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Language Ideology and Linguistic Differentiation

Judith T. Irvine and Susan Gal

Alanguage 1s simply a dialect that has an army and a navy—so goes
a well-known saying in linguistics.! Although only semiserious, this dic-
ram recognizes an important truth: The sigrificance of linguistic dif
ferentiation is embedded in the politics of a region and its observers.
Just as having an army presupposes some outside force, some real or
putative opposition to be faced, so does identifying a language presup-
pose a boundary or opposition to other languages with which it con-
trasts in some larger sociolinguistic field. In this chapter we focus on
the ideclogical aspects of that linguistic differentiation—the ideas with
which participants and observers frame their understanding of linguis-
tic varieties and map those understandings onto people, events, and
activities that are significant to them. With Silverstein (1979), Kroskrity,
Schieftelin, and Woolard (1992), Woolard and Schieffelin (1994), and
others in the present velume, we call these conceptual schemes ideclo-
gies because they are suffused with the political and moral issues per-
vading the particular sociolinguistic field and are subject to the
interests of their bearers’ social position,

Linguistic ideologies are held not only by the immediate partici-
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pants in 2 local sociolinguistic system. They are also held by other
observers, such as the linguists and ethnographers who have mapped
the houndaries of languages and peoples and provided descriptive
accounts of them. Qur attention here is therefore just as appropriately
directed to those mappings and accounts as to their subject matter.
There is no “view from nowhere,” no gaze that is not positioned. Of
coutse, it is always easier to detect positioning in the views of others,
such as the linguists and ethnographers of an earlier era, than in one’s
own. Examining the activities of linguists a century or more ago yeveals,
via the wisdom of hindsight or at least via historical distance, the ideo-
logical dimensions of their work in drawing and interpreting linguistic
boundaries. This historical inquiry also has a contemporary relevance,
to the extent that early representations of sociolinguistic phenomena
influenced later representations and even contributed to shaping the
sociolinguistic scene itself.

Onr discussion is less concerned with history per se, however, than
with the dynamics of a sociolinguistic process. In exploring ideologies
of linguistic differentiation, we are concerned not only with the ideoio-
gies’ structure but also, and especially, with their consequences. First,
we explore how participants’ ideologies concerning boundaries and
differences may contribute to language change, Second, we ask how
the describer’s ideology has consequences for scholarship, how it
shapes his or her description of language(s). Third, we consider the
consequences for politics, how linguistic ideologies are taken to autho-
rize actions on the basis of linguistic relationship or difference.

To address these questions we have examined ethnographic and
linguistic cases from several parts of the world, involving different
kinds of linguistic differentiation. Since Africa and Europe are the
sites of our own research, we have looked most particularly to these
regions for examples of relevant ethnography, linguistics, and histori-
cal investigation. But whether in these parts of the world or elsewhere,
in all the cases we have examined——those described in this paper and
many others as well—we find some similarities in the ways ideologies
“recognize” {or misrecognize) linguistic differences: how they locate,
interpret, and rationalize sociolinguistic complexity, identifying lin-
guistic varieties with “typical” persons and activities and accounting for
the differentiations among them. We have identified three important
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semiotic processes by which this works: iconization, fractal recursivity,
and erasure.

Before we offer more specific discussions of what these three
processes are, let us note that all of them concern the way people con-
ceive of links between lnguistic forms and social pheromena. Those
conceptions can best be explicated by a semiotic approach that distin-
guishes several kinds of sign relationships, including (as Peirce long
ago suggested) the iconic, the indexical, and the symbolic.? It has
become a commonplace in sociolinguistics that linguistic forms,
including whole languages, can index social groups. As part of everyday
behavior, the use of a linguistic form can become a pointer to (index
of) the social identities and the typical activities of speakers. But speak-
ers (and hearers) often notice, rationalize, and justify such linguistic
indices, thereby creating linguistic ideologies that purport to explain
the source and meaning of the linguistic differences. To put this
another way, linguistic features are seen as reflecting and expressing
broader cultural images of people and activitics. Participants’ ideolo-
gies about language locate linguistic phenomena as part of, and evi-
dence for, what they believe to be systematic behavioral, aesthetic,
affective, and moral contrasts among the social groups indexed. That
is, people have, and act in relation to, ideologically constructed repre-
sentations of Hnguistic _differences. In these ideological constructions,
indexical relationships become the ground on which other sign rela-
rionships are built.

The three semiotic processes we have identified are thus the
means by which people construct ideological representations of lin-
guistic differences. Examples will follow, but first let us describe the
processes more particularly:

Iconization involves a transformation of the sign relationship
between linguistic features (or varieties) and the social images with
which they are linked. Linguistic features that index social groups or
activities appear to be iconic representations of them, as if a linguistic
feature somehow depicted or displayed a social group’s inherent nature
or essence. This process entails the attribution of cause and immediate
necessity o a connection {between linguistic features and social
groups) that may be only historical, contingent, or conventional. The
iconicity of the ideclogical representation reinforces the implication of
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necessity. By picking out qualities supposedly shared by the social
image and the linguistic image, the ideological representation—itself a
sign—hinds them together in a linkage that appears to be inherent?

Frgetal vecursivity involves the projection of an opposition, salient at
some level of relationship, onto some other level, For example, intra-
group oppositions might be projected outward onto intergroup rela-
tions, or vice versa. Thus the dichotomizing and partitioning process
that was involved in some understood opposition (between groups or
linguistic varieties, for example) recurs at other levels, creating either
subcategories on each side of a contrast or supercategories that include
both sides but oppose them to something else. Reminiscent of fractals
in geometry and the structare of segmentary kinship systems-—as well as
other phenomena anthrbpoiogists have seen as involving segmentation
or schismogenesis, such as nationalist ideologies and gender rituals*—
the myriad oppositions that can create identity may be reproduced
repeatedly, either within each side of a dichotomy or outside it. When
such oppositions are reproduced within a single person, they do not
concern contrasting identities so much as oppositions between activities
or roles associated with prototypical social persons. In any case, the
oppositions do not define fixed or stable social groups, and the mime-
sis they suggest cannot be more than partial. Rather, they provide
actors with the discursive or cultural resources to claim and thus
attempt to create shifting “communities,” identities, selves, and roles, at
different ievels of contrast, within a cultural field.

Erasureis the process in which ideology, in simiplifying the sociolin-
guistic field, renders some persons or activities (or sociolinguistic phe-
nomena) invisible. Facts that are inconsistent with the ideological
scheme either go unnoticed or get explained away. So, for example, a
social group or a language may be imagined as homogeneous, its inter-
nal variation disregarded. Because a linguistic ideology is a totalizing
vision, elements that do not fit its interpretive structure——that cannot
be seen to fit——must be either ignored or transformed. Frasure in ideo-
fogical representation does not, however, necessarily mean actual erad-
ication of the awkward element, whose very existence may be
unobserved or unattended to. It is probably only when the “problem-
atic” element is seen as fitting some alternative, threatening picture
that the semiotic process involved in erasure might translate into some
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kind of practical action to remove the threat, if circumstances permit,

By focusing on linguistic differences, we intend to draw attention
to some semiotic properties of those processes of identity formation
that depend on defining the self as against some imagined “Other.”
This is a familiar kind of process, one by now well known in the litera-
ture. Anthropoiogists, at least, are now well acquainted with the ways in
which the Other, or simply the other side of a contrast, is often essen-
tialized and imagined as homogeneous. The imagery involved in this
essentializing process includes, we suggest, linguistic images—images
in which the linguistic behaviors of others are simplified and seen as if
deriving from those persons’ essences rather than from historical acci-
dent, Such representations may serve to interpret linguistic differences
that have arisen through drift or long-term separation. But they may
also serve to influence or even generate linguistie differences in those
cases where some sociological contrast {in presumed essential ateri-
butes of persons or activities) seems to require display.

In the hope that examples will illustrate and clarify these points, we
have chosen three cases for discussion, One, from southern Africa, con-
cerns the motivation of language change; the second, from West Africa,
concerns linguistic description in grammars and dictionaries; and the

third, from southeastern Europe, concerns political contestation.

THE MOTIVATION OF LINGUISTIC CHANGE: THE
NGUNI LANGUAGES’ ACQUISITION OF CLICKS

Our first case concerns the Nguni languages of southern Africa
(especially Zulu and Xhosa) and their acquisition of click consonants,
Clicks were not originally part of the consonant repertoire of the Nguni
languiges——the southernmost branch of the Bantu lan guage familty—

but were acquired from the Khoi languages, indigenous to southern
Africa at the time the Bantu languages arrived there. The question is

why this change happened. It is common enough for otherwise unre-

lated languages in a geographical area, given sufficient time, to come to

have certain resembiances t0 ane another, or “areal characteristics.” In

this case it is possible to see something of how the resemblance came
about. (We draw on work by Herbert 1990 and others, including Irvine
1992.) '

Because they are conspicuous sounds that are unusual in the
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phonological repertoires of the world’s languages, clicks have drawn
the attention of many visitors and newcomers (o southern Africa over,
the centuries. Many early European observers compared them with ani-
mal noises: hens’ clucking, ducks’ quacking, owls’ hooting, magpies’
chattering, or “the noise of irritated turkey-cocks” (Kelben 1731:532).
Others thought clicks were more like the sounds of inanimate objects,
such as stones hitting one another. To these observers and the
European readers of their reports, such iconic comparisons suggested
{before our more enlightened days, at least) that the speakers of lan-
guages with clicks were in some way subhuman or degraded, to a
degree corresponding to the proportion of clicks in their consonant
repertoires. Commenting on clicks, the hnguist F. Max Miller wrote

(1855:1xxix):

1 cannot leave this subject withowt expressing at least a strong
hope that, by the influence of the Missionaries, these brutal
sounds will be in time abolished, at least among the Kaffirs
[Zult and Xhosal, though it may be impossible to eradicate
them in the degraded Hottentot dialects [i.e., Khoi, which had

more of them].

Clicks must also have sounded very foreign to Bantu-language speak-
ers when they first arrived in southern Africa. The very concept of speaking
a foreign language seems, unsurprisingly, to have been focused on the
Khoisan languages, which were observably full of clicks. Thus the Xhosa
term wkukhumsha [Zuln wkuhiimushal ‘speak a foreign language, interpret’
borrows its stem from Khoi, as in Nama khom ‘speak’ (see Louw 1977:75,
which also includes some other inferences, based on Nguni loans from
Khoi, about early Nguni attitudes toward Khoisan-speakers).® Yet it was
apparently for the very reason of their conspicnous foreignness that the
cticks were first adopted into the Nguni languages, providing a means for
Ngunispeakers themselves to express social difference and linguistic
abnormality. The principal route by which clicks entered the Nguni lan-
guages scems to have been via an avoidance registey, which required cer-
tain lexical items in everyday speech to be avoided or altered out of
respect. By adopting clicks, Nguni-speakers could create lexical substitu-
tions that were conspicuousty different from their everyday equivalents,

The Nguni avoidance {or respect) register, called hlonipha, is
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reported for all the Nguni languages and is evidently of some antiquity
among them. I't also occurs in Seuthern Sotho, anocther Bantu lan-
guage in the region and the only one outside the Nguni group to
include a click consonant. In all these languages, however, hlonipha is
tending to fall out of use today. It is still practiced among rural Xhosa
women {see Finlayson 1978, 1982, 1984 for examples of recent usage),
and perhaps also among some rural Zulu, but it seems to have become
rare for Zulu in urban contexts. Published sources on Zulu hlonipha,
while providing extensive lists of its vocabulary and some information
on use, describe the practices of decades ago {see, for example, Bryant
1949; Doke 1961; Doke and Vilakazi 1958; Krige 1950), and Herbert
(1990:308) reports that “many urban Zulu postgraduate students have
described their reading of the Alonipha literature as ‘like reading about
a foreign culture’.”

The norms of hlonipha behavior prescribe modesty and a display of
respect in the presence or neighborhood of certain senior affines and,
in precolonial times at least, of royalty. The norms apply to gesture and
clathing as well as words: to Zlonipha is to avold eve contact, cover one’s
body, and restrain one’s affectivity. Talk about bodily functions, for
example, is to be avoided or, if not avoidable, to be mentdoned only in
canventional euphemisms. What the descriptions of hlonipha focus on
most, however, is the importance of covering over or avoiding the lin-
guistic expression of sound-sequences that wonld enunciate respected
persons’ names. Included in the prohibition are not just the names
themselves but any word containing one of the name’s core sytlables.

The hloniphawords are thus lexical alternants that enable speakers
to avoid urtering respected persons’ names and any other word con-
taining sounds similar to the name’s root or stem. So, for example, if
the name of a woman’s hushand’s father happens to sound like dmuvubu
‘hippopetamus’, that woman must call hippos incufu instead, Where
names are composed of meaningful expressions, as was traditionally
the case, many ordinary words might be affected by the need to avoid
name-sounds. As Bryant (1949:221} notes,

Thus, if one of the [respecied} persons were named uMuti

{Mr. Tree}, not only would this (the ordinary) word for ‘a-tree’

be disused, and the Hlonipa word, umCakanishi, substituted
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for i, but, further, every other word containing within its root
the particie, #, would be similarly avoided; thus, for whuTiba
would be used whuPrnga; for wmTdkati, umKinkuli; for

whku'Ti, whuNEL, and so on.

The respectful substitute term could derive from a deseriptive oy
metaphorical construction, or it could derive from patterned phono-
logical shifts altering a name-word’s syllable-initial consonants.
Although there were several different patterns, the most common
kinds of phonological shifts were for stem-initial consonants to become
[+Coronal], especially the coronal affricates tf and d (), or to bhecome
clicks.b Since——at least in the early phases of the process—the expres-

sions trom which names were constructed used ordinary Bantu roots,

which did not inciude clicks and most probably did notinclude coronal

affricates either (Herbert 1990:305; Finlayson 1982:49), a convenient
way to construct a Alonipha word would have been to substitute one of
these “foreign” sounds for the offending consonant. The result was a
click-aden respect vocabulary, perhaps consisting partly of idiosyn-
cratic, ad hoc formulations but also including words that were widely
known as hlonipha alternants. The fact that the respect vocabulary
shows such a high perceniage of click consonants, compared with the
everyday vocabulary, is one of the major pieces of evidence for suppos-
ing that it was the vehicle for these consonants’ entry into Nguni
phonological repertoires.?

Table 2.1 gives some examples of hldm'pha. words in Zulu. The first
group of words illustrates consonant substitutions of various kinds,
especially substitutions of a click for a nonclick consonant. These words
are presumably name-avoidance forms; so, if a respected person’s name
sounded like aluka ‘graze, weave’, the speaker must refer to grazing as
acuka instead. The hlonipha word injuso (for indaba, ‘affair’) is a lexical
substitution occasioned by avoidance of the name Ndaba, a Zuiu royal
ancestor,

The second group of words in table 2.1 are forms referring to per-
sons requiring respect because of their social positions. The creation of
hlonipha alternants may therefore have been occasioned as a respeciful
way (o refer to those positions, and not necessarily because of a need to
avoid particular names that might be based upon these stems. Bryant
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TABLE 2.1

Zulu hlonipha (respect) vocabulary examples

Ordinary Hionipha
(1)
graze, weave aluke acuka
be dejected jaba graba
affair _ indaba injufo
hippopotamus imoubi incubu
lion imbube infube
house indlu incumbea
our -tthu it ¥
thy -kho -l
{2)
ny father ufiaBa uifatfa
brother-in-law wmlamu UIRCATIU
chief tnkosi ngobo, ingoiana (dim.}
(3)
Swing lenga cenga
annoy nenga cenga

Source: Doke & Vilakaxi 1958
Note: ¢, q, x = clicks {gx = voiced clich}
B= implosive bilabial stop

{1949:220) documents this process, which was not limited to words
referring to persons; “For a Zulu woman to call a porcupine by its
proper name, iNgungumbane, were but to provoke it to increased
depredation in her fields; therefore it must he referred to “politely’ as
‘the-little-woman’, or umFazazana.” The third group of words in table
2.1 illustrates the fact that the substitution of clicks for corresponding
nonclick consenants sometimes created homonyms in the hlonipha
vocabulary.

That the hloniphe vocabulary was the vehicle for the entry of clicks

into the Nguni consonant inventories is argued in greater detail in
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Herbert’s (1990) paper. As he points out, however, some questions
remain. Why would particular name-avoidance alternants be used, or
even known, more widely than within the immediate circle of a
respected person’s dependents? And why are clicks now found in every-
day words as well as in the respect vocabulary?

The first of these questions arises partly because the ethnographic
literature tends to focus on a narrow portion of klenipha behavior and
so makes the practice appear more limited and idiosyncratic than it
actually was, Drawing on participanis’ statements, observers emphasize
the relationship between a married woman and her husband’s father as
the “explanation” of the hlonifha practice. That is, all hlonipha speech is
supposedly based on the individual woman’s respectful avoidance of a
particular man’s namc. Were this the extent of the usage, of course,
hlonipha alternants would be created idiosyncratically; each woman
would have a ditferent set {(and men would use none}; only a few vocab-
tlary items would be affected for any particular speaker; and a respect
alternant would disappear upon the daughter-in-law’s death.

The focus on the daughterin-Jaw/father-in-law relationship seems,
however, to be a folk rationalization—a piece of language ideology
that corresponds only in part to the distribution of actual usages. A
wider distribution would be entailed even if hlonipha were practiced

“only by married women, since a married woman owes respect to all the
senior members of her hushand’s lineage and household, and the
respect terms deriving from these names would affect all women mar-
ried into the same patrilineal, patrilocal community. But there is abun-
dant documentation also of a much more widespread phenomenon
involving.male as well as female speakers, court as well as domestic con-
texts, and various kinds of respected beings, From Krige (1950:531) we
learn, for example, that Zulun kionipha terms were also used by men to
avoid uttering the name of the motherin-law, though the custom was
“not so strict” for men as it was for women. Iurthermore, “the whole
tribe” must ilonipha the name of the king or chief, while those resident
at the royal court must Alonipha the names of the king's father and
grandfather as well {(Krige 1950:31, 233). Bryant (1949:220) adds, “The
men, or indeed the whoele clan, may Hlonipa the name of a renowned
chief or ancestor, as, for instance, the Zulus, a few generations ago,
Hlonipa'd the words, iMpande (root) and iNdlela {path), calling them,

44

EANGUAGE 1IDEOLOGY AND LINGUISEIC DIFFERENTIATION

respectively, iNgxabo and iNyatuko, owing to certain then great per-
sonages being named uMpande and uNdlela.” Recall, also, Bryant’s
statement about the porcupine, to which he adds similar comments
about cats, red ants, snakes, and lightning,

Among Xhosa, too, hlonipha repertoires were relatively farge and
widespread, as Finlayson’s research indicates. A brief transcript of a
conversation between two yural women {Finlayson 1984:139} shows
that more than 25 percent of the words used are Alonipha. These
women had some eight or nine affines in common, whose name-
sounds were thus being avoided. But although the women’s family
members could point to particular persons who were being shown
respect in this conversation,? it is not always obvious how the avoided
woyds relate to their name-sounds. Indeed, some Alonipha words are or
have become disconnected from specific name-avoidances, serving
instead, as Finlayson (1984:140) notes, as a “core” respect vocabulary
consisting “of words which are generally known and accepted as
hlowniphawords,” used as a display of respect regardiess of the particulars
of individual names.?

In short, the daughterin-law who avoids uttering her father-in-
law’s name-sounds is the cultural image, in Nguni language ideology, to
which the respect register s linked. She provides the Nguni prototype
for the respectful, modest hehavior required of dependents and out-
siders (nonmembers of a patrilineage, in her case). Hlongpha practice is
not confined, however, to that particular in-law refationship. Instead,
that relationship merely provides the model for what is actually a more
widespread phenomenon, both socially, as regards the range of speak-
ers and settings, and linguistically, as regards the range of words
affected by the practice.

E clicks entered these languages via the respect vocabulary, how did
they come to be found also in ordinary vocabulary? There are probabiy
two routes by which click-including words could have entered the every-
day lexicon. As Herbert (1990:308-9) notes, the adoption of clicks in
hlonipha would have made them more familiar as sounds and rherefore
more likely to be retained in other lexical borrowings from the Khoi lan-
guages (j.e., words borrowed for quite other reasons, such as place
names and terms for Khoi specialty activities and goods). The other

source for click-bearing evervday words is the hloniphe vocabulary itself,
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because some hlonipha words may have gradually lost their “respectful”
aura over time and passed over into everyday vocabulary. There, in turn,
they would be subject to replacement by new avoidance forms.

This type of process, in which respect alternants behave like cur-
rency in inflationary conditions, is known to have occurred in other
parts of the world {see Irvine 1992). The process seems to be hastened
when speakers strive to mark their behavior as being extraordinar-
ily respectful or conscientious. As Kunene {1958:162) remarks for
Southern Sotho hlonepha, some speakers go so far as to replace ahmost
all stems in daily vocabulary “due to an exaggerated loyalty to the cus-
tom, or to a compelitive spirit, in order to outdo So-and-5o, or to a
desire to make assurance doubly sure...” In such circumstances,
respect vocabulary, overused, eventually becomes commonplace and
everyday and must be replaced by terms more conspicuously special.

Thus, by means of the conspicuous click consonanis, seen as icons
of “foreignness” in the early years of the process, the contrast between
Nguni and Khoi consonant repertoires was mobhilized to express social
distance and deference within Nguni. To put this another way, a cul-
tural framework for understanding linguistic difference at one level
(the difference between Bantu and Khoi languages) was the basis for
constructing difference at another level (a difference in registers
within a particular Bantu language). This is an example of what we
mean by recursivity. It is a process that led to phonological change in
the Nguni languages, introducing click consonants into a special regis-
ter that eventually began to leak, as respect registers will. '

Notice that this idea of clicks as emblematically “foreign” and of
their utterance as signaling deference ideologically emphasizes the
sharpness of a boundary between Nguni and Ehot, and the domination
of Nguni-speakers over Khoispeakers, What the ideology ignores, that
is, erases, i3 the historically attested complexity of Nguni-Khoi relations.
Many Khoi were multilingual, living on the margins of Nguni society,
maving in and out of it as their fortunes fell or rose. Some Khoi, more-
over, served Nguni as traders and ritual specialists; some Nguni men
took Khol wives, and some Khoi men took Nguni wives; and some
Nguni entered Khoi society as leaderless refugees, outcast from Nguni
chiefdoms as a result of political disputes (Denoon 1992; Giliomee
1089; Harinck 1969; Prins and Lewis 1992). Another kind of erasure
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occurred when some Furopean observers, writing about hlonipha after
the power of precolonial kingdoms and chiefdoms had declined,
described it as “women’s speech”—ignoring its pelitical dimension and
its use by men.

This case is interesting for many reasons, among them the fact that
its main outlines are precolonial and involve 1ailguage ideologies other
than the European or Enropean-derived. However, it is hardly the only
instance of the ideological mediation of language change. More famil-
iar to a sociolinguistic audience is Labov's (1963) classic study of vowel
change on Martha’s Vineyard. Contrasts among ethnic groups of
islanders (Yankees, Portuguese, and Indians} in the 1930s were
replaced by a contrast between islanders and mainlanders in the 1960s.
Islander phonology diverged ever more sharply from mainland forms
after the development of the tourist industry made that contrast more
socially significant than local, intra-island differences. Although Labov
did not explore the contenr of the language ideclogy giving rise to
these changes, the case seems to beg for just this kind of analysis and
illustrates language change as an ideologically fueled process of
increasing divergence. We can call the divergence ideologically medi-
ated because it depended on local images of salient social categories
that shifted over time,

LINGUISTIC DESCRIPTIONS OF SENEGALESE
LANGUAGES

Our second case concerns the work of nineteenth-century
Furopean linguists and ethnographers who described the languages of
Senegal, particularly Fula, Wolof, and Sereer. The question we explore
is how representations of Senegalese languages and peoples were infiu-
enced by the ideologies of European observers interacting with
Africans {who had ideologies of their own) in a complex sociclinguistic
situation. The ways these languages were identified, delimited, and
mapped, the ways their relationships were interpreted, and even the
ways they were described in grammars and dictionaries were all heavily
influenced by an ideology of racial and national essences. This essen-
tializing move, when applied to Senegalese languages, involved the
three semiotic processes we have discussed. Although our main con-
cern is with nineteenth-century accounts, their representations of
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