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To ‘“he’, or not to “he’: that is the question

Shakespear e&Si | verstein



| nt roducti on

My aim in this thesis is to discuss the connection between
| anguage and culture. Modern |inguistic inquiry has, to a
| arge extent, focused on the analysis of | anguage as an
abstract system (Saussure’s | angue), paying |less attention to
the realization of these structures in interaction (Saussure’s
parole ).

As | will try to show, this view is problematic: the study
of language in use has raised a number of questions which seem
i mpossible to be answered from an abstract, structural point
of view

I will therefore discuss some alternative models which have
been developed in the field of Linguistics, Soci ol ogy and
Phil osophy to make the point that meaning is not simply the
transfer of an uttered proposition from a speaker to a hearer,
but a much mor e complicated process, involving the
participants to a linguistic interaction and heavily depending
on factors which, traditionally, were considered to be outside
the field of Linguistics, such as the context of interaction
and the interactants thensel ves.

Particul arly, | wi || try to show that meani ng and
understanding do not follow from applying a pre-given set of
rules, but that they are constructed by the interactants out
of the situation itself on the basis of |earned cultural and
linguistic believes grouped under the notion of ideology. |
wi || also discuss the implications of this model, whi ch
involves a (revised) cultural and linguistic relativity.

I will then consider Political Correctness. The discussion
in the United States seems to have reached its culminating
moment around 1992, slowly | oosing consideration since then.
Some of the issues involved, though, have not been discussed
from a linguistic point of Vi ew, which can partially be

retraced to the quantity of i ssues involved. Still, some



aspects, such as the abundance of alternative terminology and
the criticism that | anguage is ‘biased’, favoring some people
according to factors such as gender, ethnic origin and sexua
orientation, seem to be interesting from a linguistic point of
view. | will consider these issues trying to apply the model
devel oped in part one

The result will be a notion of |anguage which is rather
different from the one underlying abstract structural inquiry,;
a distinction between |anguage and culture, at the |level of
interaction, cannot be maintained. This also <changes the
notion of the relation between | anguages-and-cultures: we can
consider English (e.g.) to be wuniform only from an abstract
point of view; from the point of view of interaction, we have
many different “Englishes’, some of which might be quiet
uni nterpretable among one another. This also <changes the

‘

notion of cross-linguism: linguistic relativity is not only

to be found across | anguages (| angues), but al so inside them
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to thank my friends: Christian, for Ilending me his computer
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his excel |l ent Cuba Li bres; Jochen, for running up to
university a few times to borrow important books from the
l'i brary; Sandra, for being there; Silvana, for the best pizza
in the world; Steve, for salads and computer suggestions.; all

of them for their sympathy, patience, and their ability to
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Part 1: Linguistic |deol ogy

Sone unresol ved questions

In discussions about |inguistic issues some questions seem
to appear constantly, such as: how do we |learn |anguage (i s
there a genetic factor, or is it culturally transmitted)? 1In
which ways do | anguages differ? What is the connection between

| anguage (or a | anguage) and the world out there’ we want to
communi cate by it or, formul ated differently: what is the
connection between | anguage, reality, perception, t hinking
acting? Does reality determine | anguage, or does a | anguage in
some way determne reality?

The general answer to these questions does not exist. In
fact, in the field of philosophy, some of them have been
di scussed for millennia (e.g. Plato’'s Kratylos, 4th <century
before Christ, discussing the relation between words and the
‘things’ they stand for), and no certain answers are at the
horizon either. But , as their continuous appearance shows,
they are still of central inportance

Since there does not seem to be a way to answer these
guestions directly, it is being tried to do it the other way

around. These questions have been turned into: what are the

phenomena appearing in |anguage? Let us describe them and see

what generalizations can be drawn based on real, empirica
data.’ I think that the essence of Ilinguistics is exactly
this: to come to a definition of | anguage by analyzing

particular structures and uses of it. Unfortunately, there are

at |l east two hindrances on the way to a satisfactory and
complete solution: one certainly is the seemingly endless
number of | anguages that could be studied - in northern
America alone, e.g., there were more than a thousand native



| anguages before the European conquest (Rossi - Landi 1973
p.11).

The other is the focus chosen to study the matter
Concentrating on particul ar i ssues, such as structures

det ached from use, or on what determi nes the use of <certain

structures, more than others (context, goal, etc.), how the
producer of | anguage (the speaker, the writer) and its
receiver(s) (the listener(s), the reader(s)) are related/
interconnect ed, amongst ot hers, contrasting and someti mes

col l'iding answers have been given

Even a gl obal approach, that of cognitive science, which has
been trying to combine different areas of research, such as
the study of grammar, psychology, neurology, has not produced
more than tentative, partial answers. That is: answering the
guestions given at the beginning starting from the other way
around seens to encounter huge problens as well.

Some kind of distress appears here and there; the following
excerpt is taken from a discussion of the relation between

reality, thought and | anguage

It is impossible to unravel this tangle here (and it

is per haps usel ess to attempt it anywhere): an
intermi nable casuistry would result - some sort of
gigantic table of all Ilinguistic factors that could
exercise any type of influence on all the non-
linguistic factors conceivable, as well as on other
linguistic factors. Here we shall make a paradigmatic

outline for the reality of physical objects only, a
paradigm which with the necessary completions could
also be repeated for other types of entities, taking
into account the |l evel and tenor of reality
attributed to them (Rossi-Landi 1973, p.47)

Typi cal in this excerpt is the author’s avoidance of
defining the main terms on which the analysis is based, and
the extrapolation of a more or Iless small portion from the
‘whole matter’ which, after having been analyzed, is put back
at its original place in the hope that something can be stated

about the ‘whole' itself.



My aim in this thesis is to describe yet another possible
perspective on this ‘big tangle’. The focus will be on the

contextual wuse of I|anguage and not on abstract, context-free

structures. Culture and | anguage wuse are not seen as two
distinct entities, but as deeply interconnected and not
detachable. As | hope to show, | anguage use heavily depends on

cultural elements, which are expressed by it. The traditional
approach whi ch di scusses the relation bet ween | anguage
structures, thought and reality is not so much considered as

the rel ati on between use and culture

Anal ysis of <conversation, a kind of study which has been
very fruitful in the | ast three or four decades - its
recentness being to |large extent attributable to insufficient
technical possibilities before - has shown that concentrating
on the notion of |anguage as an abstract structure (be it a
soci al fact as Saussure’s | angue or a mor e i ndividual
psychol ogi cal matter as Chomsky’s competence)1 to a larger
extent than on the application of these structures (parole or
performance) is problematic when it comes to explain a) when
certain structures are employed, b) how they are employed, <c)
why they are employed d) what their effects are and what makes
it possible to understand them 2

The possibility of employment has been shown to depend on a
series of sociological factors such as gender, social status,

geography, etc. on the one hand, and on the specific context

of use on the other. While it has been shown that people use

determi nat e structures or patterns (not only from a
grammati cal or semantic point of view - the propositiona
content of what is said - but also the intonation, pitch, etc

1 See Sanpson 1980, p.50 for a brief discussion

‘Linguistics ... has been occupied al most wholly with devel opi ng anal ysi s
of the structures of |anguage as a referential code, neglecting social
meani ng, diversity and use ... the main course of linguistic work has been

fromthe newy captured sector of phonol ogy (before World War 11) through
nor phol ogy and syntax’ (Hymes 1972, p.40).
6



i.e. phenomena that were difficult to analyze before the
availability of proper technical equi pment) in determinate
situations, not much consideration has been given yet to why
these patterns and structures are being used. In other words

how does a speaker know when to use a form and not another?
The answer to this question involves a Ilinguistic knowl edge
which seems to be much subtler than the semantic or syntactic

one. Whatever we say does vary its meaning not only when the

‘ )

context of use changes (e.g. saying yes at a wedding or

‘

sayi ng yes' after one’'s favorite soccer team scores a goal)

but also according to other factors such as intonation (a

‘

sarcastic ‘yes’ really meaning no’) or even ones apparently
not directly linkable to | anguage. Why is there public outrage
every time some 90-year old Texan billionaire marries a 19-
year old blond beauty known by the general public from some
soap-opera? Or even: why should people smle when they hear
that a nine year old boy goes to a priest with his eight-year

old sweetheart asking an appointment to be married? There must

be some way to distinguish these situations that tells wus:

‘well, this is possible or allowed and this isn’'t.’ That is:
not only do we know |inguistic structures, but we also know
how and when to apply which part of our Ilinguistic knowl edge
i n which way.

In order to explain this other aspect of |anguage, Hymes’
attempted to outline a theory of ‘the rules of speaking’, i.e.
of ‘the ways in which speakers associate particular modes of
speaking, topics or message forms, with particular settings or

activities. (Hymes 1972, p.36%. The focus was on the
functions of |anguage and he proposed a model by which to
classify them according to certain features and dimensions
applicable to any |I|anguage - ‘“they will be found to be

uni versal’ (H., p.49). His model4 considered the social unit of

3 In the follow ng: H
Which he rather ironically defined ‘toward toward a theory’ (H, p.52).
7



analysis including ‘speech community, speech situation, speech
event, speech act, fluent speaker, components of speech
events, functions of speech, etc.’ (H., p.53). Some of these
notions will appear further on, as his very useful notion of
participant to a speech act, which substitutes the traditiona
one of speaker-hearer dyad. He also delineated ‘the range of
actual types of participant relations’ (H, p.59), which can be
summarized in the letters composing SPEAKING5 This model, in
his view was a good way to analyze the communicative
conpet ence of a speaker. Language use is thus
based on a knowl edge, someti mes conscious, often
unconsci ous [;] competence underlies
communi cative conduct, not only within communities,
but also in encounters between them. The speaking
competence of persons may be seen as entering into a
series of systems of encounters at |l evel s of
different scope. (H, p.53)
Hymes’' 1972 approach has been at the base of much subsequent
empirical work. The notion of rules that wunderlie speakers’
competence and speech events, t hough, has shown to be
pr obl emati cal
they are bad predictors of what actually happens.
They cannot account for the many often unforseeable
contingencies that govern everyday behavior [ﬂ
Ant hropol ogi sts and fol klorists concentrating on
performance discovered more often than not t hat
events wer e not clearly bounded. Rat her, the
participants’ definition of what the relevant context
is ,emerged” in and %hrough the performance itself
(Qunperz 1996a, p. 365 )

These results show t hat

° l.e. Settings, Partici pants, Ends, Act sequences, Keys,

nstrunentalities, Norns, Genres (H., p.65).

As denmonstrated by Brown P. & Levinson S.C. 1979. Social structure,
groups and interaction. In: Gles, H & Scherer, k. (eds.). Social markers
in speech. Canbridge: Canbridge University Press, pp.291-341. (In: Gunperz
}996a, p. 365)

Who also lists a series of works this statement is based on

8



The idea of objectivist rules is replaced by schemes
and strategies, |leading one to view genre as a set of
focal and prototypical el ements, which actors wuse
variously and which never become fixed in a unitary
structure. (Hanks 1987, p.681

A central point of Hymes’ 1972 model which is not challenged

by subsequent studies is the notion that the beliefs of the

participants in the interaction are central both to the
production and under st andi ng of speech. To define t hese
beliefs, as communicative competence, though, is misleading,

because it designates a set of rules a speaker possesses just
as he possesses Chomskyan syntactic rules; the concept of
syntactic competence (Chomsky 1965) is applied to speech
events (Hymes 1972, pp.66 ff.). This, as pointed out above,
does not seem to be the case. It might be more useful, then,

to use a different termto designate these beliefs: ideol ogy.

Ceneral considerations on the term i deol ogy

What is ideology? This term seems to be one of those tricky
ones menti oned above, like | anguage or cul ture, whi ch
everybody agrees on having a particular meaning that we all
know and share, but which nobody can really explain or define.

This certainly is not a very scientific way to consider the

topic. We need to be more precise if we want it to be a useful

concept. Here we are interested in a discussion of ideology
from the point of view of |linguistic study and not in the
concept of ideology in general (cul tural ideology)g, whi ch
would involve considering many more aspects that will not be

dealt with here (e.g. a historical di scussion of the wuse,

8 Quoted in Gunperz 1996a (p.365) who again takes it from Briggs, C L. &
Bauman, R. 1992. Genre, intertextuality and social power. In: Journal of
Li ngui stic Anthropol ogy 2(2), pp.131-172.
The original: Hanks, WF.1987. Discourse genres in a theory of practice.
bn: Anerican Ethnol ogi st, 14(4), pp.668-692.
For a discussion of this kind, see e.g. Conrad 1987.
9



evol ution, depl oyment of the term by various aut hors

t hroughout centuries and theories).

The simplest method of obtaining a definition is to |look up
the term in a dictionary. The American College Dictionary
defines ideology as ‘the body of doctrine, myth, and symbols
of a social movement , institution, <class or social group’ .

‘

This kind of approach is an example of a very common American

linguistic ideology in action’, as Silverstein 197910 (p.193)
points out. He <considers this approach to be ‘incorrect or
contemptible (S., p.193). This statement can be considered to
be a critique of Ilinguistics as a whole, or better: of the

view that |inguists have had of | anguage
Let us consider this point for a moment. Silverstein defines

i deol ogy as

any set of beliefs about | anguage articul ated by the
users as a rationalization or justification of
percei ved | anguage structure and use. (S, p.193)

Sever al poi nts are relevant here and deserve to be
considered separately: the gener al nature of i nguistic
ideology; its relation to structure; its relation to use; its

being a rationalization of the former two aspects.

First of all |et wus consider the concept that wusers of a
| anguage not only use it in certain ways (which will be
di scussed further on), but also have beliefs about this use
that influence or determ ne the use itself. This concept is

not new and has been expressed by several authors in the past:

Wel t anschauung (such as in Humboldt), habitual thought pattern

(Whorf), e.g. The reason for the negl ect of i nguistic
ideol ogy can be, I think, at | east partially retraced to
particular views, set of beliefs, ideas of |anguage (and thus,
according to the definition given above, to a linguistic

10In the following: S
10



i deol ogy itself) that saw the field of analysis of Ilinguistics
in wunderlying general structures, detached from daily and
i ndividual use, a notion which has been briefly discussed
above. From this point of view it appears quiet obvious that
the notion of belief had to be segregated as much as possi bl e,

since it could only discredit a scientific formulation

Analysis of <conversation has shown that | anguage is not
simply the most complicated and complete way to communicate

propositions about world out there’, but also that it has a
myriad of functions of which only few seem to have been
i ndividuated yet (as the enormous numbers of projects and
publications based on the analyses of spoken | anguage/everyday

‘

conversation shows). The utterance by Bill, it’s raining’ can

be a propositional statement on a state of affairs (i.e. water

falling from above); on the other hand he might intend
something like ‘1 want to play with my gameboy and not go pl ay
soccer with Mli’ or ‘this morning | want to go to schoo

wearing my new cool sneakers because the old rotten ones have
holes in their soles and I'll get wet feet’, and so on

That is, to come to an understanding of | anguage that is not
hi ghly theoretical and basically absolutely detached from

actual wuse, we have to take into consideration the phenomenon

as a whole with al | its complications, idiosynchracies
alterations, aberrations that, in the end, make it so powerful
and i mportant in social life. Thus we also have to deal with

what people’s ideas about | anguage are: how it is connected to
the ‘world out there’, what can be done by it, what can’t be

‘

done by it (such as we need action and not words’'), etc., and
how (or even if) these are related to |anguage in some way or
another. This | will try to outline now, discussing ideology
from three connected point of views: reference, performance and

consci ousness/ unconsci ousness.

11



| deol ogy and reference

First, let us consider | anguage as a system of reference-and-
predication. From this poi nt of Vi ew, single wor ds, or
utterances, have precise, propositional contents (something

like the word cat and the corresponding element in the outer
world, i.e. a living - or even dead - <cat); there also are
certain relations between words and objects and a series of
beliefs by the wusers of |anguage about these relationships.
Silverstein 1979 discusses this notion the following way,
considering Worf’'s ideas: people believe that there is a
direct connection between a word and its meaning and thus that
structures in |anguage directly reflect structures in the
‘outer world (S, p.202). Let wus <call this the ideology of
reference. Language thus ‘serves as a system for segmenting,
classifying and thence speaking about the uni verse of
experience ,out there*’ (S., p.194) 1;

This notion derives fromthe most fundamental assumption that
can be postul ated about || anguage: namely that by it we can
descri be and comment on the world in a way that is impossible
through any other symbolic system To say: ‘language does not
in any way reflect reality’ (however this world ‘out there’
mi ght be interpreted) implies the elimnation of the ties of
reference-and-predication; it would make | anguage an artificia
synbolic system conpletely arbitrary and utterly usel ess.

Thus we can consider the ideology of reference to be at the
very center of |anguage, its basic ontological assumption. |
want to go as far as to say that this is a characteristic of
any | anguage and thus something wuniversal. Even apparent
contradictions to this claim finally do not represent a

chal | enge

1 Whet her this wunderstanding is related to the way the grammrs of
particul ar | anguages are structured - Whorf’'s argunent - will be considered
further on. For the moment we will consider the matter indipendently froma
particul ar | anguage.

12



Luhr mann 19891% in her highly interesting ethnological study
on contemporary magi cal rituals and communities in Britain,
dedicates a chapter to the wuse of |anguage. She considers
several discussions (the transcripts of which are in her book)
involving an adept - the initiated, |eader of the group - and

various novices who try to fornulate what nmagic is about.

The method the adept uses is to state a genera
position, t hen to involve di fferent member s by
challenging them, showing them the difficulty of the
verbal formulations which they are wusing. Then he
provides words to describe what is under discussion

he [then] announces that words cannot grasp what
is the case, that any distinctions and divisions make

a mockery of the interconnected whole. Words are
essenti al tools but have no hol d on truth
Language ... is a tool wused to structure something

which is structureless and inherently unknowabl e, and
performs a function in letting one work within. (L.
pp. 213-214)

This seems to contradict the claim stated above. But the

contradiction is only apparent. First of all, what is wunder
di scussion here is a specific kind of |language, namely the
magi cal one, what Luhrmann terms ‘magician’s met a- magi ca
| anguage’ (L., p.214). People involved in magic, at |east those
considered in her study, also have ordinary jobs and a ‘nor mal

life. ‘Modern magicians are sophisticated, educated people

They are clearly equipped with the mental equipment to think
non- magically’ (L., p.210). In other areas of their life we can
thus suppose that their wunderstanding of |anguage is |ike the
one described at the beginning of this chapter. Utterances |ike
‘l"d like to have a BigMac’ or ‘I’m gonna take a shower’ can be
interpreted the same way as if they were uttered by any person
not involved in nagic

Secondl vy, magi cal |l anguage is characteristically highly
met aphorical and ambiguous. An explanation of this can be in

t hat

12In the following: L

13



The style of the |anguage helps ... rationalistic
practitioners to accept statements which iif baldly
claimed they might find difficult to sanction ... The
| anguage can be both persuasive, for literal ness
asserts the reality, and incontestable, because its
met aphoricity avoids maki ng the direct assertion
whi ch can be attacked. (L., p.216)

So, although ‘According to metatheory, all statements about
magi ¢ are false, and yet also true' (L.,p.216), the denial of
the belief of reference-and-predication is at |east partly due
to achieving certain goals, such as the understanding of magic
whi ch cannot be done by the instruments given by society (such
as rationality, education, etc.). An understanding can only be
achieved by denying basic suppositions. But the way to achieve
this understanding, and this is the final and conclusive point,
is by using |l anguage. That is, by uttering a certain sequence

of words, the adept and the other participants assume that they

will be understood. They can only reach the world of magic by
empl oying | anguage. Thus the setting of a ritual is done by
i nguistic description and the ritual itself is performed
l'inguistically (through the narration of a story, e.g., see L.

p.205 ff.), What is consciously negated, therefore, comes back

t hrough t he backdoor of (unconscious) performance and use

| deol ogy and performance

A different (although related, as we shall see) aspect to the

one just discussed are the beliefs people have about what and

how we can achi eve, communi cat e, act through | anguage
regarding a function of |anguage that is not reference-and-
predication but performativity (1971). These beliefs we will

term ideol ogy of performance

The ideol ogy of performance is the set of beliefs behind our
daily linguistic interactions. It does not only regard the
guestion whether a particular utterance is able to reflect a
particul ar propositional <content, but it wespecially involves

14



aspects connected to | anguage in everyday use and therefore
connected to certain, definite contexts.

I n t his sense Silverstein 1979 di scerns t wo ki nds of

function; one is the goal-orientation of |anguage which he
names functionj, related to the under st andi ng of ‘the
i ndividual’'s ability to use forms of |anguage strategically’
(S., p.206), i.e. to reach certain goals; the other is the
i ndexical aspect of |l anguage, connecting what is said (or

written) to a larger context: this he terms functionp So, the
i deol ogy of performance concerns the way in which speakers use
| anguage in certain contexts to achieve certain effects on the

listeners (goal -orientation).

A series of phenomena and concepts are involved here. Let us
consider the examples discussed in Gumperz 1992. He analyzes
job-training program interviews. That is, people who are being
tested whether they are able and whether it is useful for them
and society as a whole to attend determinate classes paid for
by the government. Gumperz shows that success or failure in an

interview depend to a |arge extent on the way the applicants

handl e | anguage. Particularly, and this is the point that
interests us here, it is not the propositional content of the
answers t hat matters (which i's al ready known by the
interviewers since the applicants have to fill out a form
beforehand), but the way answers are given, concerning

phenomena such as intonation, turn-taking at the right point
etc. This can be retraced to a determi nate ideology known and

shared by the native speakers, but not known by foreigners. An

i deol ogy that could be formulated as follows: ‘the context of
this Ilinguistic interaction is that of an interview. As an
applicant | have to be polite, answer the questions as well as
I can, show that |'m respectful, reliable, but also determined

to take the class and thus convinced that this is exactly what
|l want’, etc., which then is - unconsciously, to some extent -

conveyed into certain i nguistic behaviors, not only

15



propositionally, but intonationally, gesturally, etc. And, as

Qunperz points out

when bilinguals must face such unaccust omed
communi cative complexities, they tend to fall back on
rhetorical strategies acquired in their own native
| anguage environment, mapping these onto their English
speech in dealing with what, for them, are nove

circumstances. Native English participants in turn,
who find their communicative expectations violated and
have difficulty in following non-native speaker’s
arguments, react with interpretations characteristic
of mi norization situations. As a result, the
bilinguals’ chances of achieving their communicative
ends are I|likely to be jeopardized. (Gumperz 1992

pp. 303- 304)

Some, | think, interesting considerations can be extracted

fromthis excerpt

First of all, ideology is an important element in |anguage
i.e. we can't think of | anguage as non-ideol ogical as soon as
we analyze |anguage in its daily wuse. That is, a certain
situation al |l ows only a certain number of permi ssi bl e
|l i nguistic behaviors. Wiich involves that users of a | anguage
have beliefs on how they should behave themselves in a
particul ar situation

Secondly, as the problems in interlingual situations show,

these beliefs are culture-specific and might need a long time

to be learned; in fact it can be argued that the ideol ogies of
performance are among those famous and infamous aspects of
| anguage on which non-native speakers stumble and fall without

ever conpletely acquiring them 13

A third important point, which has to be dealt with more

extensively, is the aspect of meaning: if applicant A, a

13 A simlar study has been nmade with bilingual Argentinian-Italian
speakers: their Cocoliche dialect of Spanish is perceived by nonolingua
Spani sh speakers to be deficient. But what is the case is that their
stylistic variations are not as articulated as the nmonolinguals’. It is not
a matter of command of syntactic or |exico-semantic structures. (Lavandera
B. 1978. In: The variable component in bilingual performance. In: Alatis
J. (ed.). International dinmensions odf bilingual education. Washington, DC
CGeorgetown University Press, pp. 391-411).
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native British English speaker and applicant B, a native Urdu
speaker wi t h a good knowl edge of Engli sh syntactic and
semantic structures, state the same things propositionally,
why should the first be more advantaged than the second? Wy
do the examiners come to different conclusions? Putting aside

racism as a possible cause, the only explanation is that it

must have something to do with l[anguage. In fact prosodic and
gestur al elements are decisively important, as pointed out
above. But what | want to come at now is that meaning is not

pre-given and not only based on the words used, but heavily
dependent on the context of wuse in general (job-interview,
e.g.) and of the more specific situation itself (the answer to

a particular question). Meaning has thus to be seen as an on-

line process, construed by al | the partici pants to the
|l inguistic interaction. As Habermas puts it: |anguage is the
‘Medium, mit dem die Beteiligten das Verstandnis subjektiver
Gehalte intersubjektiv teilen kdnnen. Das Zeichen ,x* i st
(...) Element eines gemeinsam benutzten Repertoires, das den
Beteiligten ermdglicht, dieselbe Sache auf dieselbe Weise zu
verstehen.’ (Habermas 1988, p.lSfo.lf quoted in Knoblauch

1995, p.34) Through determi nate questions, answers, remarks,

gestures, delivered with determi nate emphasis, pitch, etc. the

interaction is construed by all the participants and the goa
can be achieved only if all the participants (are able to)
understand what is going on. ‘Understanding what someone says

depends on construing the context in the same way and applying

the same complex interpretive principles that link context and
interpretation’ (Gumperz 1996a, p. 359). Or, in other words:
‘Sprachliche Kommuni kati on kann... nie verstanden werden, wenn
die konkrete Situation nicht in Betracht gezogen wird; sie

| ebt und entwickelt sich in konkreter Kommuni kation und nicht

in den linguistischen Sprachformen oder in der Psyche der

14 Haber mas, Jurgen  1988. Nachmet aphysi sches Denken: Phi | osophi sche
Auf sdt ze. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkanp.
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Sprechenden.’ (Knobl auch 1995, p.37, summari zing Volosinov
1975, p. 142 ff. =y
Every set of utterances s embedded in a determinate

context, which might be pre-given, or even created by | anguage

use. What mi ght have started as a simpl e request for
expl anation m ght becone an angry verbal fight 16

This involves that during the interaction itself the
speaker(s), in some way, give(s) hints as to how to understand

and interpret what is being said. This is what Gumperz defines
contextualization cues: these are metapragmatic signs that
‘represent speakers’ ways of signaling and providing
information to interlocutors and audiences about how | anguage
is being used at any one point in the stream of talk’ (Gumperz

1996a, p.366) or, nore precisely, they are

those verbal signs that are indexically associated
with specific classes of communicative activity types

and t hus signal the frame of context for the
interpretation of constituent messages (Gumperz 1992
p. 307).

Contextualization cues are the way the speaker signals how
what she is saying is supposed to be (or not to be)
understood. They <can thus be seen as the way ideology of

performance is conveyed in linguistic interaction

So, the use and the success of | anguage in a certain

situation depends on ideological factors that determine first

of all what is said and secondly how what is said is connected
to the 1larger <context. |Ideology thus determ nes to a |arge
extent the indexicality of |anguage. In this sense it can be
sai d t hat “Any i nguistic configuration is potentially
i ndexical’ (Silverstein 1979, p.206) Thi s i's true ‘from
., phoneme- or morpheme-sized“ chunks of | anguage all the way
,uUup® to choice of particular ,language“ itself.’(S., p.206)

12'” this regard, see also Murris 1994, especially section one
See Qunperz 1996b, p.392 for an exanple
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From this we can also derive the assumption that a particul ar

| anguage can be indexical in various ways at the same time and

thus we can speak of multifunctionalismp. Through functiony

‘

| anguage as a signaling system makes contact with other
systems of conventional social praxis' (S., p.207), the study
of which is the aim of pragmatics in a scientific sense. Wat
people believe | anguage use to be and how it works out 1is
defined by Silverstein as native pragmatic ideology, or ethno-

net apragmati cs (S., p.207)

| deol ogy, reference and perfornmance

Summari zing what has been said so far on ideology: our
concept and use of | anguage depend on certain beliefs, values,
points of view that are central to our view of | anguage as a
general system and also to our |linguistic behavior in single
situations of interaction

I di scussed ideology of reference by which a certain

connection between | anguage as a system and the ‘world out

there’ is established (what | ter med the ontol ogi ca
assumption), and i deol ogy of performance by whi ch the
production and the interpretation of | anguage in certain
situations are guided. In this respect | distinguished a first
aspect of |anguage wuse, which is to achieve certain goals,

| abel ed functionq, and a second one which is to connect what
has been said to a | arger cont ext of use, i.e. the
i ndexi cality of |anguage, | abel ed function 2.

These aspects of | anguage are central to its functioning and
are present in the users’ minds, consciously or unconsciously,
and represent what we could | abel the ethno-metapragmatics of

| anguage.

These two kinds of ideology, though, are not to be seen as
distinct phenomena; they are the two faces of the same coin.
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Silverstein di scerns, in t his regard ‘the tendency to
rationalize the pragmatic system of a | anguage, in native
understanding, with an ideology of |anguage that <centers on
reference-and-predication. That is, native pragmatic ideology
explains or rationalizes about functionp2 ... by analogically
projecting basic structures of reference-and-predication
(propositionality) as units of functionalq effectiveness.'’
(S., p.208). To make this point clearer: ‘referential ideology
values a speech form as a ,metonym‘ of the referent projected

from it, seemi ngly a speech independent entity existing ,out

there“ which |l anguage merely reflects’ (S., p.208); similarly,
‘‘appropriate |l anguage use is ... constituted as a ,metonym* of
its context, a making explicit of what one can purportedly

know i ndependent of the occurrence of speech’. (S., p.208).
That is, the ideology of reference, the belief that |anguage

reflects in some more or |less direct way the world outside’

is central also to the other concepts discussed above. Whhat we
| abel ed functi onpy, concerning the indexicality, context -
boundedness and context-referential aspect of | anguage, is not
seen as arbitrary and artificial, but as given and natural

Gumper z 1992 again is a good example for t his: the
communi cative problems in the interview situation between the
interviewers and the foreign applicants arise because the
former consider the latter not to understand them, or not to
be acting following the co-operation principle. The result is
that the interviewers think that their opposites are not able
to understand the content of their questions, or that they are
not interested in the class itself but only in the economic
advant ages connected to it. According to what we said above on
ideol ogy, though, the misunderstanding can be traced back to
the native speaker’'s knowl edge of how to behave in a certain
situation, and the belief that this behavior is shared by any
ot her speaker of that |anguage. To state it more specifically
the interviewers (as any speakers of any |anguage) have a set

of ‘inbuilt’ beliefs, specific to their culture and | anguage
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that help them

interpret

their

l'inguistic

novenents and actions in the linguistic world.

surroundi ng,

their

This appears to be quiet intuitive: if we consider how
complicated Ilinguistic interactions are (even the simplest
every day life ones), it is obvious that situations have to be
analyzed wi t h a certain rapidity to per mit efficient
communi cation. A net of beliefs connected to a certain
situation which permts us to analyze it more quickly and more
efficiently than considering it all again every time, is what
can be considered to be a central aspect of the ideology of
performance. Once a situation is identified ideologically, and
thus the permissible |linguistic options, the goal-oriented
aspect of | anguage, what we | abeled functioni, enters the
scene and can be applied. Success or insuccess thus depend on

the employment of the ‘right’ ideology in that particul ar
situation
The matter of unconsci ousness/consci ousness
An important notion still to be developed here is the

distinction bet ween consciousness and unconsci ousness with
regard to linguistic ideology. W have already encountered it
in Hymes 1972 (quoted before on p.8), in the discussion of
Luhrman 1989, and in several other occasions. The problem had
al ready been di scussed by Worf:

every person carries through life certain naive

but deeply rooted i deas about tal king and its

relation to thinking. Because of the firm connection

with speech habits that have become unconscious and

automatic, these notions tend to be rather intolerant

of opposition. ( [1940 ] 1956, p.207).

Di Luzio&Gunthner (to appear 1997, p.7) similarly use the

term i deology as a part of the common sense of a sociocultura

group (cf. Gramsci) whereby common sense is displayed in terms
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of judgments without reflection (Vico).' Thus ideology is ‘a
form of everyday knowl edge or spontaneous philosophy’. This
kind of ideology, which they | abel ideology (1), ‘is in genera
an unconsci ous and spontaneous feeling.’” (ibid., p.8)

Gumperz 1992 discussed above again can be used as an exampl e
the examiners are not aware that the applicant who does not
speak their vari ety of English mi ght interpret their
contextualization <cues differently than in their intention;
from the point of view of the applicant, the contextualization
cues she gives might be interpreted differently from what she
unconsciously intends them to be1? This notion will also play
an important role in the discussion of ‘politically correct

| anguage’ further on

If ideology were a purely unconscious matter, we would have
to come to a rather pessimistic conclusion: understanding is a
matter of luck, when the interactants share the same ideol ogy,
and i npossi bl e el sewhere 13

The very fact that | am writing about these beliefs shows,
t hough, that it is possible to consider them consciously, just
as Gumper z 1996a consciously di scusses the probl ematica
el ements in i nguistic interaction invol ving di fferent
ideol ogi es among different speakers. This process of making
conscious what wusually is unconscious also plays a central role
in the discussion about PC

It is necessary to explain the relationship consciousness/
unconsci ousness more deeply from a theoretical viewpoint, which
wi || be done considering i deas devel oped in soci ol ogy
(Ber ger & uckmann, Bourdi eu) and phil osophy (Foucault).

Before turning to this, | will consider the problem |l eft open

di scussing ideology of reference (cfr, p.9 and footnote 10

i;For anot her exanpl e and di scussi on, see Qunperz 1996b, pp.388 ff
This ‘determnistic’ view has often been found by critics of linguistic
relativity in Whorf’'s work; see, e.g., Kay 1996.and, critically discussing
these critical views, Lucy 1992
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above): is there a relation between the structure of a |l anguage

and the linguistic ideologies of its users?

The Sapir - Worf hypothesis: the classic approach

The idea of Ilinguistic relativity, the principles of which
are probably best known as the Sapir - Worf hypothesis, is
‘the idea that culture, through | anguage, affects the way we
t hink, especially per haps our classification of the

experienced world.’ (Qunperzé&Levinson 1997, p.1).

Much empiri cal research has been done to answer this
guestion, most of whi ch on ‘language and perception or

.cognitive processing“ (Rumsey 1990, p.3461q his emphasis),

‘

or, according to Silverstein 1979 (p.202) about sensation and
perception at the |level of the individual’s physiological-
psychol ogi cal processes’

Among the first dat a avail abl e in t his direction,
Brown&Lenneberg 1954 seemed to confirm the hypothesis. After
studying the semantic color fields of native speakers of
English and Zuni (an American-Indian | anguage), the conclusion
was that ‘it is <clear that | anguage can be described as a
moul der of thought since speech is a patterned response that
is learned only when the governing cognitive patterns have
been grasped.’ (p.462) The idea behind is that what we
perceive through the senses (what we see, hear, feel, etc.)
cannot be understood and communicated without determi nat e
structures which have to be |learned. To a certain extent, the
structures given to us by | anguage determi ne the latter
process. The authors noticed that ‘Wthin the realm of <color

vision there are colors that can be named by a single word and

19 Who refers to Lucy, John A 1985, Whorf's view of the linguistic
medi ati on of thoght. In: Mertz, Elizabeth & Parnentier, Richard J (eds.)
Semi otic mediation: sociocultural and psychol ogi cal perspectives. Orlando
FLA: Acadenic Press, pp.73-97
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other that require a phrase. This kind of difference in the
| ength of name (measured in words or syllables) was found to

be ‘correlated with the |atency of naming response’ (p.462)

This basically means that speakers of Engli sh, a | anguage
possessing the word ‘orange’, will find it easier to perceive
the color orange than a speaker of a hypothetical | anguage

Al pha who has to use a periphrasis such as ‘the color of the

fruits that have that delicious juice in them
0

The classic study on color terms by Berlin&Kay 19692 deni ed
this possibility stating that what matters is the perception
of colors and not the Ilinguistic structures to express it.
Whi | e a comparison of di fferent | anguages mi ght show a

di fference in the basic color terms available (the notion of
basic color term invol ving sever al aspects, such as
monol exemity, range of application, distributional potenti al
and others, see B&K pp.5-6) varying from two to eleven
according to a rigid procedure which they map, the perception
of all these colors is not dependent on any single |anguage.
Their conclusion: ‘There appears to be no evidence to indicate
that differences in complexity of basic color |lexicons between
one |l anguage and anot her reflect perceptual differences
bet ween speakers of those |anguages’ (B&K, p.5).

This analysis received a |large favorable echo and was so
aut horitative t hat Kay &Mc Dani el 1979 could st ate t hat

subsequent research has substanti at ed B&K* s findings’,

nevertheless pointing out some errors of fact and theoretica
equi vocation’ ( Kay &McDani el 1979, p.615) which they <correct
and expl ain. The mai n findings of Ber | i n&Kay wer e not

questioned by this.

A different approach to the discussion of decontextualized
| anguage structures and perception is the one represented by
Bl oom 1981 who set out to analyze the differences between the

way Chinese and English speakers think based on the

20In the foll owi ng: B&K
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differences in hypothetical, counterfactual constructions. The

core of his study was that ‘in the particular case of the
Chinese counterfactual, there was some rat her compel ling
evidence to suggest that the lack of a distinct |linguistic

device to signal counterfactual thought might have cognitive
consequences’ (Bloom 1981, p.16), basing this finding on the
eval uation of guestionnaires given to Ameri cans and
transl ated, to speakers of Tai wanese

Au 1983 vehemently attacked these findings basing her
argument on the procedures of Bl oom s research. After
conducing five different studies on monolingual and bilingua
Hong Kong Chinese and English students, she concluded that
‘Chinese speakers who do not know the English subjunctive wil
still give counterfactual interpretations to a counterfactua
story readily as long as it is in idiomatic Chinese’ (Au 1983
p.182), which basically means that Chinese people are as able
as English people to interpret counterfactuals as long as
these are formulated in Chinese and not simply a translation

of English structures.

These two strands of research, the Ilexical one including
Berl i n&Kay and the semantico-syntactic one including Bloom and
Au, represent what we can | abel the ‘classic’ research on the
linguistic relativity hypothesis. What they have in common is
empirical research based on decontextualized structures (by
using questionnaires or tables of colors, e.g.). As the |long
di scussion between Bloom and Au shows, these approaches could

not avoid the problem of being based on the experimental

assessment of individual performance ... the connection of
these experi ments to habi tual everyday behavi or remai ned
21

uncl ear’ (Lucy 1992, p.255)

21For brief discussions of this point see Lucy 1992, p.185-187 (studies on
color) and p.255-256 (Bloom and Au). Also to be nentioned is the
ant hropol ogi cal approach of the 40s and 50s by Lee and Hoijer (anpong
others), which |I believe is not inportant for the present discussion. For a
brief and rather harsh di scussion see ibid., p.82-83
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Gumperz & Levinson 1996 justly point out that the battle

m ght be more fruitful if fought on different grounds: we have
to consider |anguage in its daily wuse, in a |arger context
And here the concept of Ilinguistic ideology becomes i mportant
agai n.

Li ngui stic ideology and the hypothesis of |inguistic
relativity

From Boas’ point of view (Silverstein 1979, p.195 ff.) the

guestion to be discussed is the relationship between primary

et hnol ogi cal phenomena, i.e. the cultural pattern organizing
the range of personal experience, and the secondary
reinterpretation, the rationalizations about these <cultura

patterns. Does the second depend on the first?

Rumsey 1990, trying to find an answer to this question,

di scusses reported speech in Engli sh and Ungarynin, the
| anguage spoken by an Aboriginal peopl e in nort hwestern
Australi a, the Ngarynin. In English, reported speech can
grammatically be conveyed by direct or indirect discourse
There is a functional difference between the two: ‘the use of

direct discourse makes the report or narrative more ,vivid“,

,dramati c, or ,theatrical“’ , inviting the other participants

to focus also on how something is said in addition to what was

said (Rumsey 1990, p.3472%. Thi s is not the case with
Ungarynin, where all reported speech, ‘from an SAE viewpoint
|l ooks like direct quotation’ (R., p.347). This does not mean
that it ‘lacks’ this distinction. It simply does not exist
(R, p.348)

The difference in grammatical structures is attributable to
differing secondary rationalizations. I n SAE, the domi nant

ideol ogy (what we termed ideology of reference) is that of a

22 He lists a series of authors to nmake this point. This article will be
referred to in the following as: R
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‘dualism of words and things; talk versus action; real world
vs. ways of talking about them Wrds in this view are not
things. They only stand for things’ (R, p.352). This is not
the case with Ungarynin, where such dichotom es do not exist
as exemplified by personal names. According to Stanner 1935
(p.301)2% ‘names are thought to partake of the personality
they designate ... names are not symbols so much as verbal
projections of an identity which is well known in the flesh’

Thus the English functional opposition between direct and
indirect reported speech can be traced back to the distinction
meani ng VvsS. wording (which originates in the distinctions
menti oned above). |In Ungarynin, where this distinction does

not exist; wording in this view is not opposed to ,meaning”,
but is included as one of its dimensions’ (R., p.354, his
emphasis). Reported speech is not used to refer to something
said before; it is saying the sane thing again

Rumsey t hus sees a relationship bet ween i nguistic
structures and the secondary rationalization, which he expects
to be ‘a dialectical rather than a wunidirectional one’ (R.

p.355) 24

Rumsey represents a different approach to the relativity
hypot hesis than the authors discussed above: not perceptive
patterns are consi dered, but the broader cultural patterns are

anal yzed and related to the linguistic ones 25

This approach considers a more sociological perspective.
People do not |ive as hermits in caves, but interact with a

number of other people in different <circumstances. Thus we

have to deal , everyday, wi t h family member s, friends,
col |l eagues, nei ghbors, fans, etc. That is, we are part of
23

Quoted in R, p.354. The original: Stanner, WIlliam E. H 1935
Abori genal npdes of address and reference in the north-west of the northern
Eﬁrritory. Cceania 5, pp.300-315
25The same vi ew of Boas, Worf, Bourdieu and Silverstein (R, p.355)

For research in the same direction, see Silverstein's studies of
linguistic etiquette in Javanese (1979) and gender structures (1985).
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di fferent soci al net wor ks, each of whi ch might have some
characteristic di fferent from anot her . Certainly, the
(l'inguistic) interaction with my father will be different from

that with my girlfriend, or with my noisy neighbor who wakes

me up every night at 3 a.m listening to techno-music. There
will be a different context of interaction in each of these
cases, and, since the meaning of our verbal interactions is at

| east partly determined by the context of use, there might be
bi g differences.

What is important to bear in mind here is not only the
meani ng that is intended by the producer, but also the meaning
intended by the receiver. Meaning must be seen as the result
of an interaction, and not as completely pre-given or
predetermi ned. The interactants can only under st and one
anot her the right way if they share, to a certain point, the

sane background know edge

Understandi ng what someone says depends on construing

the context in the same way and applying the same
complex interpretive principles that link context and
interpretation...meanings are relative to contexts,
and contexts and principles of interpretation...are

relative to shared networks (Gumperz 1996a, p.359).

A notion which is implied in this approach is that speakers

who do not share the same background will not be able to
(fully) understand what is being said. This opens a new
di mension in the discussion of |linguistic relativity: since
the emphasis is on wuse and shared knowl edge and not on
structures, linguistic relativity does not apply anymore to

| anguages in Saussure’s sense of |angue (eg Hopi vs. English),
but is internal to single |anguages itself, on the one hand
and can cross linguistic borders on the other - as the famous
study of Kupwar village in India, where four |anguages are
spoken without affecting understanding, shows (Gumperz 1971)

GQunperz 1996a
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We can have speakers of the same | anguage

fractionated by interpretive subsystems associ ated
with distinct social networks in complex societies,
and conversely, we <can have soci al networks that
transcend cultural and grammatical systems to create
shar ed interpretive systems beneat h i nguistic

diversity (p. 361)

Let us now consider more <closely this concept of shared
knowl edge. Let us i magine two persons, Giuliano and Francesco
who interact with each other on the basis of what Clark 199626
terms common ground, which is composed by two parts: communal

common ground which represents all the knowl edge, beliefs,
and assumptions they take to be wuniversally held in the
communities to which they mutually believe they both belong’

(C., p.332) and personal common ground, which represents al
mut ual knowl edge, beliefs and assumptions they have inferred

from personal experience with each other. Let us say, strongly

simplifying the matter, t hat Francesco is Italian, a
phil osophy student living in the German town of Freiburg and a
soccer fan (' Peopl e bel ong to an i mmense number of
di stinguishable communities, and each has its own set of
believes, perspectives, practices, and understandings.’ C
p.334) He will share something with each of the following
groups: as a philosophy student he knows that Kant I|ived in

Kéni gsberg 200 and something years ago, or that Plato was
Socrate’s pupil, common and taken-for-granted knowl edge among
philosophy students (hopefully). As an |Italian, he probably

knows the comedian Totd6 and the soccer-player Gianfranco Zol a

etc. So, if he talks to another Italian on February 13, 1997
he' Il just need to say: ‘did you see Gianfranco’'s exploit
yesterday?’ and the other person will know that he’'s probably
referring to a particul ar soccer-game, wi t hout t his
informati on being mentioned explicitly. |In addition to this
background knowl edge, as a friend of Giuliano's, there will be

a personal common ground constituted by ‘joint conversationa

26In the follow ng: C
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experiences or joint perceptual experiences’ (Clark 1996

p.334, his emphasis). So, when one of the two says ‘what about
ei anda’ the other will immediately know that what is meant is
a particular record with the emphasized word appearing in the
refrain of one of the songs. The i mportant point here is that
each particular social group not only has its own terminology,
such as the technical terms offside, categorical imperative or
something |ike eianda, but that, from group to group, basic
vocabul ary can change its meaning in a significant way. A word
li ke murder will have different meanings for a member of the
army, an anti-abortionist, primary school <children or | awyers
(and even among English-speaking |awyers the meaning will be

di fferent if they are British, American or from New Zeal and)

(C., p.339).

Thus it can be argued that we have a case of Ilinguistic
relativity passing from one group to the ot her; the
differences mi ght be mor e or | ess big and Y] the
incommensurability in understanding. |If we then consider not

only the I|exicon and the semantics of words, but take into
account the various prosodic phenomena, accent, etc., the gap
wi dens even more. The course-application example by Gumperz
briefly discussed above can be explained more satisfactorily
from this point of view. Wth regard to ideology we can say
that it depends not only on the context of wuse, but also on
the participants of the linguistic interaction. |If the common
background is not wi de enough, mi si nterpretations and

m sunderstanding will be a fairly predictable result.

Briefly summarizing what has been said so far: wusers of
| anguage have ideological beliefs that act on the concept of
| anguage as a general system (its relation to the ‘world out
there’) and also in specific situations of wuse (the context
and the participants to the interactions). These beliefs (both
referential and performative) are at | east partly |l anguage and

culture specific. Not only; some beliefs seem to be |ess
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general than others and group or network specific. Thus we

‘

cannot speak of one | anguage one Wl tanschauung’ as the
romantic tenet goes (See Di Luzio&Ginthner 1997), but of more

or less common ideologies according to social factors such as

geography, education, hobbi es, etc. These beliefs might be
consci ous or unconscious. I wi |l di scuss this matter now.
Parallelly, another question will be discussed: what is the

rel ati on between these nore or less different ideol ogies?

The ‘objectification’” of linguistic ideology

Let us start with what can be considered to be a commonsense

notion in the i nguistic investigation of t his century:
‘“primtive’ | anguages do not exist (with the exception of
pidgins, maybe; still, they involve the knowl edge of mother
| anguages, al t hough di fferent ones, by the speakers

communi cating by them)Z? Structures might vary in a wild array

of ways, but, in a way or anot her, any | anguage has a
complicated and compl ete way of structuration. Saussure
defined Ilinguistic signs as arbitrary; whether we call the
obj ect tree ‘tree’, “arbor’ or ‘‘ar bre’ is just a socia

convention; there is no natural or inherent connection between

symbol and world (Saussure 1968 [1915], p.99ff.). So far | have
been trying to argue in the opposite direction; of course we
can say that the sign is arbitrary; representation is not the
object, as René Magritte tried to <convey in two famous

paintings of his (‘ceci n’est pas une pomme’ and ceci n’est

pas une pipe’'), but we also have to ask the question to what

extent this is the casezs From the point of view of |anguage

27In the last century, the notion of evolution was borrowed from biol ogy
and applied to linguistics; this involves that there are qualitative
di f ferences between | anguages. See Sanpson 1980 for a di scussion

In discussing certain PC terms such as African-American for Black, we

will see that Saussure’'s observation has a foundation. But this is not a
general case, and the process of substitution is not an immediate one on
the level of structure. It is determned by use and the result of a
pr ocess.
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use arbitrariness is not sustainable. It matters which words,
structures, prosodic features are used; what matters is not
the ontologic connection between sign and ‘object’, but the
nmeani ng of the symbol in the social world.

Sever al aut hors have di scussed the i ssue of
‘objectification’, i.e. the process by which these supposedly
arbitrary structures and symbols come to be considered as

being a reflection of or ontologically connected to the ‘world

out there' (ideology of reference discussed above).

Berger &Luckmann 1971 [1966]29 dedicate a chapter to ‘Society
as objective reality’. The following excerpts generically
di scuss social order; since the notion of |anguage used in the
thesis is that of a structure used in daily interaction, or
better: the instrument by which social order is communicated,
di scussed, perpetrated and at |east partly <created, what is

said can be applied to | anguage as wel | :

Soci al order is not biologically given or derived
from any bi ol ogi cal dat a in its empirica
mani festations ... Social order is not part of +the
‘nature of things’', and it cannot be derived from the
‘laws of nature’. Soci al order exists only as a
product of human activity. (B&L, p.70, their
enphasi s)

This reflects what has been said so far; more interesting

now is the way an originally arbitrary sign or soci al
convention becomes objectified. B&L invite the reader to
i mgi ne two persons, A and B, living on an island (just 1like
Dani el Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe and Friday); the <culture to

which A belongs to is different from B's and there is no

mut ual knowl edge of the respective other culture when they

first neet.
As A and B interact, in what ever manner
typifications will be produced quiet qui ckly. A

wat ches B perform He attributes motives to B's

29In the follow ng: B&L
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actions and, seeing these actions recur, typifies
these motives as recurrent. As B goes on performng,
A is soon able to say to himself, ‘aha, there he goes

again.’” At the same time, A may assume that B is
doing the same thing. From the beginning, both A and
B assume this reciprocity of typification. (B&L,
p. 74)

By observing each other, A and B learn how the other behaves
in a certain situation. Once the behavior is registered or
known, A will know how B behaves in a certain situation and
vice-versa, which leads to typification. By repeating the same
action again and again, models of behavior are reciprocally
construed. Typifications are thus habitualized, which |leads to
the formation of institutions (B&L, pp.61 ff.). To understand
this last concept, let us now imagine that A and B, in some

way, have children

The institutional wor | d, whi ch existed in statu
nascendi in the original situation of A and B, is now
passed on to ot hers. In t his process
institutionalization perfects itself. The
habi tualizations and typifications undertaken in the
common |life of A and B, formations that wuntil this
point still had the quality of ad hoc conceptions of
two individuals, now become historical institutions.
W th the acquisition of hi storicity, these
formul ations also acquire another cruci al guality,
or, more accurately, perfect a quality that was
incipient as soon as A and B began the reciproca

typification of their conduct: this quality is
objectivity ... the institutions are now experienced
as possessing a reality of their own, a reality that
confronts the individual as external and coercive
fact ... The ‘there we go again’ now becomes ‘This is

how t hese things are done.’ (B&L, pp.76-77)

Institutions t hus appear to be pregiven, objectively
existing facts, although their existence is not biological but
soci al (remember Silverstein's observations above in the
di scussion on the ideology of performance: these structures,

and the beliefs <connected to them, are <conceived as being
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met onyms of reality, and this gives them an ‘‘absol ute
meani ng’ , independent of particul ar situations or
i ndi viduals). Institutions here have to be understood both in

an ordinary way (e.g. parliament, wuniversities, etc.) and as
model s of behavior that were originated by historicized (i.e
transmitted) typifications and habitualizations. What t hey
have in common is what Max Weber terms |legitimation, which

‘

means they are subjectively meaningful’ (B&L, p.110) to all

menbers of society

Foll owing this discussion, a convention might be arbitrary

at its genesis; but, as soon as it enters the realm of social

interaction and is transmitted or communicated, it becomes a
fact - an existing entity. One could go a step further stating
that even this process of creation is not arbitrary: new

conventions come into use, or old ones are changed, when this
is needed; thus even this process is determ ned and guided by
the al ready existing soci al facts and therefore is not

arbitrary at all.

This concept has been discussed by various authors. It is
central in the definition of what Foucault terms discourse as
opposed to | anguage (in the sense of Saussure’s | angue )SQ

a |l anguage (langue [Foucault’'s emphasis]) is ... a
system for possible statements, a finite body of
rul es t hat aut hori zes an infinite number of
performances. The field of discursive events, on the
other hand, is a grouping that is always finite and
limted at any moment to the |linguistic sequences
t hat have been formul ated; they may be innumerabl e,
they may, in sheer size, exceed the <capacities of

recording, memory or reading: nevertheless they form
a finite grouping. The question posed by |I|anguage
analysis of some discursive fact or other is always

according to what rules has a particular statement
been made, and consequently according to what rules
could ot her similar statements be made? The
description of the events of discourse poses a quiet
di fferent question: how is it that one particular

30 Di scourse is |language (langue) which is rendered nmeaningful by being
situated in social context (G addol &wann, pp. 161 ff.)
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st at ement appeared rather than another? (Foucaul't
1972, p. 27)

In other words: from a grammatical point of view anything

can be said anytime following the (grammatical) rules. But it

doesn’'t necessarily mean anything. |If some Roman had stated 20
BC (in Ciceronian Latin): ‘Hey guys, it’s not the sun evolving
around us, but us evolving around the sun’, he would not have
been understood since his statement, in the social context of

that time, with certain beliefs and institutions (in the sense

descri bed above), woul d not have been possible because it
woul d not have part of that discourse. As Foucault states, in
a somewhat preachery tone, ‘this means that one cannot speak
of anything anytime; it is not easy to say something new; it
is not enough for wus to open up our eyes’ (1972, p.44).

Di scourse, then, just as Berger&lLuckmann’'s objectification and
| egitimi zation, involves a set of beliefs, behaviors, etec.,
which guide social actions and the ‘creation’ of the new
(Kuhn's 1976 [1962] and 1977 (especially chapter 7) concept of
paradigm, in connection to the fields of scientific study, can

al so be considered in this context).

Hi erarchi es of |inguistic ideologies

Of course this is a highly simplified and somewhat detached

pi cture of soci al processes; societies are not simply
constituted by two people on an island, but - as discussed
above - individuals are part of a set of networks, each with

specific institutions, typifications, etc, some of which might
be in common and sonme of which mght differ
That is, institutions are not equally distributed among al

members of society, but vary according to the position of the
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i ndi vidual in what Bourdieu terms social space3¥ which can be

pi ctured as a graphical representation

this space is constructed in such a way that the
agents, groups or institutions that find themselves

situated in it have more properties in common the
closer they are to each other in this space; and
fewer common properties, the further they are away
from each other. Spati al di stances - on paper -
coincide wi th soci al di stances. (Bourdi eu 1990

p. 127)

In reality, t hough, these positions are not absolutely
fixed; members of di fferent soci al groups meet, interact,
generally: have to do with one another, so there is a
circulation in this space. Structure, therefore, is not equa

to interaction. But what determines the position in social
space?

Bourdi eu here introduces the concept of different forms of
resources whi ch he ter ms capital, whi ch has not to be
understood only in terms of economic capital (material wealth,
i.e. money, stocks, property, etc.), but also as cultural

capital (knowl edge, skills, educational qualifications, etc.)

31(3 course it is not possible to pass nonchalantly from Berger & .uckmann
to Bourdieu without considering the differences in their approaches. Wile
B&L (and to a certain extent Habermas, quoted before) build up their
argument s and di scussi on on Husserl's and subsequently Schiit z

phenomenol ogy for which the individuum the subject is the central point of
di scussion, and therefore social action has to be explained from the
i ndividual’'s point of view, Bourdieu takes a nmore ‘objectivist’ standpoint
connectabl e to Saussure and particularly Levi-Strauss (although his work is
aimed at transcending them both establishing a dialectic relationship

bet ween them, postulating the existence of particul ar, pre-given
structures which the individual cannot (or only very hardly) influence. |
won't develop this point here any further. Suffice it to say, in the
sinplified way the argument is exposed here, that the concept of linguistic

interaction in Berger&.uckmann and Habermas rests on a very sinplified
notion of context. Meaning here can be considered to be mainly semantic and
| anguage is a given fact and its devel opment is only of marginal interest.
Bourdieu , instead, using concepts related to those nentioned above -
typification, habitualization - such as habitus, tries to show that
| anguage is not only a social fact, but a particular social fact, where
soci al, economc, cultural status and therefore the menbership - or non -
menmbership in particular social networks are of decisive inportance. These
di fferences have engendered a |ong and prolific discussion in the field of
soci ol ogy. See for exanple Knoblauch 1995 (chapter A 111), John B
Thonpson’'s introduction in Bourdieu 1991 and Bourdieu hinself: *Social
space and synbolic power’ (1990, pp.123-137)
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and symbolic capital (accumul ated prestige or honor). These
capitals are related to one another to a certain extent: high
educational skills can be wused for a lucrative job and can
|l ead to high prestige, e.g. They are the fundamental soci al
powers. The amount of possession of each capital determines

the individual’'s ( agent’s ) position in this social space

agents are distributed in the overall social space,
in the first dimension in accordance with the overal
volume of the capital that they possess in different

kinds and, in the second dimension, in accordance
with the structure of their capital, that is, in
accordance with the relative weight of the different
ki nds of capital, economi c and cultural [and
symbol i c], in the total vol ume of their capital

(Bourdi eu 1990. p.128)

The positions in this space, involving the membership in a

particular social group determine and are determined by what

Bordieu terms habitus, i.e. ‘dispositions which incline agents
to act and react in certain ways. The dispositions generate
practices, perceptions and attitudes whi ch are ‘regul ar’

wi t hout being consciously <co-ordinated or governed by any
rule.’” (Thonmpson 1991, p.12)

This notion has several characteristics: inculcation, which
means that particular dispositions are acquired by a myriad of
processes of learning and training; structuration, which means
that they reflect the social <conditions in which they were
acquired; duration, which means that they endure throughout an
individual’'s |ife; (Bourdieu goes as far as to say that they
become a part of the body) ; finally, generation and

transposition, which means that they can be applied to and can

generate other fields besides the ones in which they were
originally acquired. ‘As a durably installed set of
di spositions, the habitus tends to generate practices and

perceptions, works and appreciations, which concur with the
conditions of existence of which the habitus itself is the
product’ (Thonmpson 1991, pp.12-13). This explains

37



what appears as a uni versal property of human
experience, that is, the fact that the familiar world
tends to be ‘taken for granted’', perceived as natura

As perceptual dispositions tend to be adjusted to
positions, agents, even the most disadvantaged, tend
to perceive the world as natural and to find it much
more acceptable than one might i magine, especially
when one | ooks at the situation from the eyes of the
domi nated through the social eyes of the domi nant.
(Bourdi eu 1990, p.130-131).

Habitus is thus a set of |legitimzed institututions, not
from the point of view of social space as a whole, but of sub-
groups, clusters in it; it gives the agents the tools to live
in the social world and to have a self-identity. He is not
arguing from a purely structuralist point of view, though: the
i ndividual, with what Clark has termed communal and personal
common ground, is essential in the picture he traces of
society. The idea is that the networks to which the single
i ndi vidual belongs express her position in social space; ‘just
as feathered animals are more |ikely to have wings than are
furry animals, so the possessors of a sophisticated mastery of
| anguage are more |likely to be seen in a museum than those who
don’'t have this mastery.’ (Bourdieu 1990, p.133). It might be
difficult for a professor to become a member of a Los Angeles
street-gang, as it might be difficult for a gang member to
become a professor; their habitus, set of dispositions, wil
be different to a very big extent (although having some
commonality, of course, |like being fans of the same football -

team or being supposed to obey the sane traffic regul ations).

Thus there are different di scourses in social space
interacting to a certain extent with one another and organized
in a hierarchical structure. ‘There is an official point of

view, which is the point of view of officials and which is

expressed in official discourse’ (Bourdieu 1990, p.136). As
such, it is the official point of view, transcending the
i ndividuals point of view and becoming legitimate through
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directives, laws, codifications with wuniversal values (schoo

di pl onas, etc.).

What role does |I|anguage play in all this? Bourdieu sees
| anguage as expression of the power structures in society (in
fact the problem of how the habitus is transmitted - since it
is not always neatly expressed but findable mainly in between
lines - is left unresolved by Bourdieu. Knoblauch 1995 pp.39-
40 briefly discusses this issue). | have been trying to show,
t hough, that ideology is a central feature of |anguage, and is
not just an outer influence applied to an i ndependent
structured system W can thus speak of a variety of |anguages
within a language on the base of the different identifiable
l'i ngui stic ideol ogies.

The more the social networks of the users (speakers and
hearers) are the same, the more are the ideologies, and thus
the chance that the mutual understanding is on a high |evel

The existence of different sociolects (as they might be
cal |l ed), t hough, does not involve differences in the
capabilities of the speakers to use it; Labov tried hard to
demonstrate that Black English is not more unstructured or
more crude than Standard American English, but just having
structures on its own, which are applied and followed by its

speakers just the same way as any speaker of any other

| anguage applies the particular rules of her |[|anguage. The
distinction between a dialect and a national | anguage, or even
bet ween | anguages, is not based on structural differences or
on compl eteness, but on soci al el ements. That is, certain
linguistic ideologies will have a more recognized, socially

admi rabl e or acceptable dimension than others. Using Bourdieu

once agai n:

Through a compl ex hi storical process, someti mes
involving extensive conflict...a particular | anguage
or set of linguistic practices has emerged as the

domi nant and | egitimate | anguage, and other | anguages
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or dialects have been elimnated or subordinated to
it. (Thonpson 1991., p.5).

The political, social and linguistic levels of investigation

seemthus to blend into one anot her

Li ngui stic ideol ogy: sonme considerations and sumary

Bef ore going on to consider political <correctness and how

what has been said so far can be wuseful to understand this

di scussion, | et us summarize the main arguments developed
above.

At the beginning | tried to show that the traditional
i nguistic approach, consisting in the di scovery and
explanation of structures on different |evels - phonological
syntactic, semantic, etc. - , although having a considerable
and glorious past to display3% has encountered some serious
probl ems t hat guestion its ability to answer some basic
guesti ons.

The more technical equi pment is available to record and
analyze actual spoken materi al (conversation, al | ki nds of

interactions) it becomes clearer and clearer that speaking not
only involves the application of some structure |earned in
childhood (if on universal basis or not doesn’t matter here)
but also a knowl edge of when to apply which part. The meaning
of what is said does depend only partly on the semantics and
the syntax of the composition; the <context of wuse and the
general and personal background of +the interactants to the
linguistic situation play determnant roles as well.

I have used the term ideology to describe that part of the

knowl edge of a person which enables her to produce and

32 Saussure and his American counterpart Bloonfield have certainly been
deeply influential t hi nkers; det er m nant for t he devel opnent of
| i nguistics, they have played a major role also in other fields of
research. Let us just think of Jacques Derrida in philosophy, Claude Levy-
Strauss in anthropol ogy/sociology, Roland Barthes and Unmberto Eco in
semotics and literary criticism
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understand |inguistic formations (well-formed or not as they

may be). We cannot overesti mate the i mportance and the
extension of this knowl edge; the meaning of anything said
depends on an i mpressive amount of wvariables; it is not just
the semantics or the syntax of an utterance that matters; it is

also who speaks, who is spoken to, their social background,
their personal relation and the context of utterance that play
a fundanmental role

Meani ng, though, is not simply an equation in which to each
variable a value can be attributed. Considering only one of
them, context: how can we ever fully and exhaustively describe
every element composing or being part of it? This is a problem
rai sed by Jacques Derrida answering John Searle in a discussion
of Speech Act Theory (and | ater on summarized by Culler 1982).

Austin, of course, has had the great merit to have convincingly

explained the 1importance of cont ext for the meaning of a
utterancess The problem (for a scientific study of meaning) is
that the contextual factors in which a linguistic action takes

pl ace might be infinite. Austin makes the example of a wedding
ceremony in church, a famliar and well-known context. But ,

even if the setting seems to be right, the priest a real one

(not like the case in England in January 1997 where a couple
was married by an apprendice), a man and a woman, etc., there
mi ght be endless possibilities in which the performative ‘I now
pronounce you man and wi fe’' might not be valid: it could happen
that all the requirements were ‘met but that one of the parties

were under hypnosis, or again that the ceremony were i mpeccabl e
in all respects but had been called a rehearsal’ (Culler 1982
p. 75), etc.

If we consider the interactants, the problem becomes even
worse: consciousness, unconsciousness, amount of alcohol, pre-

exam stress might all determinantly influence a |linguistic

33 Al though he tried to leave out the intention of the speaker. Only
‘serious’ wutterances were considered, and taken to be the norm (Austin
1971, pp.9 ff.). This certainly is a limtation which cannot be accepted
wi t hout deeply influencing the result of the discussion. But this problem
wi Il not be devel oped here any further
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interaction. To repeat the point: infinite variables might play
a role in the simpl est situations. Since a i nguistic
interaction is not a game of chess (which is simple by
comparison), where each single move can be studied for hours,
even years, but where a single exchange takes a fraction of
seconds most of the time, we must explain the capability by the
interactants to analyze the situation wi t h astonishing
rapidity. The origin of this rapidity, as | have tried to show,
depends on the shared social background of the interactants;
two professors of linguistic will nonchal antly be able to
di scuss the paradigmatic and syntagmatic |evels of analysis
while sipping a beer; Jiurgen Klinsmann and Gi ovanni Trappattoni
woul d be able to discuss offside strategies and on how to kick
a penalty whi | e sl eeping. These peopl e share a certain

background which enables them to individuate what can be call ed

the ‘main meaning’ of what is said on the basis of a
determi nat e knowl edge which i's a set of di spositions, a
habi t us.

From the point of view of structuredness or complexity, a

di scussion of soccer schemes might be on the same |evel as one

of Derrida’s differance, although the latter will socially be
considered to lie on a higher intellectual |l evel . Whi ch
interactions and which Ilinguistic beliefs are hierarchically
hi gher than others is not a matter of structure; it is a matter

of social recognition, of political neaning

To say that all 1 anguages are equal considering structura
compl eteness m sses the matter; this doesn’t explain why
‘English’ (or better, certain varieties of it) has eradicated

most native American | anguages, and the cultures connected to

it34 These power struggles are an important element in the
34 Rossi -Landi 1973, p.72 observes rather boldly: ‘It is not without
significance that the ideology on which linguistic relativity rests is

projected and expressed precisely in certain generalizations drawn fromthe
study of the Anerican |Indian |anguages. Both the invitation to better
understanding them to avoid overwhelm ng them netaphisically, and the
defence of their Weltanschauungen from scientific progress nmanifest the
guilt feelings of American whites for having savagely destroyed the | ndians
beyond any possible need, | do not say of expansion, but even persona
def ence.’ (his enphasis).
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study of | anguage from a social perspective; the discussion of
political <correctness is in my opinion a good viewpoint to

observe the battlefield.
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Part 2: Political Correctness

| nt roducti on

The discussion on Political Correctness (PC) has been a very
fruitful one in the last ten years, especially for magazine
and newspaper editors, publishing houses and many authors,
famous and | ess famous, who all have contributed in some way
to make it an inportant issue 35.

It is not possible here to illustrate all the details, also
because the phenomenon PC is really a compound of a series of
i ssues not all of which seem to be interconnected. | will
briefly consider the history of the discussion and the main
i ssues involved, and then focus on the linguistic aspect which
I think has (unfortunately) not been appropriately considered

so far 36.

McDonal d’s is not PC

A Berkel ey professor for Li nguistics, Robi n Lai_koff37

renenbers:

35 Three books can be recomrended for an overview of the discussion; the
first is Hughes 1993, who takes a rather ironic position in discussing both
the pro and contra issues; the other two are Aufderheide 1992 and Bernman
1992, anthologies of articles and other material by PC supporters and
attackers.

Lanmpert 1995 (p.247): ‘ Sprachwi ssenschaftler haben sich zur PC
Probl emati k bislang praktisch nicht ge&duBert.’” He nmentions two articles;
one is: Caneron, Deborah 1994. ‘Wrds, words, words: the power of |anguage.
In Dunant, Sarah. The war of words: the Political Correctnes debate.
London: Virago Press. The other is Winreich 1994.

A research on the MA-CD-ROM updated to August 1996 was not fruitful
either. As we shall see, though, there are two discussions regarding
| anguage that have to be considered: on the one hand the |exico-semantic
and syntactic one to which nmuch attention has been paid; on the other the
i ssue of ‘speech codes’, which has been negl ect ed.

Wiominsiders can certainly identify with Robin LakofF.
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Es ist Uberflissig zu sagen, dall alles mit gutem
Humor und gutem W Illen getan wurde. Wahrscheinlich
war auch ein gewi sses Mall an Gehéassigkeit enthalten.
Aber letztlich verstanden das die Leute, schlieBlich
arbeiteten wir alle auf ein Ziel hin, so daR wir uns
ein paar SpéaRe um die Ohren hauen konnten. (quoted in
Bonder 1995, p.9)

Two i mportant elements can be extracted: first of all,
before things became serious with the ignition of the (to a
| arge extent pseudo-) debate by saviors of the country and of
the freedom of the i ndi vidual , word-creations such as
vertically or horizontally <challenged, referring to persons
with a height or a weight in the first case above and in the
second case below the norm had a kind of comic implication
(not regarding these persons, but the | exi co-semantic
conposi tion).

Secondly, the debate evolves around the same goal by each
(serious) participant to the debat e: namel y abolishing
inequality in society and thus reaching what became the motto
of the French Revolution: Liberté, Egalité, Fraternité. Other

quotes seemto confirmthis interpretation: E. g.

,Politically ~correct“ was originally an approving
phrase on the leninist l|eft to denote someone who
steadfastly toed the party line. Then it evolved into
»,P.C.“, an ironic phrase among wised-up leftists to
denote someone whose |ine-toeing fervor was to much

to bear (Bernman 1992, p.5

This meaning was taken over to the United States in the
1960s during the battles for the rights for women and the

abolishment of separate but equal’ legislation. Other authors
(Perry 1992, p.72, e.g.) find its origin in the ‘Red Book’' by
Mao Zedong; the main idea here is that the only method of
settling questions on controversial issues is by having people

di scuss about them

38 Quoted in Schenz 1994, p.27.
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Any way, how was it possible to pass from an ironic
meaningsq or an invitation to discuss, to an entry in the
Encycl opedia Britannica 1992 Book of the Year, describing PC

as:

[A] pejorative term to describe a | oose connection of
femi nists, Mar xi st s, mul ticulturalists and
deconstructionists together with their assorted |eft-
wi ng position on race, sexual orientation, class the
environment and related issues (quoted in Schenz
1994, p.23)?

When the debate expanded from college campuses to become
part of the more general political struggle (starting with the
Bl ack Muslims and the feminist movement in the 60’s/beginning
of the 70's and then on to the gay&l esbian movement, Latino
movement etc.) and the devel opment and introduction of
policies to support minorities, a second, conservative front
rapidly developed, taking over the term without its original

connotation, but identifying with it all evil great and snall.

Let us now explain these two positions, concentrating on

three main areas: affirmative action, change of curricula and

correct speech. The | ast one wi || be deal t wi th mor e
exhaustively and connected to what has said on |inguistic
i deol ogy.

The guideline of the whole discussion, and it is important

to bear this in mind in order not to get lost in its at times

harsh tones, is the common goal to build up a free and
democratic society, where each individual, regardless of race

creed, gender, sexual orientation has the possibility to be
fulfilled (basically what is stated in the Declaration of
I ndependence). ‘No controversy, of course, about benign goals
such as pluralism or diversity, but there is plenty of

39 Maurice |Isserman (quoted in Perry 191, p.75) remenbers ‘It was al ways
used in a tone nmocking the pieties of our own peninsular counterculture, as
in ,W could stop at MDonal ds down the road if you're hungry, ... but it
woul dn’t be politically correct"’
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controversy about how these goals are being pursued’ (D Souza

1991b, p. 14).

The argunents pro-PC

The mai n argunments can be summari zed as fol |l ows:

Let’'s face it. After 200 years of America the main ideals
which are to be found in the Constitution have not nearly been
realized. Only 16.5% of tenured professors are women and they
averagely gain $3000 a year |less than their male counterparts
in the same position (Schenz 1992, p.45)4q There are more
young African-Americans in prison than in college, and murder
is the main cause of death among male African-Americans under

‘

the age of 25. This shows that equal possibilities’ and

‘equal opportunities’ are just holl ow ideals. We have to
change the systemif we want to change society.

Let us take a |l ook at this system due to different familiar
and soci al backgrounds, the Whi t es and the Asi ans are
advantaged compared to Latinos and African-Americans, mal es
compared to females and heterosexuals compared to homosexual s.
The fault does not lie in the individual (lazy, stupid etc.)
but in the environment in which she grew up. If we want a
change for the better we have to give minorities (basically
any person not being a white, mal e, het erosexual or a
conbi nation of the three) the same chances.

First of all, since instruction has a fundamental value in
regard to social development, everybody has to have a chance
to obtain a wuniversity degree. At American universities, in
fact, a test (like the Scholastic Aptitude Test, SAT) must be
passed with a certain score in order to be eligible for
college studies. Taking the University of Berkeley, CA as an

example: the highest average scores are achieved by Wites and

40These figures refer to the beginning of the 80’s.
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Asi ans, distantly followed by Latinos, Chicanos and African-
Aneri cans 41.

The only way to have a proportional representation at
universities that reflects the one in society is to introduce
guotas, that is, accepting different tests averages depending
on the ethnic group one belongs to. This way, the number of
Hi spanic and African-American students in 1987 was twice as
high as in 1984, while the number of Whites dim nished by over
20% 42

The idea behind this unjust treatment (‘reverse racism it
is | abeled by the anti-PC movement) is to give minorities a
self-identity and the belief that they can reach the same
positions and results as the socially more favored groups.
Basically: an injustice that will (hopefully)lead to social

equal ity 43.

Once minorities have the chance to attend college, another
problem arises, t hough: the materi al on which <classes are
based, i.e. reading lists, explanations by professors (not to
mention the professors themselves, mostly white and male) are
Eurocentered, which means that European culture in general and
phil osophy, literature and theories in particular are those of

white dead males. 44

Shakespear e, Dante, Aristotle are often
cited in this regard.

This way, students are given the impression that cultural
achievements in any field of study are mostly European. This,
of course, is not permi ssi bl e, considering that America’s

popul ation is a mosaic of peoples, and focusing on European

mal e culture only is arrogant, racist and sexist. It would be
good for Whi t es and for mi norities i f the curriculum
41

The exact figures can be found in Schenz 1994, p.32-33, who takes them
From Sarich, Vincent: The institutionalization of racism at the university
25 California at Berkeley, AQ (Wnter 1990-91), pp.73-77.
43 See preceding note.

For a femnist critique of quotas, seen as the way to achieve fornmal
ﬁguality wi t hout reaching social equality, see Del phy 1997.

A term which still conserves, despite the devel opnent of the discussion,
a sonehow sarcastic tone, | think.
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comprehended, beside these classic authors and philosophies,
al so other points of view

Therefore, course offers, reading lists and curricula should
be changed in such a direction, and the teaching and
researching st aff shoul d be compl emented with women and

mnority menbers

The Anti-PC argunentation

The mai n argunments can be summari zed as fol |l ows:

First of all, it is despicable that there is inequality
bet ween the races and the sexes. These differences have to be
over corme.

But universities are not the right pl aces for t his.
Universities do not have the function of schooling or
parenting their students; they are the engine of society and

the people working and studying at these institutions should

be admitted only on the basis of their <capabilities (i.e.
ful fillment of academic standards), regardless of creed, race
gender.
The admi ssi on of seriously unprepar ed students
creates unrealistic expectations and frequently | eads
to frustration and resentment. Mor eover, policies
t hat target specific mi nority groups unfairly
stigmatize all students in such groups, reinforcing
negative stereotypes. (National Associ ation of

Schol ars 45 1991, p.8)

It is the individual that matters, not her being part of a

particul ar soci al group. The introduction of quot as at
uni versities not only does not solve the problem; it makes it
even worse. The motto that has made America, ‘E Pluribus Unum

45 The National Association of Scholars (NAS) was founded on a nationw de
scale in 1987. It has its own journal, Academic Questions, and certainly is
the most powerful and influencial anti-PC association. See Wisberg 1991
for a brief history and a critical discussion
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is being converted into ‘E Pluribus Plure’'; society is being
split up in many subgroups, each of which seems to compete for
being the most oppressed by ‘the system and the other groups
(if you're a Latino |leshian you're basically the |owest a

person can be in social hierarchy).

The final result will be a ‘Bal kanization of America’4§
because the ideals on which America is based, ‘life, liberty
and the pursuit of happiness’, will be substituted by a myriad
of divergent ideals and clashing interpretations. ‘A war of
everybody agai nst everybody’, as Thomas Hobbes descri bed
statel ess social life

Of course, there are authors and philosophies beside the
classic Western ones that are important and which should be
taught and | earned; but we always have to remember that our
society is based on Western values4? They represent the glue
that holds together our multiethnic society, and therefore
these ideas and values have to be taught and | earned. I|f we
substitute them with non-European works, these values will be
| ost, and then God hel p us.

The niveau of teaching, researching and studying will be
| ower (since not the most capable individuals are present, but

the most capable representants of many subgroups), and the

themes to be devel oped, taught and discussed strictly censored

46The mai n point in Schlesinger 1992. He firmly condenms ‘the fragmentation
of our culture into a quarrelsone splatter of enclaves, ghettos and
hsibes’, p. 16
‘“If Anmerican students were truly exposed to the richest elements of
other cultures, this could be a broadening and useful experience. A study
of Chinese philosophers such as Confucius or Mencius would enrich the
student’s understanding of how different peoples order their lives, thus
giving a greater sense of purpose to their own. Mst likely, a taste of
I ndi an poetry such as Rabindranath Tagore's Gitanjali would increase the
interest of materially m nded young people in the domain of the spirit. An
introduction to Mddle Eastern history would prepare the |eaders of
tomorrow to deal with the nounting challenge of Islamc culture. It would
profit students to study the rise of capitalismin the Far East. But the
clainms of the academic multiculturalists are largely phony. They pay little
attention to the Asian or Latin American classics... At Stanford, for
exanpl e, Homer, Plato, Dante, Machiavelli and Locke are increasingly scarce
Instead the students are offered topics such as popular religion and
healing in Peru, Rastafarian poetry, and Andean nusic.’ (D Souza 1991b,
p. 14-15, hi s enphasis)
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because they have not to be valued based on objective
i mportance, but on percentual representation. In an extreme

formul ati on

The doctrine that only blacks can teach English and
write black history |eads inexorably to the doctrine
t hat bl acks can teach and write only black history as

well as to inescapable corollaries: Chinese must be
restricted to Chi nese history, women to women’s
hi story and Y] on (Schl esinger 1992, p.1054s

Aut hor’ s enphasi s)

So the harsh critique to PC is: not only does it not solve
the problems that already exist; what its supporters do is to
create even new ones, mi ning the best solution avail able
everybody, as an individual, through, and despite of, cultural
di fferences, has to do her best to be a harmonizing part of
society. The western democratic values: equality, freedom of
speech and of thought and equal opportunity for all are the

best basis to achieve this.

Sone consi derations on the debate

What amazes is the polarization and the harshness of the
debat e: one is either pro-PC, and therefore a |left-winged
communi st and feminist radical whose only wish is to destroy a
soci al order that, even with some problems, manages quiet wel
to regulate the lives of 260 million people in a more or |ess
satisfactory way (so the opponents), or a right-winged (white,
mal e) racist, member of the Ku Klux Klan and Pat Buchanan

supporter (so the PC side)

There might be several causes for this polarization which do
not have very much to do with the issue itself; the incredible
number of publications (Schenz, researching in the Library of

Congress, the (dpa)-archive in Washington and several other

48Also quoted in Schenz 1994, p.64
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l'i braries found more than 800 titles - books and articles - wup
to 1993) for a relatively short period of time, considering
t hat the discussion basically started in the mid-80s, i's
telling. Emotivity certainly plays a role; but a legitimate
doubt comes up when finding out that many of the publications
are simply summaries of what has been already said, without
new viewpoints to offer; these publications again might be
taken up by a new one, which is then taken up again, and so
on. Fame and money can surely be achieved by getting notorious
this way (a good example for Bourdieu's symbolic and economic

capital).

The story of a (white) schoolboy of the age of eight being
suspended from school because he kissed one of his female
companions (at her own request) made the news in November
1996, and similar anecdotes come again and again from the
United States. The issue, as comic or funny as it might seem
sonetimes, is a serious one, though

A sure positive aspect is that some of the points, such as
equal opportunity and equal rights in everyday I|ife (and not
only in some | awbook) have become i mportant also abroad. Even
i f the American discussion might not have engendered the
European one, its tones have certainly awakened the attention

of the Europeans.

Finally, the situation post-PC, if we consider real data, is
not as apocalyptic as it has been described. Interestingly,
there is no ‘pamphlet’ of the PC-movement; what started with
an ironic wundertone (as | pointed out at the beginning)
certainly had sone practical effects

The strong and radical countermovement is based more on
anecdotal stories than on real facts. The ‘bible’ of the PC

opponents, Dinesh D' Souza's I|Illiberal Education49 - discussing

49 A reason for his success anong anti-PC supporters is certainly his

personal background. ‘One charge that cannot be used agai nst the author of

Illiberal Education is that he is a white Anglo-Saxon Protestant. He is in
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the situation at six American wuniversities among the most

famous and established - was a highly successful book. PC
supporters, | ater interviewing the ‘victims’ of t his
‘oppressive, McCarthyan regime’50 showed that the way he had
represented their stories was absol utely exaggerated 5;

Regardl ess of these columnistic, political and economic

reasons that determi ne the discussion, the hard core of the
i ssue deserves to be discussed in more detail. The question
now to be answered (considering what was said before on
linguistic ideology) is: what is the function of |anguage in
this issue? What is the difference between Black and African-

Anerican ?

The ‘purification of |anguage

The role of | anguage is central in the PC discussion. One of
the important issues in the feminist movement in the 70s and
80s was to show that the inequality between (or among) genders

could be directly observed in | anguage

Every | anguage reflects the prejudices of the society
in which it evolved. Since English, through most of

its history, evol ved in a whi t e, Angl o- Saxon,
patriarchal society, no one should be surprised that
its vocabul ary and grammar frequently reflect

fact an immgrant from lIndia with a secondary schooling in Bonbay who did
E8t arrive on our shores until 1978 (Wodward 1991, p. 28).

The parallel between the MCarthy era and universities under the
"control’ of left winged ‘tenured radicals’ is often made. E.g. D Souza
1991b (p.13): ‘Donald Kagan, dean of Yale College, says: ,| was a student
during the days of Joseph MCarthy, and there is |less freedom now than
there was then.“ As in the McCarthy period, a particular group of activists
has cowed the authorities and bent themto its will.’

Statistically seen, there is no evidence for this opinion. According to
Usa Today, the percentage of teachers considering thenselves as being
‘moderately or strongly conservative' rose by 6% in the period 1969-1984
(from27.5 up to 33.8%, while the ‘liberals’, in the same period, dropped
from 40.6 down to 33.8% (Kelly, Dennis. College teachers aren’t as |iberal
%E: USA Today March 8, 1993. Quoted in Schenz 1994, pp.49-50)

Hi s detractors are reported to refer to himas ‘Distort D Newza'.
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attitudes that exclude or demean women (Mill er &Swift
1981 °3.
To understand better what is meant, |l et us | ook at some

cases where inequality might be expressed. Since we are not

di scussing the position of women only, but also the position

of minorities (non-White and non-Angl o-Saxon) we will broaden
the notion of inequality also to these, although ‘gender’ is a
distinction that, from a structural point of view, is more

evident|ly expressed than the others.

The <critique regards three related aspects which | will

consi der separately.

The first is the syntactic-semantic structure of ‘generic
anaphoric he (/his)’. An example could be a teacher asking her
(mi xed) class ‘did everybody get his lunch’, where his refers

both to male and femal e pupils.

The second is |lexico-semantic. |In certain pairs of words,
the male form includes the female one. ‘Dog’', e.g. includes
“bitch’ unl ess specified differently; ‘“manki nd’ refers to
human beings in general and not only to male ones. Also,

| exi cal gaps can be found, especially in vocabulary related to
sexual intercourse: there is no femal e counterpart for
‘virility, e.g.

The third can be considered to a generalization of the

di scussion on which the first two are based, including forms
such as ‘African-American’ for ‘Black’; ‘Navajo’, ‘Cherokee’
‘Mohican’, etc. for “Indian’ or ‘Native Ameri can’
‘exceptional’, ‘“inconveni enced’, ‘“mentally chall enged’ for
‘mentally retarded’; “aurally inconveni enced’ for ‘deaf’

‘person with alternative body inmage’ for ‘fat person’ etc

52 quoted in G addol &wann 1989, p. 95.
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CGeneric he: cultural ideology and | anguage structure

The discussion of this point will be based on Silverstein
198553 Three interrelated |levels have to be distinguished: the
structural, the pragmati c and the ideol ogical, whi ch
constitute ‘the total Ilinguistic fact’ (S.2, p.220-221), as |
argued in the first part of the thesis.

First, the level of |anguage as a system of reference-and-

predi cati on. Here gender

is just a formal categorization of nouns or noun
phrases |ike any other such formal categorization
associated with certain semanti c characteristics.
What is called the gender system of English is a

categorization of every basic singular noun stem in
the | anguage by what replacive anaphoric pronoun it
sel ects in the syntactic system of reference
mai nt enance (S.2, p.225).

) ‘ ‘ 1

So, ‘man goes with *‘he’, woman’' with she', ‘tree’ with

‘it’. Gender categorization, noreover, seens to be universal

in many (perhaps all) | anguages, certain nouns,
regardless of any grammati cal category membership,
refer to gender ed entities; certain verbs al so
predicate states and activities of gendered entities,
with a kind of i mplicit, semantic categorization
represented. (S.2, p.224)

Three |l evels are relevant to distinguish one system from

anot her:
The FORMAL, t hat attributes grammatical | abels to noun
categorizations in referential l'inguistic structure

Categories are, e.g. ANIMATE, PERSONAL, MASCULI NE, FEMI NI NE
They have the property to include the following term and being
included in the preceding (S.2, p.225). Thus, PERSONAL i s
included in ANl MATE, and at the same time includes MASCULI NE

Each FORMAL category has a notional (semantic) core, a

definable class-specific property in a system of conceptual or

53In the following: S 2
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noti onal categories associated with the FORMAL categoria
distinctions’ (S. 2, p.226) . So we have MASCULINE (notionally
‘male’), FEM NINE (notionally ‘female’), among others. ‘These
noti onal categories permit us to recognize which formal
category we are dealing with in any specific I|anguage, as
compared with other possible ones.’” (S.2, p.226) In English
tables are conceptualized as objects of utility. As such
‘table’ is FORMALLY a THING, with the notional core centered
on this <class; in French, though, ‘(la) table is formally
FEM NI NE

The third level is represented by differential reference
categories. While notional <cores tend to be inclusive (the
noti onal core of ANIMATE, which is ‘large being’, includes the
notional core of PERSONAL, which is *‘human’), ‘differenti al
reference categories tell us what in particular the given
formal category, but not any of the others, typically is used
to refer to (S.2, p.227). So the differential reference of

FEM NINE i s wonan, the one of MASCULI NE nman.

In English, the notional cores
among one anot her in regard
asymmetrical (S.2, p.227). This is

St andard English sentence such as

of

to

shown, e.g.

the gender

system differ

mar kedness,

whi ch

is

by a possible

A customer must have dropped his/her scarf. The norm
has been to wuse his as the pronoun maintaining
reference to the passenger about which referent we
are not given any information in the subject of the
sentence beyond human that is, that it is a
seemi ngly PERSONAL coding [whi ch contains bot h
MASCULI NE and FEM NI NE ]. (S.2, p.228. H s enphasis)
Thus, he in a context |ike the one above, is the
form applicable to any potenti al human referent, while
second form her is marked and more informative: it conveys

information that the noun it
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At the 1level of discourse implementation, the categories
MASCULI NE and FEM NINE can occur in two ways: one is the
indefinite explained above, where the first category includes
the second (thus it is PERSONAL and not MASCULINE). The other

‘

is the definite one, where the referential range of the
unmar ked category MASCULINE is really being contrasted with
that of the nmarked category FEM NINE.' (S. 2, p.229)

Thus there is an ambiguity of discourse i mplementation which
derives from the contrast between the notional <core and the
formal <categorization.: notionally, as seen above, MASCULI NE

includes FEMI NI NE, while, differentially, he denotes referents

of the male sort and she fenal e ones.
Simlarly, there is a contrast between he/she and it. In
some cases, wor ds i ke infant, baby, cat, dog, whi ch

traditionally are formally NEUTER, become personalized (dog
takes he and cats take she, e.g.). Silverstein defines the
feelings people have when using the traditional, neutral forms

as ‘queasiness’, which

comes from translating the FORMAL categories directly
into terms of typical differential reference, rather
than from having conscious knowl edge of the implicit
and anal yzabl e structure of gradually inclusive
noti onal principles and FORMAL categories (S.2
p. 229, his enphasis).

So, ‘at the level of ideological reflection about gender,
MASCULI NE vs. FEMI NI NE is wunderstood as equal and opposite
differential ., mal e” VS. .female”, mar kedness asymmetry

notw thstanding.’ (S.2, p.230)

Cultural ideology and the referential system

Let us summarize what was just said on ‘generic he’ on the

basis of the discussion of ideology in part one
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Standard English does not mark gender in the noun itself

i.e., there is no |local formal indication |ike a prefix or a

suffix that always must accompany the stem in a full word to
i ndi cate gender class of the noun' (S. 2, p.225) 54

The gender of a noun becomes evident when it is referred to
anaphorically. W have seen that the male anaphoric pronoun he

can take up the function of denoting human. On the other hand

he can refer to mal e as opposed to she which refers to femal e
Two different phenomena are at work here: in the first the

focus is on the notional core of the formal category of

gender; in this case MASCULINE tends to include FEM NI NE and

t he gender opposition becones ANl MATE vs. THI NG (non-ani nate).

In the second the focus is on differential reference: thus
MASCULI NE is contrasted by FEM NI NE

The distinction between these two aspects is unconscious, a
part of the |linguistic knowl edge of native (or, at | east,
fluent) speakers of English

Wth the analysis, and the criticism of the role between
men and women in society, the notion of ‘male as the norm
devel oped: women are paid |ess, have fewer job chances, etc.
This (cultural ideological) notion was in opposition to the
culturally ideol ogi cal notion t hat these di fferences are

natural and given (and divine, some woul d add).

One focus of the struggle that devel oped was on | anguage. In
daily use, it was discovered, the pronoun he which, from the
point of view of differential reference as discussed above

contrasts with she, was also used as a generic construction,
t hus di sfavoring the FEM NI NE form

These wunequal distribution of wuses thus became conscious;
the generic use of he, which structurally is different from
the differential one, was interpreted as the reflection of the
prejudices against women. This form became stigmatized and

i deol ogically | aden. ‘To ,he“ or not to ,he“’ as Silverstein

5§Mthough a few derivational suffixed, such as - ess do carry femnine
gender (S.2, p.225).
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(S.2, p.220) points out. To use or not use of this form became
the signal whet her a person is on the side of feminist

‘

struggle or not, an index of a certain absence or presence of

i deol ogical solidarity with the reformers’ (S.2, p.253).

This can be reconnected to what was said on the ideology of

ref erence and of performance

The structure of a |language, as | have tried to claim, is
seen as connected to how the world ,out there* is (the
ontol ogical belief; recall also the quote from Miller&Swifts
on page 50).

The wunequal distribution of power and resources between men
and women is thus reflected in the structures of | anguage.
Generic he is the typical case: the anaphoric pronoun empl oyed
to refer to male gender is also used to refer to human beings
in general, unless it is explicitly stated that the noun which
is being referred to is female. The asymmetry in society is
projected onto the referential system of the | anguage via the
use in daily interactions.

To make this process clearer we have to consider more

closely the pragmatic aspect involved, as pointed out on p.51

‘Mal e’ vs. ‘femml e’ | anguage use

Language, as pointed out before, is not only an abstract
structure, but a social phenomenon. Generic he was discussed

on a structural |evel; the tie of reference55

connecting it to
the noun (whether PERSONAL or MASCULI NE) has been discussed on
a semantico-syntactic |evel.

There are forms of gender distinction, though, that can only
be observed on the level of interaction. We will start
considering the indexical aspect of |anguage which was termed

function 2 on p.12

55In Hal | i day&Hasan’ s sense. See Runsey 1990 p. 349 for a brief discussion
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Some | anguages i ndexically mar k the gender of the
interactants in the speech situation5§ These overt gender
i ndexicals can be contrasted with covert statistical 1indexes
(S.2, p.235). A well known example is Labov’'s (1972) study on
New York /r/ (whose results were confirmed by similar studies
See, e.g. Trudgill’s (1974) on Norwich /-ing/).

He analyzed the 1linguistic behavior of social <classes in
regard to Standard norms. He came to the result that the
hi gher the class appartenance of the individual speaker, the
more Standard forms are produced. The exception is represented
by the social group just underneath the highest social |I|evel
(in his study the Lower Middle Class); the general tendency
di scovered is that the higher the |evel of formality, the
hi gher is the percentage of standard forms. Interestingly, the
Lower Middle Class produced, on a highly formal |evel (such as
reading word pairs) a higher percentage of standard forms than
the socially higher ranked Upper Mi ddl e Cl ass. This was
explained by the notion of social insecurity, related to the
desire of the speakers to be accepted by the socially higher-
ranked

Considering the gender distinction inside each social class,
it was discovered that women behave in a simlar way as the
one just described in regard to men, i.e. they tend to use
more standard forms. Even more interesting, the speakers of
the higher classes, when interviewed, declared that they used
the standard form more often (and the non-standard form | ess
of ten) t han they actually did. Connect ed to t his wer e
phenomena such as hypercorrectism and a generally hi gher

sensitivity to what was standard and what was not 5?

o6 A few exanples: in Koasati, an Anerican Indian |anguage spoken in what
today is Alabama, the gender of the speaker is marked as nale or female in
verb paradigns; Yana (an Anerican |Indian |anguage from California) has a
form of words only used from males speaking to males,and a different one
ggr al | other gender conbinations (both exanples are fromS. 2, p.233-234).
See also S.2 pp.239 ff. for a discussion
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These results showed t hat in English58 wo me n are

l'inguistically more insecure than male representants of the

same social group. This is an example of a covert ‘woman’s
| anguage’ .
It is a statistically ... indexed orientation to the

Standard | anguage, the explicitly <codified norm of
society, with an indexically significant frequency of
productive differentiation from men that al most makes
us expect women to talk more correctly than men

women are to men as relatively lower is to relatively

hi gher status group (al ong the di mensi on of
soci oeconomic class). Hence, we might say, it might
be puzzling that those who speak ,best“ - and are
more oriented to do so, - do not also enjoy the power
of those wusually at the top in the <conventiona
appreciation of the benefits of ., Standardi zed”

deneanor and behavi or. (S. 2, p.240)

As | have tried to show here, a gender distinction can also
be found at the | evel of pragmati c inquirysg These
di fferences, in English, are not overt indexical wuses, but
covertly statistical, related to the higher frequency of

St andard | anguage use which signals social insecurity.

It is on this l|evel t hat awareness of inequality is
perceived. ‘Feminist theory of |[|anguage ... seems correctly
and accurately to perceive the pragmati c met aphori cal

relationship between gender identity and status’ (S.2, p.240).
This awareness of indexical asymmetry is ‘projected onto the
system of reference-and-predication. Thus we can complete what
was said at the end of the discussion of generic he: the
asymmetry in society is projected onto the referential system
of the | anguage via the indexical wuse of |language in daily

i nteractions.

o8 and other |anguages spoken in social situations conparable to the

rican or British.
See Graddol &Swann, especially chapters 1-4 for ~case studies and
di scussi ons of single phenonena.
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Coal -orientation (function l) and Standard | anguage

Let us briefly ~consider anot her issue raised in the
di scussion on ‘“ideol ogy and performance’ regarding
purposivity, or goal-orientation (function 1) of | anguage

On the pragmatic | evel of analysis regarding contextualized

| anguage use (discourse) we distinguished it from indexicality

(or functiony). These t wo are interconnected, or mor e
specifically: the ability to reach a goal Ilinguistically is
related to the indexical function of | anguage. Here the

di scussion can be widened to other soci al categories’ such as

ethnicity.

Let wus first <consider gender. Baron 199760 di scusses the
difference in behavior of male and female professors in a
highly specific speech situation: opening, criticizing or

| eading the discussion on a presentation of an oral paper at a

conferenceB; The results of the analysis of empirical work

confirm the relation between differences in the indexicality

‘

of | anguage (‘men’s’ vs. women's' speech). The issue at stake

is indirectness

Wher eas many me n wi t h a distinctive virtuosity
instrumentalize this custom for a specific kind of

., face-work* by first commenting on the previous
speaker’s remarks in a rather encomiastic way and
then , gradually, trying to dismantle its foundation,

t hus showi ng both their | ack of appreciation for the
hypot heses being attacked and their familiarity with
academic rituals, most women do not use indirectness

to disguise something they would have | ater made
explicit
The female scientists ... despite being well known

as experts, tend to use certain strategies of self-
deprecation which are not found in the majority of

utterances by males ... The parameters of gender,
age, status, prestige, race, etc. interact in complex
ways, of course, but there is evidence for the

assumption that women with a | ower hierarchical rank

60 This issue was discussed in a workshop the University of Konstanz with
he title ‘Gender in interaction’ on Nov. 1-3 1996
For a nore general discussion of ‘“wonen’s talk’ in formal situations see
Hol nes 1992
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are even ,more handicapped® in verbal ,territorial
fights* than men of the same professional status, and
that women of high status do not receive the same
ver bal space as their mal e col |l eagues

[Furthermore,] they themselves do a |ot to devaluate
their expertise’ (Baron 1996

Therefore, by |language uses that differ from the (male)
St andard one, the possibility to successfully reach the goal
seens to be chal | enged
A similar poi nt was made by discussing Gumperz’ 1992
interview situation (see p.13-15, 18-19).
Finally, an example which is directly connected PC; recently
a rather harsh discussion developed on teaching ‘Ebonics’, or
Bl ack English, at some schools in California630n the basis of
the scores of African-American pupils which were |ower than
those of pupils of ot her ethnicities. Even famous PC

supporters like Jesse Jackson and Henry Louis Gates vehemently

opposed this decision with the explanation that this would not

be of advantage to the pupils64 This, certainly, is not a
criticism of ‘Ebonics’ on a referential -and-predicationa
l evel; it refers to the social dimension of |anguage use, from

a Standard point of view seen as socially inferior (certainly

to a much more conscious degree than ‘women’s speech’), and
t hus not able to =elevate its speakers to higher soci a
positions in general, or to be effective in single linguistic
interactions (when speakers of St andard |l anguage are

i nvol ved) 65

in particular.
We have discussed the semantico-syntactic, the indexical
and, briefly, the purposive power of Standard English. Let wus

now turn to the | exico-semantic one

62This quote is taken from a handout distributed at the conference above.
ggr a nore extensive discussion, see Baron 1997

See Heuer 1997
64 Henry Louis Gates: this decision is ‘dumm und |acherlich: Als Afro-
Amer i kaner versuche ich verzweifelt nach Wegen, um das Anal phabetentum in
ggn Giff zu kriegen, aber das ist keine Lésung.’ (in: Heuer 1997)

Besi des, the scores of ‘Ebonics’ pupils turned out to be even | ower than
bef ore
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Ms. vs. Mss or Ms.

Rel ated to the discussion on generic he is the one on the

semantico-lexical system, where an asymmetry favoring the male
forms as the generic (formally PERSONAL) can be found in
vari ous cases GQ
- In certain pairs of opposites where the male and the female
form are different |exemes, the MASCULINE form is wunmarked
while the FEM NINE is marked; dog thus denotes the anima
regardl ess of sex, wunless specified that it is male, while
bitch denotes feral e dogs only.
- In pairs of words in which the FEMI NINE form is derived from
the MASCULINE, the first is unmarked; examples are actor vs.
actress, manager vs. manageress. duke vs. duchess, governor
vs. governess , etc.

In both these sets, the female form is not only marked

someti mes meani ngs are added to ‘femal e’ : bitch has an
67

additional meani ng of ‘a malicious or spiteful woman’
duchess refers to the wife of a duke; mistress can not only

refer to a female master (the head of the househol d) but also

to ‘a woman (other than his wife) to whom a married has a
(usu. prolonged) relationship’ (COED); actress seems also to
have an additional meaning of prostitute 63

- man used to refer to human beings in general; e.g. manpower
man- made, prehistoric man; wused as a verb, man a post; to

denote certain jobs which are not only a male domain:
states man , fire man, chair man , etc
- Lexical gaps. Verbs denoting sexual intercourse, e.g., are

either neutral (such as to have sex, to have an orgasm) or

66The foll owi ng exanpl es are taken from G addol &wann 1989

67According to The Concise Oxford English Dictionary (COED)
68 See Graddol &Swann, p. 102, for a newspaper excerpt that discusses this
i ssue.
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require a male subject (to penetrate, e.g.). Similarly, there
is no femnine termfor virility

- The problem of title. Wile men are always titled M., a
distinction that is made with women is Ms.(married) vs. M ss

(unmarri ed).

Ot her asymmetries such as boy vs. man as compared to girl
vs. woman could also be considered69; the examples above are
sufficient to show, though, that a phenomenon of ideological
reinterpretation such as for generic anaphoric he is taking
pl ace.

Asymmetries in the distribution of gender forms are being
reinterpreted in terms of differential reference only, while
the notional core is bei ng di sregarded. Thi s applies
especially to the man example; forms |ike mistress or actress,
which at the origin only seem to have had the meaning of
‘female master’ in the fourteenth century and ‘female actor’
in the eighteenth70; the negative meanings which have been
added | ater (notice: not to the male form) can be seen as the

effect of a mal e-dom nated society with ‘male as the norm.

Honel ess VS. i nvol untary undonicil ed

To recall the quote from Miller&Swi ft on p.51 once again,
(Standard) Engli sh is not only considered to be sexi st
(‘patriarchal’), but also racist (‘white’) and Eurocentered
(* Angl o- Saxon’) . | f we substitute the cultural-ideological
position ‘mal e as a norm wi t h ‘“white as norm and
‘Eurocentered as a norm, we understand the mechanism of
Political Correctness. |In fact there seem to be many norms

that discrim nate some social group compared to others. Thus,

if we take ‘young and productive as a norm, retired persons

69 see Graddol & Swann 1989, pp.114-120, Lakoff 1974 and M| ler&Sw ft 1980,
98 74-84 for discussions on this issue.
G addol &Swann, p 113 and 102.
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are disatvantaged; iif we take ‘slim as the norm , overweight
persons are discriminated; if we take ‘working as the norm
then persons without a job (and, in more extreme cases,

wi thout a honme) are discrimnated, etc

Al 1 these biases are considered to be implicit in the
standard, white, mal e WASP culture. In the case of ethnic
mi norities, the bias finds expression on the |level of | anguage
use (see pp.59-60); the criticism on the use of certain terms,
t hough, is on the senantico-I|exical |evel

In English differences of ethnicity or sexual orientation

are not encoded syntactically (differently than for gender, as

we have seen). The semantico-lexical Ilevel, from the point of
Vi ew of |l anguage seen as a system of reference-and-
predication, is the one that is most susceptible to change.
Mor eover, since meaning is at |east partially determined by
the actual situation of use, it is the most difficult to
pi npoi nt down7; The bias to be elimnated is perceived to be
on this level in certain terms (such as Black, Miss, etc.) and

alternative terns are suggested for alternative use

There are several problems with this: first of all, since
discrimnation comes from many sides (from any bias that might
be found) it becomes difficult to find terms t hat are
absolutely ‘unbiased’: e.g., the PC terms for I ndi ans was
Native Americans at first. But this term too is Eurocentered,
since it <contains America (which derives from the Italian
di scoverer Amerigo Vespucci and, more importantly, is the term
given to the continent by the Europeans). To be politically
correct, one must now use the single tribe denominations
( Cherokee , Navajo , etc.) 72

If we take a | ook at the development of the terms used to

refer to what today is termed African-American, we detect

71 For a brief discussion of these points and a description of changes in
the lexicon of Standard Italian after WNWI| see Dardano 1993
In a simlar way, Latino/Latina and Chicano/Chicana are used instead of
Hispanic
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anot her problenﬁ% The first

neutral’ term, which appeared in
the sixties, was Afro-American in the place of Negro; soon
this term became connotated negatively as well, and another
term was introduced, Bl ack (although both terms might have
introduced parallelly; the first one, t hough, di sappeared
soon7%. The latter still seems to be wused, parallelly with
persons (or people) of color, but these two seem to regress as
African- Aneri can becones the standard PC form

Simlar is the case of server, the gender-neutral term
introduced at the place of waiter and waitress. As S.2, p.252
points out, ‘this reform does not actually deal with the
exi stence of a semantic category of gender as such, but only
with some of its overt examples that have explicit, affixal
expression of formal GENDER' . The consequence, in this case

is that the term server is interpreted, outside its original

context of wuse, as the stem of a derivational set, and the
category of GENDER is reconstructed; in fact, a FEM NINE form
serveress has appeared

Thus: Il exical change does not seem to solve the problem of
discrimination (or bi as), as poi nt ed out by many PC-
opponents75 That is, in use the new term simply tends to
substitute the old, taking over all its negative connotations,

although being originally distinct on the semantico-I|exical
| evel 76
Let us try to explain this in terms of ideology. A term is

considered to have a negative connotation (is biased). As we

;iThis devel opnment is briefly described in Papcke 1995

The use of both can be found, e.g., in Gunperz introduction to Hynmes
1972 where he wites about ‘' Afro-Anerican speech’ (p.36) and ‘bl ack
9 ildren’ (p.37)

As well as Pc supporters. Barbara Ehrenreich 1992 (p.336): Now, |’'m al
for verbal uplift. |I like being called Ms. | don’t want people saying , man“
when they mean nme, too. I'mwlling to make an issue of these things. But
do know that even all women are Ms, we'll still get sixty-five cents for
every dollar earned by a nman. M norities by any other name - people of
col or, or whatever - will still bear a huge burden of poverty,
di scrim nation, and raci al harrassnent. Ver bal uplift is not thee
sgvolution

Wi ch only apparently seenms to confirm Saussure’s arbitrariness of the
si gn.
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have seen, what is percei ved as a social injustice is
projected on the linguistic system of reference-and-
predication. As (and if) it is diffused, i.e. being used
outside the original social group via social networks, the old
term is stigmati zed, t hat is: it becomes an overt, or
conscient, ideological expression of bias and prejudice. The
aim of both PC-supporters and critics is to reach a more just
and equal society. The alternative term loses its originally
‘left’” connotation as it gets used also from representants of

other ideologies. But, as Ehrenreich (quoted in footnote 70)

justly points out, if the social situation of the referent of
the term, has not changed, the term will slowly substitute the
old one. Thus it becomes negatively connot at ed and is

substituted again
A good example is the term PC itself: its negative
connotation seems to have spread also among those who support
it. A new proposed termto use nowis culturally sensitive .77
Can we say, then, that these processes of alternation are
useless, if all that happens, finally is the substitution of
one term by another? Before answering this question, |et wus

consider one more way in which the semantico-lexical system is

consci ously changed

‘On guitar | got ny nigger Earnie C

Hughes 1993 (amongst many) argues that the failure of PC
termi nology is demonstrated by the fact that African-Americans
use the term nigger in linguistic interactions among one
another. He comes to the conclusion that if the biased groups
themsel ves use terms that are considered to discrimnate them
t he whol e i ssue is nonsense

This is not true, because there is a process of redefinition

underlying. First of all, the term is used differently than in

77See Lanmpert 1995, p. 257
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St andard English, so that these standards cannot be applied7s
Secondly, the term has undergone semantic change. The title on
this page is an utterance by the African-American singer and
actor |lce-T presenting his band. The term nigger here is not
denigratory, but a compliment to express the toughness or
‘cool ness’ of hi s gui tarist. This change in meani ng is
determi ned by the context of use (in this case a concert) and
the interactants invol ved (in t his case t wo African-
Aneri cans 7%.

This kind of ‘connotational inversion’, as we might call it,
is typi cal al so for ot her soci al groups t hat perceive
themsel ves as being treated unjustly by the Standard, such as
| esbians calling one another dykes (or German homosexual s
termng themselves as Schwule%). This process is explained by
Silke Burmaster, the editor of a German femi nist magazine: the
idea is ‘negative Begriffe in positive umzudrehen. Das Wort
,Titten* ist kein schénes Wrt und | ange gegen Frauen benutzt

worden. Wenn ich diese Wort sel bstbewuRt formuliere, nehme ich

di e krankende Wrkung.’' (Daiber 1997, p.24).

Thi s is a different i deol ogi cal strategy t han using
alternative terms; the aim of wusing African-American is to
elimnate the negative connotation of Bl ack in St andard
English use. In this other case, the aimis to widen the self-

consciousness of the individuals belonging to the stigmatized
soci al groups. |If wused by individuals belonging to different
soci al group, though, the connotation is the old derogatory

one. 81

;g See Labov's 1972 discussion on Bl ack Engli sh.
And the audience or the listeners to the record, of course

80 At the beginning of the 70's ‘waren ,Pioniere“ dabei, die den Spiel
unmkehrten und sich aus dem reichen Sprachschatz der Honofei nde bedi enten
»Schwul“ sollte es sein, ,so haBlich, abstofRend, unsynpatisch w e das",

schrieb der Schriftsteller Felix Rexhausen, ,wofir die Leute eben dieses
Ehgenschaftsmort genau passend schndlich finden.*“ (Kraushaar 1996, p.16)

To make a grotesque exanple, imgine George Bush saying on TV during the
gulf war: ‘In the Pentagon | got my nigger Colin Powell’. It certainly
woul d not have been perceived the sane way as |ce-T s statenent
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Sone consi derations

We have now | ooked at several ways a cultural ideology, that
of Political Correctness (or better: a set of ideol ogi es
grouped under this |label) consciously criticizes |anguage

The starting position is that the dominating social and
cultural system is constituted in such a way that men are in a
superior position in regard to women, Wites in regard to
other ethnicities, heterosexuals in regard to homosexuals (and
many nore pairs of opposites could follow).

These discriminations can be found in |anguage too: men
speak Standard English differently than women, and persons of
other ethnicities who do not speak Standard (including here
al so prosodi ¢ phenonena) are di sadvant aged

On the structural semantico-syntactic |evel, generic he is

perceived as being discriminating because it also comprehends

the FEMININE form and on the structural semantico-1lexica
|l evel, discriminations of all sorts come to expression, as we
have seen

Several proposals have been made to make the system more
equal, or at |east nore neutral

On the semantico-syntactic |level, alternative terms have
been proposed. But, these alone do not seem to be effective:
the new terms, if they are distributed outside their origina
net work of employment, seem to substitute the old ones since
their referents’ soci al situation has not significantly
changed

The case of generic he is more complicated because the
pronomi nal anaphoric function —cannot simply be deletedsz
Alternative forms are he/she, she or he, simply she (as in
this thesis) or they or, and this is probably the most
complicate one, an equal distribution of he and she; these

forms are easier to use in written |anguage than in daily

82See S. 2, pp.253-256 for a discussion
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interaction (especially the | ast one). The case of women’ s’
VS. ‘“men’ s’ talk is even more complicated. A woman using
‘men’s speech’ is perceived as being ‘masculine’ (while the

contrary applies to nen) 83

Considering |anguage in use (with indexical and purposive
functions), | tried to argue in part one of the thesis that it
is not simply a matter of consciously <changing the rules
maki ng up communicative competence; as discussed on pp. 6-7
these differentiation’s are elaborated in the context of wuse
itself rather than being pre-given. A change, interpreted in

one way in a certain context of wuse, mght be interpreted

di fferently in anot her, as the exampl e server VsS.
wai t er/wai tress showed.

Furthermore, making | anguage symmetrical, that is equal, or
neutral, might be an inherently impossible endeavor. MASCULI NE

vs. FEMI NINE is only one of many asymmetrical relations on the
semantico-syntactic |evel: ANIMATE (including the former two)
is marked compared to THING (non-ani mate) and all of these in
SI NGULAR form are marked conpared to PLURAL (S. 2, p.230).

Saussure 1968 (pp.166 ff.) defines linguistic signs as
differentiel, which means they cannot be understood or taken
by themsel ves, but can only be considered in a |arger system
that includes them all. A sign has thus to be observed in its
relations to other signs.

Derrida 1974 and 1983 discusses the implications of this
model . Meaning, from a systemic point of view, is not only the
result of the interrelations among the signs. Discussing Levi-
Strauss’ approach to structuralism, he points out that the
system is based on an underlying center constituted by
oppositions such as truth/error, health/disease, male/female,
nature/cul ture, philosophy/literature, speech/writing,
seriousness/ play, reason/practice. As we have seen with the
mal e/ f emal e opposition, the first has a hi erarchically

superior position, t hus including aspects of the second

835 2, pp. 252 ff.
71



Maki ng | anguage equal would mean to identify all these unequa

relations and ‘deconstruct’ them, which means to ‘' ,explode*
(in Derrida’s met aphor) the original relationship of
,superior“ and ,inferior“ that gives rise to the semantic
horizon - the possibility of particul ar ,definitions"’

(Davi s&Schl eifer 1994, p.301). The problem arising through
deconstruction, i.e. the di ssolution of the hi erarchica
oppositions on which the system is based, is that a definition
of meaning becomes i mpossible. Eliminating the center means to
elimnate the possibility to differentiate the signs. Any
i nguistic production becones thus undeci dabl e . 84

Thus: the change of | anguage structure cannot be directly a
way to achieve equality. Language is a system that i's

‘

i nherently unequal’ (or better: asymmetrical) as it is based
on hierarchical oppositions. To repeat the question on p.64

i s the whol e discussion hopel ess, then?

Let wus <consider the following terms with their PC form
semi nar Vvs. ovular8§ emanci pation vs. efemcipation, herpes vs.
hi spes. These forms, rat her than being alternatives, are
clearly polemic opposites. While -man in (e.g.) fireman can be

‘

ambi guously interpreted as mal e’ firefighter or firefighter
wi t hout specifying gender, man in emancipation (which derives

from Latin manus) and her in herpes (which is of Ancient Greek

origin) represent a different case. The intent of these
opposing forms is to raise attention to how the cultural
system, the source of all the biases and inequalities acts

upon its nmenbers in an unconscious and rather tw sted way.

84This is a main criticismmmved to Derrida and his followers. What are we
to do with these conclusions? Hi s system of thought, at the end, involves
that nothing can be wunderstood; it is inmpossible to transcend the
i nguistic system because any center we base it upon will be arbitrary,

just as the male/femal e opposition. Inequality is a linguistic and cultura
construction, but it is not possible to elimnate it.

5‘a [femi nist ] professor at Washington University In St. Louis holds an
.ovular“ rather than a semnar’ (Wuodward 1991, p.44, discussing what he
ternms PC ‘absurdities’).
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The argument by PC <critics that these alternative or

opposing forms are nonsense because, etymologically, there is
86

no discrimi nation, misses the point~". It is not the history
(or herstory) of the form that matters, but how it i's
perceived in the linguistic interaction. Once a term or

structure is given overt ideological value, the use of it has

an overt ideological function and thus is perceived according

to that ideology. Thus generic he will be perceived as sexist
by PC supporters. Recalling what was said about how soci al
conventions come into wuse (Berger&lLuckmann, di scussion on

pp.29-32), we can say that a certain use is typified, might be
habi tualized through repeat ed use and finally
institutionalizedsj This process implies a change on three
| evel s: cultural/social, pragmatic and structural

These three |levels seem to be interconnected. According to

Rumsey (on p.24-25 above), they influence one anot her
reci procally; t hus it is cultural i deology that projects
inequality (in this case), via | anguage use, on certain

structures or terms that subsequently are stigmatized; on the

ot her hand, certain structures might be the expression of

certain ideologies and in dialectical relation to itss As

G addol &Swann 1989 (p. 146) point out.

attempts to <change the structure of |l anguage (by
inventing new words, for example, or banning the use

of existing ones) will not lead to women’s [or any
ot her social <category’'s] emanci pation. What must be

86An exanple is Hughes’ 1993 (p.37) discussion of the affix man. Everybody
who knows the history of English, he wites, knows that -man was gender-
neutral in OE and had (as it still has today) the neutral meaning of
person; to express gender, one had to use a conposite, such as wifman for
woman and waepman for man. Therefore chairman is a perfectly gender-neutra
g§pression and the whol e di scussi on sensel ess.

For a detailed description on how this mght happen, see MIlroy' s 1992
description and expl anation of the distribution of phonoligical features in

| fast.
EgRumsey 1992, p.355: ‘Linguistic ideologies in which there is a strongly
val orized distinction between speech and action, words and ,things“, are
nost likely to develop in conjunction with |anguages in which there are
formal distinctions between (1) direct and indirect discourse; (2)

.reference and Ellipsis/substitution in the sense of Halliday and Hasan [we

have not discussed this second point; the original text is initalics 1§
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changed are the ideologies which create and sustain

oppressive behavior ... In this sense, a strong and
traditional distinction can be mant ai ned bet ween
| anguage structure and | anguage wuse and ‘Il anguage

reformi is only of value if it applies to the latter

Let us now | ook at another highly debated issue in the PC

di scussion: the issue of speech codes.

Speech codes

At the end of the 80s several American universities adopted

89

speech codes with the intent to punish

any behavior, verbal or physical, that stigmatizes or
victimizes an i ndividual on the basi s of race
ethnicity, religion, sex, sexual orientation, creed
nati onal origin, ancestry, age, mar it al status,

handi cap, or Vietnamera status

The basis of the discussion is the First Amendment to the US
Constitution which states that ‘The Congress shall make no
| aw. .. abridging the freedom of speech or of the press’. But, as
the Supreme Court decided in 1942, this Amendment does not
apply to fighting words which were defined as words ‘likely to

provoke the average person to retaliation, and thereby cause a

breach of the peace.’goln the speech codes fighting words were
interpreted as
derogatory references to .race, sex, sexua
orientation, or disability ... These are the kinds of
wor ds t hat are .1 nherently likely to provoke a

violent reaction, whether or not they actually do
(Hentof f 1991, p.55, his enphasis)

The legislative basis of these codes was also found in the

Fourteenth Amendment to the US Constitution, Section 1, which

89Annng them the University of M chigan, University of Buffalo Law School
Brown University, the University of Connecticut, Stanford and other
universities in California. The one quoted is by the University of M chigan
gbn: Wyodward 1991, p.41).
Quoted in Fish 1992, p.236
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‘

guar ant ees equal protection of the law to all its citizens.

Since some members of society are more vulnerable to be

of fended by | anguage use than others, it was argued, | aws were
to be made in order to protect the |ess favored. Li ngui stic
behaviors to be punished, e.g., were those expressing |ookism
judging people by their physical attractiveness; abl ei sm
connected to their being di fferently abl ed; l aughi sm,

i nappropriate responses to racist or sexi st jokes (Harvey
1991, p. 146).
A harsh discussion followed. The opposers’ position is

probably best stated in a speech by George Bush91

(still
President of the US, then) and in a speech by Benno Schmi dt

Presi dent of Yale Coll ege:

Freedom of thought must be Yale's central commi t ment.

It is not easy to embrace. It is, indeed, the effort
of a lifetime ... Much expression that is free may
deserve our contempt. We may wel | be moved to
exercise our own freedom to counter it or to ignore
it. But universities cannot censor or suppress
speech, no matter how obnoxious in content, without

violating their justification for existence ..
On some other campuses in this country, values of

civility and community have been offered by some as
paramount val ues of the university, even to the
extent of supersedi ng freedom of expression

Such a view is wrong in principle and, if extended
is disastrous to freedom of thought ... The chilling
effects on speech of the vagueness and open-ended
nature of many universities’ prohibitions ... are

compounded by the fact that these codes are typically
enforced by faculty and students who commonly assert
t hat vague notions of community are more i mportant to
the academy t han freedom of t hought and
expression. (quoted in Hentoff 1991, pp. 56-57, who is
al so responsi bl e for the om ssions)

This position is comparable with the one opponents of quotas

have t aken

91Am excerpt can be found in Aufderheide 1992, pp.227-228
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It is despicable that certain persons use |anguage to offend

ot her, socially less favored people. This is the negative
aspect of the possibility to express anything freely. But: the
of fended part has the possibility to reply and counterattack
(verbally). The possibility to say whatever one wants to say

is more important than the risk of someone being offended.
There is another danger: if we prescript what kinds of speech
are allowed and which not, we create a ‘thought’ police which
determi nes what we can say and what not. Furthermore, since
the speech codes are formulated in such a vague way, anything
said can result being offensive to someone. As George Orwel

nmakes one of his characters in 1984 say:

Don’t you see that the whole aim of Newspeak is to
narrow the range of thought? In the end we shall

mak e t houghtcri me literally i mpossi bl e, because
there will be no words in which to express it. Every
concept that <can ever be needed, will be expressed
by exactly one word, with it’'s meaning rigidly
defined and all its subsidiary meanings rubbed out
and forgotten...Every vyear fewer and fewer words,
and the range of consciousness always a Ilittle
smaller. Even now, of course, there’'s no reason or
excuse for committing thoughtcri me. It’s merely a
guestion of self-discipline, reality-control. But in
the end there won’'t be any need even for that. The
Revol ution will be complete when the | anguage is
perfect. (O well [1948 ] 1984, p.49).

The position of those favoring speech code is best expressed
by Fish 1992 (who also seems to be one of its most fervent
supporters) 92

Hi s argument starts with a discussion of Aer eopagitica, in
whi ch John Milton cel ebrates toleration and unregul at ed
publication. Wth the exception of popery and superstition

whi ch, in Mlton's view, have to be extirpated. From this

foll ows that

92The title of his article, ‘There is no such thing as free speech and its
a good thing, too' is rather suggestive.
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all affirmations of freedom of expression are |ike
Milton's, dependent for their force on an exception

t hat literally carves out the space in whi ch
expression can then emerge. | do not mean that
expression (saying somet hi ng) is a realm whose
integrity i's someti mes compromi sed by certain
restrictions but that restriction, in the form of an
underlying articulation of the world that necessarily
(if silently) negates alternatively possi bl e
articulations, is constitutive of expression. Wthout
restriction, without an in-built sense of what it

woul d be meaningless to say or wrong to say, there
could be no assertion and no reason for asserting it.
The restriction or the exception comes first, and the
expression, shaped by the exception, then follows. It
is in relation to the wunderlying and constituting
exception that speech is recognized as intolerable.
Speech, in short, is never and could not be an
i ndependent value, but is always asserted against the
background of some assumed conception of the good to
which it must yield in the event of a conflict. (Fish
1992, p. 233, his enphasis)

The notion is that freedom inside the system is only
possi bl e against the background of a I|imtation. It is this
lim tation that makes | anguage possible and meaningful (see
also the discussion on Derrida on p.67). Fish considers
Schmidt’s position (that |I|imtation of |anguage would mean
[imtation of thought) a failure to realize ‘that expression
is mor e t han a matter of proffering and receiving
propositions, that words do work in the world of a kind that
cannot be confined to a purely <cognitive realm of ., mere”
i deas’ (Fish 1992, pp.240-241).

This last argument seems to be connected to what | have
tried to claim throughout the thesis: that |anguage is not

simply a system of reference and predication, but a system of

communi cation, where culture and system interact. Also, the
position that this cultural-linguistic system is constrained
and |imted in the ways Foucault93 and Derrida described has

been discussed. Were he errs, though, is in starting from

Milton's position, which can be considered as being merely an

93See di scussi on on pp. 31-32 above and Kuhn’s works | referred to there
77



opinion or a desire. The l'imtations in the system of

‘

di scourse are, as he himself points out, underlying, silent

i nbuilt.’ For this | used the term ‘unconscious’. Speech
codes, whi ch have the aim of substituting white, mal e,
het erosexual prejudices whi ch are taken as the norm of
judgment whet her an expression is of fensive (or not) -

unconsci ous norms which have come under discussion and brought
to the level of consciousness - are hardly unconscious. Rules
are made to stay on a conscious |level - they can always be
applied and to break them neans to be puni shed

Unconscious norms are the inbuilt boundaries of the system

Changing them means to make them conscious first (e.g. mal e
as the bias’). Through a process of typification,
habitualization and institutionalization, these changes might
become unconscious, and thus (partly) constitute the new
center of the system. But, as stated above, rules are hardly
the way to achieve this result.

Anot her criticism comes from what has been ter med
‘victim zation’ (see e.g. Hughes 1993): through speech codes
‘hierarchies of innocence are <created.’ (Boyte 1991, p.179)

‘

Fighting words were defined in terms of the average person’s
reaction’, which implies a standard by which offenses can be
judged. As Lampert 1995 (pp.252 ff.) points out, the problem
with speech codes lies in the fact that which |anguage use

m ght be offensive is to a |large extent determined by the

i ndividual . As Hughes 1993 (p.26)94 di scusses, teachers at
uni versities have to be attentive to ‘ever remi nding
themselves to wuse high-school women instead of high-schoo

girls, African-Americans instead of Blacks or a hundred or
more politically correct phrases’ (his emphasis). The problem
lies in the fact that anything said is potentially offensive.

At the place of | anguage as a soci al convention comes

| anguage as a purely subjective perception, which finally

94AJso guoted in Lanmpert 1995, p. 253
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|l eads to the impossibility to conmwnicate95 At the place of

mul ticulturalism, Lampert argues, will follow a 1 ogocentric
et hnocentrism, with no common culture, and a race for reaching
the place of the most oppressed in society - ‘victimization’

as stated above9§ Quoting Lewis Carroll (Through the Looking-

d ass, p.190):

‘When | use a word,’ Humpty Dumpty said, in rather
a scornful tone, ‘it means just what | choose it to
nean - neither nore nor |ess.’

‘*The question is,’” said Alice,’” whether vyou can
make words nean so many different things.’

‘the question is,’ said Humpty Dumpty, ‘which is to

be the nmaster - that's all.’

This excerpt nicely expresses the point that speech codes
are the attempt to gain that (political) power that has not

been achi eved yet.

It should be noted that the discussion seems to have
outlived most of the codes themselves; soon after it was
adopted, a court ruled that the speech code of the University
of Michigan was not wvalid. The motivation: speech that is
‘of fensive and unseemy’ only to the individual is not to be
puni shed because it does not represent a danger to public
order. Speech codes, thus, are not compatible with the First

Amrendnent . 97

95The central theme in David Manet's Oleanna, a play which contrapposes a
university teacher and a student of his; the incapability to understand one
8gother finally leads to a dramatic final - for both parts.

As Boyte 1991 (p.179) rather theatrically puts it: * A friend of mne
who teaches in a liberal college has her students |line up by how they see
bgeir relation to power. They conpete for the end.’

See Lanpert 1995, p. 253
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Part three: Conclusion

My aim in this thesis was to show that | anguage and cul ture
are not two distinct entities. In order to do this,
critically di scussed, in the first part, some of the

assumption that are at the basis of an important part of the

l'inguistic investigation in this century: the distinctions
bet ween | angue and parole, i.e. (abstract) |anguage structure
and | anguage use; the notion of |I|inguistic structures and
signs being arbitrary; the approach to linguistic relativity
t hat considers relations bet ween perception and

decontextualized |anguage structures (thus excluding context
to a large extent) 93

I tried to show that wusers of a |anguage (interactants, or
participants to a linguistic interaction) not only possess a

background knowl edge of grammatical structures (what Chomsky

terms competence), but also the ability to use this knowl edge
in specific situations. Thi s ability is not a simply a
context-independent set of rul es (what Hy mes ter med
communi cative competence), but hi ghly elusive and shifting
from situation to situation. | used the term ideology to
describe this ability because it is based on beliefs or sets
of beliefs.

I distinguished two levels (following Silverstein 1979 and

1985).
The first | termed ideology of reference, meaning that the
assumption we must make as speakers is that there is a

‘

connection between what we say and the worl d out there’ (the
ontological assumption). To deny this assumption would mean to
deny the possibility to say anythi ng nmeani ngful

The second | termed ideology of performance. The meani ng of

what we say depends, to a |large extent, on the context of use

98 For a critical discussion of the distinction diachrony vs synchrony see
Labov 1972 and MIroy 1992
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Context that includes other interactants, the speech situation
(seminar, di scussion in a bar, etc.), the place, etc. Our
ability to wuse language in other ways than only wuttering
propositions about the world out there, performativity (or
goal -orientation) heavily depends on our ability to interpret

t he context.

Thi s ability is the result of interaction with our
environment; the ability to use |anguage is thus seen as a
cultural phenomenon and based on conventions. These
conventions become habi tualized and institutionalized
(Berger&Luckmann). They become wunconscious and considered to
be ‘objects’, i.e. ‘really’ existing and not cul tural

conventi ons.

‘

Mor eover, we cannot speak of one | anguage, one ability to
use it'. Taking the single speakers as the basis of discussion

and not | anguage as an abstract system (considering the users

as abstract figures) involves that beliefs depend on each
single speaker’s interactions with other persons and ‘the
world out there’. Beliefs thus depend on social variables such
as social <class, geography, etc., or, using a more refined
model , networks of interaction (Milroy 1992 and Clark 1996)

The mor e the soci al , geographical, educational, etc.,

background of two or more interactants coincide, the higher is
the <chance that ‘understandi ng’ is achieved. ‘Objectively’
seen, these differences do not differ in quality. Some

linguistic beliefs, or ideologies are more equal than others’

(to borrow George Orwell’s brilliant expression), depending on
what Bourdieu terms economic, social and symbolic capital
Thus there is a standard that is taken as the norm of

reference for the other

I tried to discuss the concepts above by applying them to
the issue of Political Correctness. The process underlying the
criticism of certain |anguage forms such as Ms., herstory or

African- American are cultural beliefs (cultural i deol ogi es)
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t hat have detected discriminations of members of soci ety
according to gender, ethnic origin, sexual orientation, etc.

in certain |anguage uses. These inequalities were projected

onto | anguage structure following the belief that | anguage
structures, in some way, reflect ‘reality’. Thus, if |language
is unequal it has to be made ‘equal . Changes on the

semantico-syntactic (we considered the case of generic he) and

the |l exico-semantic |evel are to be interpreted from this
point of view. But, as Silverstein 1985 (and Derrida) point
out , The i nguistic system i's i nherently asymmetrical

elimnating or neutralizing all asymmetries |leads to the

i mpossibility to communi cate

This is not a pessimistic conclusion, though, because we can
|l ook at the matter differently; |anguage-and-culture is not a
static system: cultural conventions can be reinterpreted. The
way to do t his i's to mak e them conscious. Political
Correctness can be considered to be the way by which speakers
of English (and of other | anguages) are made to consider that
the ideals on which their society (-ies) are based, life,
liberty and the pursuit of happiness, are not the same for
every member of society depending on criteria of judgment such
as gender, etc. That is, equality can not be reached by

changing | anguage only; by |language change, though, <certain

beliefs can be brought to consciousness and , maybe, changed
into something better. This means to change the Standard
(since, as we have seen, hi erarchies themselves cannot be

el i mnated).
Vol osi nov/ Bakhtin cl ai med t hat signs are i nherently

ideologicalgg

We mi ght deepen this notion by saying that the
relation between the sign (or the structure), its use and the
world out there is determ ned by the beliefs of the speaker,
beliefs which are unconsciously shared by a number of other

speakers varying from one to all. But signs <can also be

99 See Morris 1994, also for the - apparently insoluble - question whether
the writings published under the name of Vol osi nov and Medvedev were all by
Bakhtin hinself.
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overtly ideological in some social networks. An American male
uni versity teacher (of whom we can al most definitely be sure
that he has knowl edge of the PC debate) who addresses his
unmarried, female <colleagues by the title Miss is overtly

signaling his opposition to a gender-equal ideol ogy.

These claims | made are strong and | am not sure that | have
expressed them clearly (and much less that | have made them
convincing). A problem from the empirical point of view, is

to prove them Of course, we might compare different | anguages
as has been done in the past. Taking gender as the object of
research, we woul d find many di fferent forms of
di fferentiation. The PC discussion has had wi de echoes outside

the US, and attempts have been made to modify the structures

of ot her St andard | anguages, some of whi ch have been
incorporated into the Standardlm? The problem is, though: if
as | have claimed, |anguage and culture cannot be absolutely

di stingui shed on the |evel of wuse, and if our perception of
the ‘world out there’ depends at | east partly on culture, how
are we to compare these systems? Of course, these systems are
not perfectly distinguished, and a person might be able to

pass from one system to another and back again, as described

by Cohn 1987 (from feminist ideology to nuclear strategy
ideology). But to what extent is this possible? The problem
has already been addressed by Whhorf ([1941, 1942] 1956): if

through our | anguage and culture, we already have a distorted

view of reality’, how can we analyze a culture and | anguage
that has a different view of ‘the world out there ? It would
be a distortion of a distortion

Culture, then, would act I|ike the Panopticon described by

Foucault 1977 (pp.195-228). The Panopticon is the model of a

100 Evi dent changes on the semantico-syntactic |evel have been made in
(written) German. See Sanmel 1995 for an introduction to the issue. In
Italian, the changes have been mainly on the semantico-lexical |evel. See:
Codi ce delle comunicazioni scritte. Published by: Mnistero della Funzione
Pubblica in 1995. Roma: Istituto poligrafico dello Stato
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prison or therapeutical institutionlo; The inmates Ilive in

rooms disposed in a circle; each room has two windows: one to

the outside, to let I|ight come in, and one to the inside
which makes them perfectly visible to the control t ower
situated in the center of the circle. It is impossible for the

inmates to discern if there is a guardian present; perfectly

visible, they are guarded by what for them is perfectly
invisible. It is even useless to have a guardian: as time
passes, this function will be internalized by the inmates on
an unconscious level. In Foucault’'s view, discourse102 acts

like this invisible guardian

Does culture affect us this way? Is culture a prison, an
ever - changi ng one, but still a prison?

The answer is difficult, maybe i mpossible to find, just as
the questions given at the beginning of part one

I hope to have shown, at |east, that an answer certainly can

only be found if we consider culture-and-language as a |inked
concept. Cross-linguistic, from this viewpoint, does not mean
(Standard) English structure vs. Hopi (e.g.); it means to
study culture-and | anguage in daily use, in specific context
and to focus Iless on the notion of |anguage as an abstract
entity. Li nguistic relativity exists below this |evel of
inquiry, inside what is usually considered | anguage

101

The original conceptis by Jeremy Bentham (Panopticon, first published in
7).

%BQSee di scussi on on p. 34-35 above.
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