire vocabulary imprisoned in [its] procrustean structure to be
envisaged at a glance.”!?

In Discipline and Publish: The Birth of Prison, Michel Foucault iden-
tifies Bentham’s design as a prime example of a modern society that is
built upon the principle of discipline and Panopticism. “ ‘Discipline,” ”
writes Foucault, “may be identified neither with an institution nor with
an apparatus; it is a type of power, a modality for its exercise, compris-
ing a whole set of instruments . .. It is a ‘physics’ or ‘anatomy’ of
power, a technology . . . We can speak of the formation of a disciplinary
society in this movement that stretches from the enclosed discipline,
a sort of social ‘quarantine,’ to an indefinitely generalizable mechanism of
‘panopticism.” ”!3 The selection of Basic vocabulary enacts exactly such
disciplinarism and Panopticism. A brief glance at Bentham’s drawing for
the Panopticon and an illustration of Ogden’s method of vocabulary
selection yields a striking visual resemblance as well as the similarity of
the mechanisms of control at work in both enterprises.

Hut

Residence

Figure 3.1 An illustration of Ogden’s method of vocabulary selection.
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Likening the Inspector’s Lodge or the center word to the cells or
the periphery words is a Panoptic vision or the spoke, which Foucault
characterizes as “an uninterrupted work of writing” and Richards sees
as the function of “vertical translation.”!* “At the heart of language
control,” write Richards and Gibson, “is the use of words (or, better,
senses) as instruments in looking closely at or into the senses of other
words” (Language Control, 110). And Richards extends the Panoptic,
inspector/prisoner metaphor to describe the relation between words:
“This selection, this language within language, can thus serve as a sort
of caretaker, an inspectorate, a maintenance, repair and remedial staff,
able to examine, criticize, deputize and demonstrate where needed: in
brief be a control upon the rest. And not a control merely over its lex-
ical performance, the efficiency of its vocabulary in use, the choice,
justice and comprehensibility of its terms. The possible control covers
the implications, the requirements and exclusions.”!®> As we will see
later, this concept of language control will become a complement to
Richards’s account of poetry as a technical control of meaning and
thus provide a linguistic and philosophical justification for the method
of “close reading,” the hallmark of the New Criticism.

The Panoptic technology is used not only in the building of
vocabulary, but also in the teaching of language. On April 30, 1961, the
New York Times published a story about a mobile classroom designed
by Richards and his assistant to aid foreign-language teaching. The so-
called Arlington Instruction Van is described by Richards in this way:

The van itself, the type of trailer employed by a construction company
as a building-site office, has positions for a total of 18 students along
cither wall of the 8-foot wide classroom on wheels. Each student has a
clear view of the screen at the front of the van. The instructor, from the
rear of the van, controls the film projector and the Inter-Com console
through which he can instruct the students individually or as a group.
The students hear the tapes and the voice of the teacher through
headsets and all is quiet in the acoustically treated instruction van . . . .
Since the student’s work can be monitored without his realizing it, the
instructor is fully able to analyze and correct the student’s efforts.!®

Interestingly, according to the reports by Richards and Gibson on the
results of their instructional experiment, the Instruction Van sessions
were aimed exclusively at underachieving students, or whom the
reports call “problem” boys and girls. The analogy is all-too-obvious
between the van segregating academically delinquent pupils and the
prison quarantining behaviorally delinquent members of a society.

It is not my purpose here to demonize the use of modern tech-
nology for more efficient language teaching. If one looks at some of
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the pictures of the Arlington Instruction Van, the interior of the
mobile classroom is not really that different from that of an ordinary
language lab, with cubicle privacy for each student as well as moni-
toring power for the teacher. But we would be naive not to see class-
room settings as reflections of the mode of production of a society
and of the cultural ideology implied in the mode. Jesus, let me
remind you, preached from the mountaintop and by the lake;
Buddha taught in a garden full of flowers; and Confucius often gave
lessons to his disciples at crowded, noisy marketplaces. The location
and setup of the instructional venue are inevitably bound up with the
conception of knowledge: in the cases of Jesus, Buddha, and
Confucius, knowledge is embodied, inseparable from personality,
whereas in modern conception, knowledge is disembodied, objec-
tive, and instrumental. The degree to which knowledge is disembod-
ied in our modern age can be seen in the very description of the
Arlington Instruction Van. As Richards and Gibson explain, one
great advantage of using the Van is that “the instruction process no
longer hinges solely on a teacher’s [linguistic] competence,” because
the projector and tapes will do the instruction for the teacher. (When
I was a student at Peking University, my English Listening and
Comprehension class was taught at a language lab and by an instruc-
tor whose level of English was not much higher, or maybe even lower,
than that of my average classmate.)

As Foucault has reminded us, discipline should not be identified
merely with an institution or apparatus; it manifests itself above all as a
technology. Bentham’s Panopticon, after all, originated from his
brother’s architectural drawings for a rotunda-shaped workshop in
which the laborers are put under complete supervision by an invisible
inspector.!” Hence prisons, workshops, classrooms, and vocabulary lists
have all become institutions where the cultural logic of Panopticism is
manifested and the technology of control applied.

your heart would have responded
Gaily, when invited, beating obedient
To controlling hands

These fragments I have shored against my ruins

Datta. Dayadhvam. Damyata.
T.S. Eliot, The Waste Land
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In these lines, which end Eliot’s famous poetic response to post—World
War I cultural fragmentation, two words stand out: “controlling” and
Damyata, Sanskrit for “control” (the Sanskrit triad translated, “Give,
sympathize, control”). Eliot, who earlier objected to Richards’s
efforts in translating Chinese texts and promoting Basic in China, has
now come to share with Richards a desire for the control of meaning.
Although Eliot uses many foreign phrases and sentences in the poem,
including the very Sanskrit word for “control,” the appearance of
openness, fragmentation, or multilingualism is immediately undercut
not only by the thematic coherence of the poem, but also by the use
of endnotes by the poet, who apparently wants to aid and ensure
proper understanding of the poem. The endnotes thus work as a con-
trol mechanism, although the choice of poetic vocabulary veers in the
opposite direction from Basic.

It is actually no surprise that despite his objection to Basic, Eliot is
Richards’s kindred spirit in literary ideology. New Criticism, of which
both of them were key founders, is to a large extent predicated on the
reader’s ability to control textual meaning. New Criticism’s notorious
distaste for biographical information and historical background,
focusing instead on the text itself, had an early rehearsal in Richards’s
Practical Criticism, which was published in 1929, the same year when
Basic English was invented. The book was primarily based on the
results of experiments he had conducted with his students at
Cambridge. He issued printed sheets of poems to his students who
were asked to comment freely on them; the authorship of the poems
was not revealed and with rare exceptions was not recognized. The
students’ comments, therefore, would focus only on the texts
themselves—a trademark of New Criticism.!® Such a distaste for con-
textuality finds its parallel in the kind of decontextualization in Basic.

The other feature of New Criticism, “close reading,” is an attempt
not only to decontextualize, but also to contain the multiplicity and
ambiguity of meaning. In this sense, close reading is a Panoptic tech-
nique. But the New Ciritical Panopticism is manifested even more
clearly in Richards’s account of poetry, an account according to which
poetry is Basic English and vice versa. A student of Romanticism,
Richards sees poetry as, to quote Coleridge’s dictum, “the best words
in the best order,” that is, the “best language.” This “best language,”
otherwise called “poetic diction” in Romanticism, is a prototype for
Basic as “a language within language”; and Richards’s accounts
of poetry and of Basic are often interchangeable. The technique of
poetry, writes Richards, lies in “managing the variable connections
between words and what they mean: what they might mean, can’t
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mean, and should mean—that—not as a theoretical study only or
chiefly, but as a matter of actual control.”!® Likewise, Basic is “a pioneer
prototype for many of the inquiries into symbolic similarities and
differences,” or a “vertical translation from unrestricted into restricted
language.”?® Hence, when Richards maintains that “This capacity of a
small segment of the language to exercise such a wide and deep
supervision over the rest is the ground for believing that an effective
heightening in men’s ability to understand one another can—given an
adequate attempt—be brought about,” we can be quite certain that the
“small segment of the language” refers to both poetry and Basic English.?!

But the New Criticism of Richards and Eliot tells only a partial
truth about Anglo-American modernism. If Basic English is a pro-
gram for decreasing difficulty and ambiguity and New Criticism
introduces methods for controlling them, not every modernist shared
such a desire for control. On the contrary, as Marjorie Perloftf and oth-
ers have argued, the desire for indeterminacy has been equally strong
in the twentieth century.?? “In the poetry of this ‘other tradition,” ”
writes Perloff, “ambiguity and complexity give way to inherent
contradiction and undecidability, metaphor and symbol to metonymy
and synecdoche, the well-wrought urn to what Ashbery calls ‘an open
field of narrative possibilities,” and the coherent structure of images to
‘mysteries of construction,” nonsense, and free play.”?? At the very
least, many modernists were ambiguous between their desire for con-
trol and aspiration for indeterminacy, a fact that is evidenced not only
in their work but also in their mixed responses to Basic English.

In 1935, Ezra Pound wrote a review of Ogden’s Debabelization, a
book that seemingly argues against the kind of polyvocality character-
istic of Pound’s Cantos. Pound begins the review with an admission of
guilt followed immediately by a self-defense:

If mere extensions of vocabulary, or use of foreign words is a sin,
I surely am chief among all sinners living. Yet, to the best of my knowl-
edge, I have never used a Greek word or a Latin one where English
would have served. I mean that I have never intentionally used, or wit-
tingly left unexpurgated, any classic or foreign form save where
T asserted: this concept, this rhythm is so solid, so embedded in the
consciousness of humanity, so durable in its justness that it has lasted
2,000 years, or nearly three thousand. When it has been Italian or
French word, it has asserted or I have meant it to assert some meaning
not current in English, some shade or gradation.?*

On one hand, Pound favored the use of Basic as a means of “weeding
out bluffs . . . [and] fancy trimmings,” “chucking out useless verbiage,”
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and creating an effect resonant with his Imagistic aesthetics: “Direct
treatment of the thing,” and “to use absolutely no word that does not
contribute to the presentation.””® On the other hand, as he made
clear in the above passage, his poetry taps into linguistic resources
spanning continents and ages, a poetic desire that counters Basic’s
intention to limit and fix the tool of meaning, the tool being not just
English but a limited, controlled version thereof. As Pound insists in
ABC of Reading, “The sum of human wisdom is not contained in any
one language, and no single language is CAPABLE of expressing all
forms and degrees of human comprehension. This is a very unpalat-
able and bitter doctrine. But I cannot omit it.”?%

In spite of his advocacy of polyvocality, however, Pound is also
notorious for his manifest desire for the control of meaning and value.
His pro-fascist ideology has often been interpreted as a symptom for
such a desire. Pound’s goal is to use as many linguistic resources as
possible but also to arrive at a unified picture, a moment of absolute
luminosity, or, to use his own term, “the great ball of crystal.”?”
Pound’s Imagism, with its emphasis on visual clarity, echoes
Richards’s description of Basic’s Panopticism: “Clear is one of the key
words for any controlled language and we may note here that it has a
surprising number of variously relevant senses: bright, unclouded, free
from blotches; easily and distinctly heard; able to see or be see
distinctly; free from doubt, from guilt; innocent; free from burden,
from charges, as in ‘clear profit.” 728

Speaking of profit, Pound apparently sees a connection between
Basic’s analytic economy and his own Social Credit theory. The latter,
as we know, is a proposal for the control of monetary value by an
authoritarian government. It calls for the replacement of paper money
by certificates issued by the government as payment for work. Pound
believes that in this way social evils, such as usury, which obscures the
nature of monetary and linguistic values, could be rooted out. In this
sense, usury would be equivalent to what Bentham has condemned as
“fiction,” a concept that has provided the theoretical foundation for
Basic English; and Pound’s prescription for social reform is similar to
the ones provided by Bentham and his followers, namely Ogden and
Richards. Hence, Pound makes a connection between his economic
theory and Basic in his review of Ogden’s book,

My recent condensed recommendation for Social Credit Policy is as follows:

1. Simplification of terminology.

2. Articulation of terminology.
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3. AS MUCH PROPAGANDA AS POSSIBLE SHOULD BE
WRITTEN IN BASIC ENGLISH.

4. Less tolerance toward converging movements.

5. Hammer on root ideas.?’

By “articulation of terminology,” Pound means the ability to “distin-
guish the root from the branch,” a reference to the Panoptic design of
the Basic vocabulary, in which the center word is the root and the
periphery words are merely branches—“hammer on root ideas.” In
his letter to Ogden on January 28, 1935, Pound wrote, “I proposed
starting a nice lively heresy, to effek, that gimme 50 more words and
I can make Basic into a real licherary and mule-drivin’ language, capa-
ble of blowin Freud to hell and gettin’ a team from Soap Gulch over
Hogback. You watch ole Ez do a basic Canto.”3?

The proposed Basic Canto never materialized, but a similar proj-
ect, one of wedding the simplest language to a literary text whose
linguistic complexity resembles The Cantos, did work out, and that is
the Basic version of James Joyce’s Finnegan’s Wake. The Basic
English translation of the last four pages of the Anna Livia Plurabelle
chapter of Finnegan’s Wake first appeared in Ogden’s journal Psyche
in 1931 and then was republished the next year in the avant-garde
literary journal transition. Joyce’s book, as we know, mixes words
from sixty or seventy other languages into its “basically English”
vocabulary, and like Pound’s Cantos, the novel is excessively allusive
in style, referring to everything from the content of the eleventh
Britannica to popular songs, jokes, and gags culled from comic
books.3! As Marshall McLuhan put it, “Joyce is making a mosaic, an
Achilles shield, as it were, of all the themes and modes of human
speech and communication.”?? To tame such a linguistically diverse
text, then, would be the ultimate victory for Basic. The result, how-
ever, is far from being what Ogden has claimed in the introduction
to the piece, that “the simplest and most complex languages of man
are placed side by side” and that Basic succeeds in being an interna-
tional language “in which everything may be said.”3® Let’s examine
some passages:

Joyee’s oviginal: Wait till the honeying of the lune, love! Die eve, little
eve, die! We see that wonder in your eye. (215)

Ogden’s transiation: Do not go till the moon is up love. She’s dead,
little Eve, little Eve she’s dead. We see that strange look in your
eye. (261)
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Joyce: Sudds for me and supper for you and the doctor’s bill for Joe
John. (215)

Ogden: Washing for me, a good meal for you and the chemist’s
account for Joe John. (261-262)

Joyce:  Flittering bats, fieldmice bawk talk. (215)
Ogden: Winged things in flight, field-rats louder than talk. (262)

Joyce: Tell me, tell me, tell me, elm! Night night! Telmetale of stem or
stone. (216)

Oygden: Say it, say it, tree! Night night! The story say of stem or
stone. (262)

In the aforementioned review of Ogden, Pound asserts, “If a novel-
ist can survive translation into Basic, there is something solid under
his language” (411). In the case of the Basic translation of
Finnegan’s Wake, 1 leave it to the reader to appraise the success or
failure of the translation, to decide whether the poetic effects of “the
honeying of the lune, love,” of “Tell me, tell me, tell me,
elm . . . Telmetale of stem or stone,” and the ambiguity between the
German “die” and English “die” have all survived translation; or
whether “that strange look in your eye,” “a good meal,” “the
chemist’s account,” and “winged things in flight” sound more like
word-riddles than actual translations of “the wonder in your eye,”
“supper,” “the doctor’s bill,” and “flittering bats,” respectively.
Joyce’s book itself, after all, relies on “punns and reedles” (239).
And that may explain Joyce’s willingness to cooperate with Ogden
on this translation project; that is, rather than seeing the polyvocal-
ity of his work absorbed into the neutrality of Basic, Joyce regarded
the Basic rendition as a new fragment of the linguistic multiplicity
his text intends to include. With its catholic appeal, made possible by
its inclusion of something for everyone—a German word here, a
French phrase there, even some Chinese pidgin sprinkled into the
mix, Finnegan’s Wake seems to have realized the dream that gave
birth to Basic: the dream of a universal language. And it has done so
by running the opposite course: to be open to all languages, to
rebuild Babel.

“Ogden is against ‘Babel,” the confusion of many languages,”
writes Louis Zukofsky in a 1943 essay on Basic. Earlier in his career,
Zukofsky had already experimented with a literary project similar to
Basic English. Between 1932 and 1934, he worked on a story enti-
tled “Thanks to the Dictionary,” with its vocabulary limited to page
samplings from two dictionaries.3* In his insightful study of
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Zukofsky’s relation to Basic English, Barret Watten sees “Thanks to
the Dictionary” as a reflection of what lies in common between
Zukofsky’s trademark Objectivism and Basic English: concrete visu-
ality and objectivity of meaning. Watten shrewdly maintains that
despite Zukotksy’s fondness for poetic objectivity, he was also
drawn to the competing aspect of modernist poetics: polysemy.3?
Zukofsky, in his own essay, has already identified the shortcoming
of Basic in this respect: “But the refreshing differences to be got
from different ways of handling facts in the sound and peculiar
expressions of different tongues is not to be overlooked, precisely
because they have international worth.”3® The word stressed by
Zukofsky, international, was first coined, as Ogden tells us, by
Bentham. If Bentham’s internationalism, which comes down to us
via Basic, relies on the erasure of differences, the kind of interna-
tionalism advocated and practiced by Anglo-American modernists,
as we see in Eliot, Pound, and Joyce, draws on those very linguistic
differences. The poetic language of these modernist texts is often,
to use Joyce’s words, “a maundarin tongue in a pounderin jowl”
(89). I am not quoting Joyce in vain; Mandarin Chinese in a
Poundian jowl has continually fascinated these modernists. If Basic
targets Word Magic, the poeticness of the Chinese language,
according to these modernists, draws precisely upon it. Zukofsky, in
the same essay, tells a story about the magic effect of the Chinese
written characters as an antidote to Basic’s instrumentalization of
language:

It was a cold winter afternoon toward sunset. The Chinese laundryman
had brought back the week’s wash and left. When the package was
opened, none of his patron’s handkerchiefs were in it. The patron
walked back in the cold to tell the laundryman. Without looking up the
Chinese laundryman said merely: “Go home, you find.” “Maybe you
come, you find,” the patron answered. “All light,” the laundryman said
gaily. He went out into the cold without bothering to put on a coat and
this move troubled the patron.

In any case, in the house of the man who gives him a week’s wash the
first act of the Chinese was to go over to the mantelpiece, look at the
lot of books and ask: “How much?” “It doesn’t much matter,” he was
told. The laundryman was not interested in looking at the man’s linen.
“You read English?” the man queried. “No, no savvy.”

The man had another kind of book on his desk shelf, one of the pages
opened to a few Chinese ideographs—the characters resembling men
standing with legs apart. The English under the Chinese writing read:
“Knowledge is to know men; Humanity is to love them.” the man
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thrust the book onto the laundryman, who responded gaily: “Heh,
heh, yeh, handkerchiefs tomorrow!”

Zukofsky, draws a moral lesson from the story, with a jab at Basic:

Evidently the Chinese was not interested in the handkerchiefs that day.
And the other man was not a little impressed by the effect on the
Chinese of a force that might be sensed as active in the Chinese charac-
ters. At any rate, something more active than the man could find that
day in a list of 400 general things and 200 picturable. (156-157)

The notion of “a force that might be sensed as active in the Chinese
characters” would be conceived by Ogden as verbal superstition. But
Anglo-American modernists did believe in such a magic force at work
in the Chinese characters, “something more active” than Basic words.
Pound was no Chinese laundryman, and neither was Zukofsky. But
the former made a career out of his dealings in Chinese and the latter
founded a school of Objectivism, which treats words like objects just
as the Chinese characters are regarded as natural signs. The question
is: Do Chinese themselves actually believe in the alleged magic of their
language? And what happened when Chinese came into contact with
a language like Basic, which regards Word Magic as its enemy? To
answer these questions, we need to turn to Chinese modernism and
witness its encounter with Basic English.

A better medium should, from the beginning, recognize that disparity
(due to differences between Chinese and Western intellectual tradi-
tions) between Chinese and Western attitudes to language and its
meaning . . . It should aim at giving the Chinese learner of English
what his own language does not (and perhaps never will) provide him
with, an instrument of analytical discrimination between
meanings . . . The only way in which false and misleading approxima-
tions to Western units of meaning with Chinese “equivalents” can be
avoided is by giving these meanings through, and together with, an
apparatus for comparing meanings—through an explicit analytic
language. Such a language is Basic English.

1.A. Richards, Basic in Teaching: East and West

The introduction of Basic English in China began with Richards’s
arrival at Tsing Hua University in Peking in 1929. He had been
invited as Visiting Professor to teach freshman English and other
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subjects there. In a paradoxical way, Richards’s Basic enterprise could
not have been launched at a better or worse time in China. The
Chinese language reform movement, which had begun in the late
nineteenth century, was entering a new era in the late 1920s and early
1930s. The phoneticization of Chinese called for by native Chinese
scholars would have dovetailed with the adoption of an imported
alphabetic language like Basic. But the problem lies exactly in that it is
an imported product, and the Chinese response to Basic reveals the
Janus face of Chinese modernity: its simultaneous aspiration and
resistance to the West.

Although the phoneticization of Chinese had started in as early as
1605 when the Jesuit missionary Matteo Ricci wrote a book in which
he annotated Chinese texts with pronunciations in the Roman alpha-
bet, it was not until the late nineteenth century that, as a result of
increasing contact and conflict with the West, the Chinese were com-
pelled to rethink the nature of their language and its correlation with
the future of Chinese civilization in the world. Diametrically opposite
to Anglo-American modernists’ idealization of the Chinese written
characters, Chinese modernists saw the script as responsible in part for
the backwardness of their culture. The lack of a correspondence
between writing and speaking, they charged, has created an insur-
mountable obstacle for developments in rationality, science, and tech-
nology, developments directly needed in order to resuscitate China.
Unlike their later, more sophisticated views, the proposals they had
made in the first two decades of the twentieth century were strikingly
radical. Qian Xuantong, for instance, a key player in the new cultural
movement, called for a total abolishment of the Chinese language and
the adoption of an alphabetic world language as a lingua franca in
China. Qian explained his rationale in this way:

To abolish Confucianism and to eliminate Taoism is a fundamental way
to prevent the fall of China and to allow the Chinese to become a civi-
lized nation in the twentieth century. But a more fundamental way than
this is to abolish the written Chinese language, in which Confucian
thought and fallacious Taoist sayings are recorded.?”

Less radical proposals called for the creation of a system of “symbols
for phonetic notation” that would parallel the Chinese script, or of a
Latin system of spelling that would replace the traditional script. The
rationales behind these proposals remained the same: the Chinese lan-
guage is outdated and therefore needs to be either modernized or
abolished.
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Such a view would actually fit well with the rationale for promoting
Basic in China. As seen in this section’s epigraph from Richards,
Chinese is regarded as a linguistic instrument that is, unlike English,
incapable of analytically discriminating between meanings. In
Debabelization, Ogden quotes a Chinese scholar’s characterization of
the language to support his own cause:

Dr. Yen points out that the Chinese language itself is very defective
from the standpoint of clearness, accuracy, and logical consequence. “It
is a language more appropriate for the expression of poetical and liter-
ary fancies than for the conveyance of legal and scientific thought.”
Time, place, and mode have to be largely implied, or left to the reader
to supply. All this, of course, is apart from the well-known absence of
scientific terms. (132-133)

Richards identifies another problem, that is, the Chinese attitude
toward language and meaning. As Richards explains in the essay
“Sources of Conflict”:

The root difficulty is that the fundamental Chinese attitude to
statements is unlike that attitude to statements which in the West led to
the development of an explicit logic and of that critical reflective
examination of meanings which had produced modern scholarship. In
brief, the difference is this: The modern Western scholar . . . devotes
himself, first, to determining (as neutrally, consciously and explicitly as
possible) what the meaning of a passage is, and second, to discussing by
an open and verifiable technique whether it is true or false. But tradi-
tional Chinese scholarship has spent its immense resources of memory
and ingenuity upon fitting the passage into an already accepted frame-
work of meanings.

Richards considers “this tendency to accommodating interpretations”
as a formidable obstacle to understanding, resulting in that “the stud-
ies made by Chinese in Western subjects do not in general as yet give
them . . . that power of critical neutral examination and understand-
ing which should be their prime purpose.” The solution to this prob-
lem, Richards believes, is for the Chinese to gain knowledge of
Western ideas directly through a Western language rather than
through Chinese (mis)translation. Basic English, since it is casy to
learn and has a controlled vocabulary, emerges as the best candidate
for this purpose.’

In the years after his arrival in Peking in 1929 and before the
outbreak of the Sino-Japanese War in 1937, Richards, with the help of
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his Western and Chinese colleagues at Tsing Hua University, pro-
moted his Basic program quite successfully in China. With grants
from the Rockefeller Foundation, which was pursuing its own
interests in China at the time, Richards was able to establish the
Orthological Institute of China, making connections with the similar
institutes that Ogden had founded in Britain, India, Japan, and other
countries as regional headquarters for Basic English. The Institute
published Richards’s Basic textbook, First Book of English for Chinese
Learners. A number of Chinese universities and middle schools
adopted Basic into their curricula. In May 1937, Richards met with
the Minister of Education and a government-appointed committee
and successfully obtained their approval of his program for the teach-
ing of Basic in middle schools nationwide. Were it not for the Japanese
invasion two weeks later, which disrupted the work of the Chinese
government and led to the abortion of the original plan, the fate of
Basic in China might have been a different story.

But attributing the failure of Basic in China to an unforeseen
historical event may only be wishful thinking. Before its demise in
China, Basic had already run into obstacles created by a large number
of Chinese modernists who aspired to the West on one hand but
remained loyal to the Chinese language on the other. Among them,
Lin Yutang stood out as perhaps the most articulate opponent of
Basic. In his November 16, 1933, letter to Richards, R.D. Jameson,
director of the Orthological Institute in China, reported on the criti-
cal campaign that was being waged by some Chinese writers against
Basic. Jameson cited Lin as the “leader of the Anti-Basic Movement”
in the Chinese press. He did not provide Richards, who was back in
Britain at the time, with details of Lin’s objections on the grounds
that “from his English articles it does not seem to me that his opposi-
tion is particularly serious.”*® But Jameson had apparently been
fooled by Lin’s idiosyncratically lighthearted, self-mocking style of
prose. As I have argued elsewhere, behind Lin’s humor lies his most
profound critique of the West.*!

The articles Jameson referred to were Lin’s “ ‘Basic English’ ” and
“In Defense of Pidgin English,” published a few months earlier in the
Chinese-run English weekly, The China Critic. At the beginning of
the first article, Lin seems willing to acknowledge some merits of
Basic: “there is no question of the essential value of such a wise selec-
tion of vocabulary for people who must get along with what they have
time for and who do not aspire to go into the niceties of the English
language.”*? But he is quick to identify problems with Basic and here
he unleashes his sharp barbs of satire that will later earn him a great
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reputation in the United States with his English bestseller, My
Country and My People (1935). Lin points out that because of the lim-
itation of vocabulary, writing in Basic will inevitably fall into utter cir-
cumlocution: “The most fervent image of imagination” becomes “the
most burning picture that has existence only in mind”; a “beard”
becomes “growth of hair on the face”; and a woman’s “breast”
becomes a “milk vessel.”*? In terms of humor, however, nothing beats
the restaurant menu that Lin designed by using Basic vocabulary:

A BASIC MENU
False soup of swimming animal with vound
hard cover
or
Soup of end of male cow
Fish with suggestion of China or the
Peking language
Younyg cow inside thing nearest the beart
boiled in oil
Fowl that bas red thing under mouth, that makes
funny, hard noise and is enten by Americans on
certain day, taken with apple cooked with sugar
and water, but cold
meat with salt preparation that keeps long time

Hot drink makes heart jump or you don’t go to sleep**

Imagine yourself sitting down in a Chinese restaurant in the United
States and being presented with such a Basic Menu. This imagined
comical situation may only be compared with the one in which we
face the crazy Chinese encyclopedia quoted by Foucault in the Preface
to The Order of Things. In this encyclopedia, “animals are divided into:
(a) belonging to the Emperor, (b) embalmed, (c) tame, (d) sucking
pigs, (e) sirens, (f) fabulous, (g) stray dogs, (h) included in the pres-
ent classification, (i) frenzied, (j) innumerable, (k) drawn with a very
fine camelhair brush, (1) et cetera, (m) having just broken the water
pitcher, (n) that from a long way off look like flies.” The Basic Menu
mocks the universalist desire to describe culture-specific objects such
as turkey and coffee in a different cultural context by adopting a
pseudo-universal language. Likewise, Foucault’s Chinese encyclopedia
draws a cultural relativist lesson out of laughter. “The wonderment of



94 YuNTE HuANG

this taxonomy . . . the exotic charm of another system of thought,”
writes Foucault, “is the limitation of our own, the stark impossibility
of thinking #hat.” It is no wonder that Basic has drawn criticism from
major proponents of linguistic and cultural relativism such as Ludwig
Wittgenstein and Benjamin Lee Whorf. The former has famously said
that “to imagine a language means to imagine a form of life” and the
latter maintains, along with Edward Sapir, that our understanding
of the world is conditioned by our own linguistic structure. But Lin’s
critique of Basic is not based simply on the grounds of linguistic rela-
tivism. His advocacy of Pidgin, I argue, has outgrown the theoretical
framework of linguistic relativism by projecting, in a manner not too
dissimilar to the Cantos or Finnegan’s Wake, a world of cosmopolitan
polyvocality, by reinventing a translocal dialect that has no single,
identifiable cultural origin.

As an alternative to Basic, Lin advocates Pidgin, which is a mixture
of English and Chinese, or what I would call “Chinglish.” According
to Lin, Chinglish has at least three advantages over Basic. First, it is
much more expressive, as Lin seconds Bernard Shaw’s opinion that the
pidgin “no can” is a more direct and forceful expression than the
“unable” of Standard English. “When a lady says she is ‘unable’ to
come, you have a suspicion she may change her mind and perhaps
come after all, but when she replies to your request with an abrupt,
clear-cut ‘no can,” you know you have to reckon without her
company.” Second, it will have a brighter future than Basic because of
its wide base of support: “Advocates of English as an auxiliary interna-
tional language have often advanced as an argument in its favor the fact
that the language is now spoken by over five million people. By this
numerical standard, Chinese ought to stand a close second as an inter-
national language, since it is spoken by four hundred fifty million, or
every fourth human being on earth.” Therefore, a mixture of Chinese
and English will defeat any language as the lingua franca of the world.
Third, if being analytic is a prerequisite for an international language,
Chinglish is more analytic than Basic: “The trouble with Basic English is
that it is not analytic enough. We find the word ‘gramophone,’ for
instance, circumlocuted in Basic English as “a polished black disc with a
picture of a dog in front of a horn.” In 2400 A.D., we could call it more
simply in real pidgin as ‘talking box.” ” Likewise, “telescope” and “micro-
scope” can simply be called “look-far-glass” and “show-small-glass”;
“telegraph,” “electric report”; “telephone,” “electric talk”; “cinema,”
“electric picture”; and “radio,” “no-wire-electricity.”*®

It is no wonder that, because of Lin’s idiosyncratic prose style,
Jameson had made light of his objections to Basic. But the notion that
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the pidginized “look-far-glass” and “no-wire-electricity” are better
expressions than “telescope” and “radio” of Standard English was a
shared belief among Lin’s fellow Chinese writers. T.F. Chu, in his
essay “This Easy Chinese Language,” published in the August 31,
1933, issue of the China Critic, also uses these two and other pidgin
expressions as examples of Chinese’s superiority over English. These
new terms that have come into being during China’s contact with the
West, Chu writes, were all coined by using the principle of “expedi-
ency” of the Chinese language.*® By “expediency,” Chu apparently
refers to what the linguist Otto Jespersen has characterized as
Chinese’s capacity for freely and regularly combining short elements
of a phrase or sentence. This capacity, Jespersen argues in his influen-
tial Progress in Language (1894), places Chinese in an advanced stage
of linguistic progression, more advanced even than English. Both Chu
and Lin concur with Jespersen’s thesis, as Lin writes in “In Defense of
Pidgin English,”

The whole trend of the development of the English language teaches us
that it has been steadily advancing toward the Chinese type. English
has triumphed over grammatical nonsense and refused to see sex in a
tea cup or a writing desk, as modern French and German still do. It
has practically abolished gender, and it has very nearly abolished case.
It has now reached a stage where Chinese was perhaps ten thousand
years ago. (55)

And Lin goes on to say that “James Joyce and pidgin English will do
the rest and complete that historical process until English is as simple
and as logical as Chinese” (48). Based on such a comparison, Chu
even suggests that an equivalent to Basic English be created in
Chinese, perhaps in the hopes of making Basic Chinese, rather than
Basic English, the international language (856).

Chu’s proposal seems to reveal the nationalist sentiments embedded
in the campaign against Basic English, but the issue is more compli-
cated. At the time when Basic was being promoted in China, the
advocates of Chinese-language reform had already given up their ear-
lier, more radical stances, such as abolishing Chinese altogether and
adopting Esperanto or French as China’s official language. In the late
1920s and early 1930s, Chinese reformers, including Lin Yutang, had
concentrated on two proposals: guoyn luomazi and latinxua sin wenz.
Both proposals took a pragmatic and ambivalent approach to China’s
linguistic modernization: they call for, on one hand, abandoning the
Chinese script, which has been the bastion of traditional Chinese
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culture; but they want to preserve, on the other hand, the Chinese
language in its spoken form, preventing any potential takeover by a
foreign language, such as Basic English. Such an insistence on the
vocal, the vernacular, even as the written script is being replaced in a
wholesale manner by a Western alphabet, not only reveals the excruci-
ating pain accompanying China’s social modernization, but also raises
an interesting perspective on the alternative roads that lead to
different cultures’ linguistic modernities.

I call Chinglish a “translocal dialect” because it not only transcends
geographical boundaries, but also unsettles the putative connection
between a dialect and a localized, romanticized origin. Unlike
Fukienese, Lin’s native dialect, or Cantonese, the other dominant
dialect among Chinese Americans, which often functions as a natural
bond for the immigrant community, Chinglish is an invented vernac-
ular in the sense that it only resembles various versions of pidgin that
are used in real life. In fact, Chinglish, as Lin imagined, exists only as
a literary language, which is not to say that it has no sociological basis
or has no effect in real life—as if literature were not part of real life. In
literature, the use of a specific language and style is often a result of a
conscious decision made by the writer. But I am more interested in
the creation of a particular literary code than the adoption of a
preexisting one.

In his essay “Poetics of the Americas,” Charles Bernstein
distinguishes between dialectical writing and ideolectical writing. By
dialectical writing, he means a language practice that refuses allegiance
to Standard English but still bases its norm on an affiliation with a
definable group’s speaking practice. By ideolectical writing, he refers
to an ideologically informed nonstandard language practice that
rejects both Standard English and any localized, group-based linguis-
tic norm. “Dialect,” writes Bernstein, “has a centripetal force,
regrouping often denigrated and dispirited language practices around
a common center; ideolect, in contrast, suggests a centrifugal force,
moving away from normative practices without necessarily replacing
them with a new center of gravity.”*’” Chinglish may be regarded as an
example of ideolectical writing, which, as Bernstein insists, has no ecas-
ily identifiable marker of group identity or authenticity. And that may
indeed explain why for many years Lin Yutang has been criticized by
the canon-makers of Asian American literature for adopting a seem-
ingly lighthearted, Chinglish style of writing, a style they believe to be
symptomatic of his capitulation to the stereotype imposed on Asian
Americans, as weak-minded, incompetent speakers of English. What
they have missed is not only the critical edge of Chinglish against
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linguistic standardization, an issue to which I will turn in a minute,
but also the significant way in which literature engages social reality,
not by means of representation or reinforcement of identitarian repre-
sentation, but by exploring the possibilities of such representation,
refusing to be bound to the restrictions of rationalized ordering sys-
tems. Literature can be, in Bernstein’s words, “a process of thinking
rather than a report of things already settled; an investigation of figu-
ration rather than a picture of something figured out” (117). The
practice of dialectical writing may have its tremendous political edge
against linguistic standardization, but its centripetal pull toward a new
center reminds us of the very trap into which part of Anglo-American
modernism is falling. As I discussed earlier, despite its desire for
openness and fragmentation, Anglo-American modernism also has a
penchant for control. If by “nonstandard” we only mean different but
controllable, then I would rather it be different and exploratory.
Having discussed how Chinglish as a translocal dialect deviates
from dialectism’s local norms, I would now like to address how it
deflates Basic English’s global dreams. Chinglish, in short, goes
against the grain of Basic English in two ways. First, it constitutes a
Chinese response to English’s linguistic imperialism, a response that
originates in part from nationalism. But I am more interested in the
second aspect, in Chinglish as a critique of English not from without
but from within. That is, the question of Chinglish is not simply an
issue of China versus the West, but a Chinese American issue. Basic, as
I said, is a “controlled” language, and the word “control” should be
understood by its etymology, “to check or verify, and hence regulate;
or to check by comparison, and test the accuracy of” (OED). In other
words, Basic is an extreme version of standardization, resembling in
essence a project of linguistic purification that gained great momen-
tum in modern Anglo-America. The publication of the Oxford English
Dictionary was the best example of linguistic purification and codifi-
cation against the onslaught on English by immigrants who flooded
into the colonial centers and by the colonial subjects who had adopted
and, in the eyes of the purists, “abused” the colonial language. Basic
shared such a fear of contamination. In Practical Criticism, a book
that paved the road for the founding of New Criticism, Richards
already expressed concerns with the “decline in speech,” which he
believed was caused by the increased size of “communities” and the
mixtures of culture. “We must,” writes Richards, “defend ourselves
from the chaos that threatens us by stereotyping and standardizing
both our utterances and our interpretations. And this threat, it must
be insisted, can only grow greater as world communications, through
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the wireless and otherwise, improve.” And he repeated such a line of
reasoning in Basic English and Its Uses, suggesting that “Basic English,
by providing invulnerable but adequate substitutes for [those] more
delicate instruments, can serve our language as a fender. It can guard
full English from those who will blur all its lines and blunt all its edges
if they try to write and talk it before they have learned to read it.”

When such a fear of linguistic contamination reaches an extreme,
even Basic itself will be regarded as a potential danger to English. One
objection that came from Western linguists was that Basic runs the risk
of becoming a pidgin. Pidgin, by definition, “represents a language
which has been stripped of everything but the bare essentials neces-
sary for communication. There are few, if any, stylistic options. The
emphasis is on the referential or communicative rather than the
expressive function of language.”*® These features of pidgin eerily
resemble those of Basic. Hence, F.R. Leavis, who extolled Richards as
a locus classicus in literary criticism and a leader in the elitist campaign
against popular culture, had this to say about Basic in Mass
Civilization and Minority Culture (1930):

No one aware of Shakespeare’s language can view quite happily the
interest taken by some of the most alert minds of our day in such a
scheme as “Basic English.” This instrument, embodying the extreme of
analytical economy, is, of course, intended for a limited use. But what
hope is there that the limits will be kept? If “Basic English” proves as
efficacious as it promises it will not remain a mere transition language
for the Chinese. What an excellent instrument of education it would
make, for instance, in the English-speaking countries! And, if hopes are
fulfilled, the demand for literature in “Basic English” will grow to vast
dimensions as Asia learns how to use this means of access to the West.
It seems incredible that the English language as used in the West should
not be affected, especially in America, where it is so often written as if it
were not native to the writer, and where the general use of it is so little
subject to control by sentimental conservatism.*

I want to flatter myself by thinking that the frightening American
scene Leavis alerts us to would include me and my writing at this
moment in a language that 45, rather than “as if it were,” not native to
me. In this sense, Leavis was quite prophetic, because after all, I am a
product of Basic English, I have used Basic I learned from VOA’s
Special English programs to access the West, and now I am trying in
my however limited way to tinker with Shakespeare’s language. But
I am humbled by the realization that my tinkering has not been as suc-
cessful as what was done by those immigrants chastised by Henry
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James in his famous 1905 lecture, “The Question of Our Speech.”
These immigrants, James said, “play, to their heart’s content, with the
English language, or in other words, dump their mountain of promis-
cuous material into the foundations of the American.”*?

James’s “mountain of promiscuous material” reminds me of what
Milton Murayama has characterized as the “shit pyramid” in Hawaii.
In All I Asking for Is My Body, Murayama describes a pyramidal struc-
ture that is at once monetary (different people receive wages accord-
ing to different pay scales), spatially sanctioned in the layout of the
plantation (a tiered housing system in which descending levels of the
pyramid housed different ethnic groups), and linguistic (a scale that
descends variously from Standard English to pidgin English, from stan-
dard Japanese to pidgin Japanese, etc.). Even shit was organized
according to the plantation pyramid, hence the term “shit pyramid.”%!
But such linguistic stratification, which would have pleased James, is no
longer stable. Let me refer you to a poem by the Hawaii-based Japanese
American writer Lois-Ann Yamanaka. Yamanaka is well known for her
use of pidgin. In this poem, entitled “Tita: Boyfriends,” the teenage
speaker switches between Hawaiian creole English and what might be
called standard American California Valley Girl English (one can hear

that accent in Yamanaka’s oral performance of the poem):>?

Boys no call you yet?

Good for you.

Shit, everyone had at least

two boyfriends already.

You neva have even one yet?

You act dumb, ass why.

All the boys said you just one little kid.
Eh, no need get piss off.

Richard wen’ call me around 9:05 last night.
Nah, I talk 7ea/ nice to him.

Tink I talk to him the way I talk to you?
You cannot let boys know your true self.
Here, this how I talk.

Hello, Richard. How are you?

Oh, Pm just fine. How’s school?

My classes are just greeant.

Oh, really. Ub-bub, ub-hub.

Oh, you’re so funny.

Yes, me too, Ilove C and K.

Kalapana? Ub-hub, ub-hub.

He coming down from Kona next week.
He like me meet him up the shopping center . . .
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One of the effects of the dramatic code-switching is that the standard
and the creole languages become opaque to each other: neither
can the former claim to be the “better” language, one that stands at
the top of the shit pyramid, nor can the latter celebrate its often-
romanticized authenticity of local color. In other words, both become
marked, restricted languages, in the same way as Basic English loses its
transparency as a lingua franca and runs the risk of becoming merely a
pidgin, or another translocal dialect.

We have lingered in the chambers of the sea
By sea-girls wreathed with seaweed red and brown
Till human voices wake us, and we drown.

T.S. Eliot, “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock”

till other voices wake
us or we drown

George Oppen, “Till Other
Voices Wake Us”

Against Eliot’s scene of awakening and drowning by human voices
and in the spirit of Oppen’s resolute revision, I want to describe
another scene, not again of my listening to VOA, but after it. On
hot summer nights in the south, I often slept outside our house, on
a bamboo bed set up by the cobblestone street and covered with a
white, translucent mosquito net. Before dawn, I was always awak-
ened by the noise of fruit farmers bargaining with traders at the
nearby market. As typical of southern China’s linguistic diversity,
these people used at least three dialects to communicate with each
other, dialects that were not all known to me. At such moments,
hovering between the worlds of dream and reality, I was often over-
come by a weird feeling: that I had just woken up in a foreign land,
where its people spoke in foreign tongues. If VOA has transported
me to a world of cosmopolitanism that lived only in my prepubes-
cent imagination, the babbling noise from a local market had
already revealed to me the truth about the cosmopolitanism that
characterizes the world in which I wish to live. It is a world that
speaks, if I may quote Joyce again, “a maundarin tongue in a
pounderin jowl.”
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REPRESENTING JEWISH IDENTITY
THROUGH ENGLISH

Cynthin Goldin Bernstein

The term Jewish English (JE) has come to refer to a variety of the
English language influenced by Hebrew and Yiddish and spoken pri-
marily by American Jews of Eastern European origin. Although some
features of this complex variety have entered into the American main-
stream, JE, like other ethnic varieties, serves primarily to represent
affiliation with a shared cultural heritage. At the same time, Jewishness
does not mean the same thing to all those who identify themselves as
Jewish: members differ with respect to religious observances, holiday
rituals, national origins, political views, places of residence, and so on.
All of these factors influence the way people speak. This essay investi-
gates how ethnic identity has affected the history and development of
JE; how JE varies from general American English with respect to
vocabulary, grammar, pronunciation, and discourse style; and how JE
represents the struggle for the dual identity of being Jewish and being
American.

JEwisH ETHNIC IDENTITY AND THE
DEVELOPMENT OF JEWISH ENGLISH

Ethnic groups, according to the National Council for the Social
Studies, fall into three general categories: those “distinguished prima-
rily on the basis of race, such as African Americans and Japanese
Americans”; those “distinguished on the basis of national origin, such
as Polish Americans”; and those “distinguished primarily on the basis
of unique sets of cultural and religious attributes, such as Jewish
Americans” (National Council for the Social Studies 1991). Religion
alone would not suffice in expressing what defines Jewish American
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identity. The distinction is seen in the contrast of the word Judaism,
referring to the religion, and Jewishness (or Yiddishkeit), referring to
that wider set of attributes. Yiddishkeit refers not so much to religious
commitment as to what the website of the Union of Orthodox Jewish
Congregations of America calls “emotional attachment” and “a feeling
of identification with the Jewish People” (Orthodox Union 2003).
One method for expressing such identification is through dialect.
Consciously or subconsciously, group members share distinctive
vocabulary, pronunciation, syntax, and discourse styles. An ethnolect
emerges that insiders use to communicate with each other and that
outsiders recognize as a defining group characteristic. Attitudes
toward JE, like attitudes toward ethnolects in general, have depended
essentially on attitudes toward the group. When the group is viewed
with disfavor, then descriptions of the way group members speak are
also likely to be unfavorable.

The origins of JE lie in the characteristics that define Jewish
Americans as an ethnic group. The mechanisms of its development are
embedded in criteria for defining an ethnic group provided by the
Task Force on Ethnic Studies Curriculum Guidelines of the National
Council for the Social Studies (1991):

a. Its ovigins precede the creation of & nation-state or are external to the
nation-state. In the case of the United States, ethnic groups have dis-
tinct pre-United States or extro-United States tevvitovial bases, ey.,
immigrant groups and Native Americans.

b. It is an involuntary group, although individual identification with
the group may be optional.

c. It has an ancestral tradition and its members shave a sense of people-
hood and an interdependence of fate.

d. It bhas distinguishing value orvientations, behavioral patterns, and
interests.

e. Its existence has an influence, in many cases o substantial influence, on
the lives of its members.

[ Membership in the group is influenced both by how members define
themselves and by how they ave defined by others.

Each of these characteristics is useful not only in defining Jewishness
as an ethnic label but also in seeing how that identity came to be
represented through language.

ORIGINS EXTERNAL TO THE STATE

Almost wherever they have settled, Jewish groups have brought with
them and maintained language varieties distinct from those of the
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general population. The Jewish Language Research Website docu-
ments, in addition to Hebrew and Yiddish, Jewish varicties of
Aramaic, Arabic, English, French, Greek Iranian, Italian, Persian,
Portuguese, Provengal, and Spanish (Benor 2002). Two main
varieties of JE emerged in America, originating from two regionally
distinct European groups: Sephardim and Ashkenazim.

Sephardic Jews, primarily from Spain and Portugal, immigrated to
America beginning in the seventeenth century. Echoes of their pres-
ence haunt Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s familiar poem, “The
Jewish Cemetery at Newport™:

The very names recorded here are strange, Of foreign accent, and of
different climes; Alvares and Rivera interchange With Abraham and
Jacob of old times. (Longfellow 1890, 1. 13-16)

The Newport, Rhode Island, cemetery dates back to 1677; the nearby
synagogue, to 1763.! By the time Longfellow wrote his poem in 1852,
however, the Jewish population of the city had largely disappeared:

Closed are the portals of their Synagogue, No Psalms of David now the
silence break, No Rabbi reads the ancient Decalogue In the grand
dialect the Prophets spake.

Gone are the living, but the dead remain . . . (ll. 21-25)

Another group of Sephardic Jews emigrated from the Ottoman
Empire during the late 1800s and early 1900s. In addition to the lan-
guages of their native countries, Sephardic immigrants brought with
them a language known as Dzhudezmo (or Judezmo) and its literary
counterpart Ladino. The linguistic heritage of these groups is repre-
sented in the pronunciation of modern Hebrew spoken in Israel; but
Sephardic speakers have had less influence on English in the United
States, where many assimilated not only among non-Jews but also
among the more populous Ashkenazic Jews.?

Ashkenazim 