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Summary

This paper reports a debate on “linguistic equality” which took place at the autumn meeting of the Linguistics Association of Great Britain in 1983. The purpose of the debate was to review the state of opinion among professional linguists in the light of developments since the doctrine of linguistic equality was first formulated, near the beginning of the century. We agreed that we could not accept a simple version of the doctrine, according to which all languages and all speakers were said to be linguistically (though not socially) equal. Instead, we found it essential to distinguish different kinds of equality (structural/comnunicative/cognitive, actual/potential), and to ask the question not in relation to languages, but rather in relation to linguistic repertoires of individuals and communities. Having made these distinctions, we concluded that in one sense the doctrine was probably right - no language has a structure, or lack of structure, which prevents its speakers from adapting it to meet any new communicative demands. But in another sense, it is certainly wrong, if it is taken to mean that all speakers are already equally well

equipped with linguistic means for coping with all communicative demands.
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Linguistic equality

by Dick Hudson

For some decades now, linguists have been telling each other, and the rest of the world, that “all languages are (linguistically) equal”, and also that “all native speakers of a language are (linguistically) equal”, in order to counterbalance the wide-spread belief that the contrary is true in each case. At the same time, of course, we have recognised that these propositions would be blatantly false if we replaced the bracketed “linguistically” by “socially”, and we have claimed that all the inequalities among languages and among speakers are purely social. If people think language X or speaker A is better than some alternative, we say this is just because the social status of the language or speaker concerned is higher than that of the alternative, and has nothing to do with the properties of the language itself. This belief was probably inspired most importantly by the work of the American anthropological linguists in the early years of this century, but it is still included among the basic principles of virtually every linguist in Britain, and is probably one of the most important sources of contention between linguists and non-linguists.

Since the belief was first introduced into linguistics, a great deal of work has been done on a wide variety of languages and of language situations, so it is worth asking to what extent the belief is still tenable, in the light of the accumulated evidence. After all, since it is such an important issue in the debate between linguists and non-linguists, it is important to make sure that we linguists are sure of our ground, because otherwise we may be misleading the public. It is easy to find beliefs that are widely held by linguists but may well turn out to be wrong - e.g. the belief that language-systems are structured in a unique way - so there is no a priori reason why the same should not be true of the belief in linguistic equality. This is especially so because linguistic equality is an issue which linguists tend not to debate among them​selves, so it seemed worthwhile to arrange a public forum in which we could air whatever doubts and differences we had.

The forum was a two-hour debate in the newly-formed 'Educational ling​uistics' section of the Linguistics Association of Great Britain, during its autumn meeting at the University of Newcastle upon TYne (22nd September, 1983). An encouraging number of people attended this debate - about 50, which was about half the total number of people at the conference - and the debate was lively. It was clear that we could have benefited from having a lot more time to sort out certain points of terminology and basic assumptions, and it may be that we shall have a chance to continue some parts of the debate in future meetings of the Educational linguistics section, in connection with other issues. However there was a wide measure of agreement on a number of important issues, in spite of the fact that the participants held divergent views on many other questions in linguistics. What follows is an attempt by me, as chairman and convenor of the debate, to summarise the discussion in a way which will make it accessible to those who did not attend. To increase its usefulness, I have com​pletely reorganised the order in which points were made, and I have given less prominence to the three prepared presentations (by Dick Leith, Margaret Deuchar and Jim Milroy). I have ascribed views as best I could to the people who expressed them in the debate, and a list of the people concerned will be found on page 2.

A. The hypothesis of linguistic equality

We started with a proposition and two questions:

· The proposition: “that all varieties of language are linguistically equal”
· The questions: 
· Q.l “What does the proposition mean?”
· Q.2 “How good is the evidence for it?”
It should be borne in mind that the word “variety” is used by linguists to cover the notions “language”, “dialect”, “register” and “idiolect” (i.e. the language of a single speaker), so the proposition as it stands covers both parts of the linguistic equality claim, as it applies to the language of individuals as well as of communities. The answer to the first question required us to make some distinctions, which follow in the present section, and the answer to the second was of course somewhat diffuse. First of all, we recognised that the proposi​tion is a hypothesis, which may or may not be true, but that it would be impossible to prove that it was true (even if it was) (J. MILROY); the best we can hope to do is to show that there is no evidence against it. One view was that we could not even hope to achieve this much, because the whole question was so vague as to be beyond debate (HARLOW), but the debate certainly happened, and led to reasonably clear conclusions.

We need to distinguish three different notions of equality (LEITH), apart from the idea of 'social equality' which is obviously false:

a. structural equality – this would be the case if all varieties had (virtually) the same ranges of constructions and vocabulary. (We never discussed whether phonological and morphological structures might be relevant here, although it is known that languages may differ grossly in these areas in terms of quantities ​– how much inflectional morphology, or how many phonemes? However, the main question of interest in the debate on structural equality is where linguistic structures most obviously relate to the other types of equality, so this gap in the debate did not matter.)

b. communicative equality – this would involve the equal abilities of all var​ieties to provide the linguistic resources for coping with a similar range of communicative demands.

c. cognitive equality. Varieties would be cognitively equal if they had the

same influence on the (non-linguistic) cognitive make-up of their speakers; this influence might be zero in all cases, but if language does affect thought, then cognitive equality would mean that different varieties had similar types of effects, and these effects were quantitatively similar.

These notions of equality are clearly very different, although they may be closely related; but linguists have tended in the past to gloss over the diff​erences. Moreover, the difference between 'actual equality' and 'potential equality' has been ignored (DEUCHAR). Linguists have tended to say that all varieties are potentially equal in that any differences between them can easily be wiped out by adaptation on the part of the 'weaker' variety; but in prac​tice differences between actual and potential equality are glossed over and it is common for linguists to assert, without qualification, that all languages are equal. Hymes has suggested that such assertions are consonant with a general climate of liberal humanism, but that they are based on “ideological confidence rather than empirical knowledge” (Hymes, in G. Harman, ed. On Noam Chomsky, page 318).” (DEUCHAR). At least as far as the non-linguist is concerned, there is obviously a vast difference between actual and potential equality, since the claim that some variety is deficient and needs to be changed is quite consistent with belief in potential equality, but hard to reconcile with actual equality.

The debate took account of the above distinctions, and led to a somewhat more sophisticated version of the linguistic equality hypothesis than the one with which we started. The following account will show that there has been a shift of opinion among linguists which has led at least some (and probably a majority) to recognise that language is more problematic than the earlier optimistic belief suggested it should be. In particular, I think the majority view was that a speaker's linguistic resources are not necessarily up to the communicative demands which are placed upon them, and that the same could be said of a community's linguistic resources. This shift will no doubt be welcomed by those in the teaching profession whose job is to try to remedy mismatches between resources and demands in this area, and they will be pleased to find that linguists accept that such mismatches arise.

However, I should like to emphasise that a number of other widely held beliefs received no support at all from the debate. In particular, I think linguists stand firm on the following claims:

a. There are no “primitive languages”, if by this we mean languages which con​tain a few hundred words and virtually no grammar, and which are used as the normal means of communication within a community. (We need to qualify the claim in this way, because we know that there are various restricted varieties such as pidgins which are used for communication between communities and are therefore used only to supplement their speakers' native language.)

b. There are no “verbally deprived children”, if we mean by this children who are of an age at which we expect a rich grammar and thousands of words, but who know only a handful of words and little grammar, without any physiological or other medical explanation being available.

c. Where a standard expression and a non-standard expression both fulfil the same function (e.g. are synonyms), it is not necessary to assume that the stand​ard one is any better, as a means of fulfilling that function, than the non​standard one. (E.g. He gave it me is no better or worse than He gave me it, and We was there is no worse than We were there – MILROY.) The relation between form and function is not always arbitrary (DEUCHAR), and some expressions may be arguably more efficient than others, but the advantage is not always, or necessarily, in favour of standard expressions.

B. Points of agreement

The following views were discussed (though not necessarily in exactly the way they are formulated here), and seemed to be generally accepted by those present.

a. The effectiveness of a person's reaction to a communicative demand depends on two factors: the total linguistic repertoire of that person (which may well embrace more than one “language” or “dialect”) and his or her skill in exploiting the available linguistic resources. It is important to take account of both these elements, rather than to assume, as linguists have tended to, that the connection between language and communicative demands is to be made between the demands and a single “language”. A widely held view, quoted by LEITH, is that all languages are equally well adapted to the communicative needs of their speakers; but it is well known that many communities divide communicative needs among a number of different languages (e.g. some aborigine tribes in Australia use English for counting, and Italian immigrants in Brazil often use their Italian dialect for intimacies - L. MILROY), though even this formulation is open to debate, as we shall see.

It is also important to recognise the part played by individual skill (HARLOW), and to recognise that some users are better than others: “To hold that all users of language are equally good, equally effective, etc. is obviously non​sense, a kind of null hypothesis that is disproved almost every time it is tested.” (J. MILROY). There was no discussion of the reasons for these differ​ences in verbal skill, but it is clear that they account for at least some of the individual differences in verbal performance, so we cannot assume that inferior performance in speaking (or writing) is due to inferior knowledge of  language (in the sense of grammar and vocabulary). Consequently, its remedy may lie in instruction or training in the best strategies for exploiting existing knowledge, rather than in adding supposedly unknown vocabulary and grammar to this existing stock of knowledge.
b. No community or individual uses precisely the same variety from one year to the next, and some of these changes arise out of the need for linguistic res​ources which are not available before the change. These needs in turn are due to the communicative demands which are regularly placed on the speaker (or speakers), so at least some of the changes in an individual's linguistic reper​toire take place because of his or her communicative needs. As these needs change, so must the linguistic repertoire, otherwise “communication gaps” will arise. This is clearly true of individuals as they become mature members of their society, but it also seems to be true of the varieties used by mature mem​bers that they may get out of step with the communicative needs of their users. This is obviously what happens when there are technical and social changes which produce objects and ideas for which a community has no vocabulary, but other types of change may also point up “communicative gaps” which need to be filled.

A particular case was discussed in some detail (DEUCHAR), namely where a variety which has hitherto been used only in face-to-face interaction starts to be used in less interactive situations (e.g. over the radio). This leads to changes in the communicative demands, such as the need to identify referents without the help of a shared immediate context, and without the help of immediate feed-back from the addressee. One linguistic consequence of this change may be the development of a “relative clause” construction with clear markers of the relative clause, whereas such constructions were less necessary in the earlier, more interactive, situations where the variety was used. Such constructions seem to have developed recently in Tok Pisin (Neo-melanesian Pidgin, an English-​based pidgin spoken in New Guinea) and in American Sign Language (used by the deaf); and possibly Old English needed to develop a relative-clause structure, not having inherited one. However, the discussion revealed some disagreement about the details of these cases: 
· the claim that Old English had no inherited relative clauses is controversial (REIBEL); and, even if relative clauses marked by special words were not inherited, we should have to be certain that the earlier language did not use intonation to signal relative clauses; if this were the case, then the need for “relative clauses” was already satisfied (WELLS); ​
· a certain community in Panama uses a language (Buglere, a member of the Chibchan family) in which no relative clause markers are used even in the relatively non-​interactive genre of narrative (LEVINSOHN); however, the semantic status of the marker-less construction is shown by the tense, and the lack of markers to show specifically that the clauses are relative does not seem to matter. (We lack information about the language use in other genres among this community, so it could be that overtly marked relative constructions exist there - RUSSELL.)

In spite of this uncertainty about the particular examples, there seemed to be general agreement that linguistic changes can be motivated by the existence of communicative gaps, and that these changes may affect grammar as well as vocabulary.

Three general points arose out of the discussion, which need to be emph​asised: ​
· When these adaptive changes take place, it is because the speakers adapt their language, and not because the language adapts itself; the difference may sound academic, but the alternative is to see language as a “living” organism with its own “abilities” to do things such as adapting; such views of language were long since discredited by linguists.
· Communicative gaps are specific, not general, even if there are a large number of them; so a variety which is relatively poor in one area of meaning, or in one genre of communication, may be relatively rich in another (HONEY).
· Different communities may solve the same communicative problem in different linguistic ways; for example, (LEVINSOHN), linguistic varieties used in oral narrative by pre-literate societies differ widely in their use or avoidance of syntactically-signalled subordination, with Buglere (mentioned above) at one extreme, and Ica (another Chibchan language spoken in Colombia) at the other extreme. There is no question of one type being linguistically better than the other.

c. The question of “cognitive equality” came up for discussion only in relation to the difference between spoken and written language; more specifically, we considered whether there are consistent cognitive differences between literate and illiterate societies (LEITH). Unfortunately linguists have contributed very little either to this debate, or to a more general probing of the relations between spoken and written language; too many of us have claimed to be repre​senting the spoken language while actually taking our data from written language. However, others have taken an interest in the question of cognitive effects, and the “orality/literacy” hypothesis is now popular, according to which literacy confers far-reaching cognitive benefits. A recently published book (by Ong) promotes this hypothesis, and we examined some of the conclusions and evidence presented there (LEITH). Under scrutiny the arguments turned out to be unimpressive (e.g. the effects of literacy were confused with those of schooling), and the discussion produced no supporting voices for the hypothesis (though it has to be admitted that linguists often do seem to accept it as plausible). To some extent this may have been because participants recognised that we linguists need to be careful in pronouncing on questions of cognition (LOCAL), but it was also because we know enough about the very different roles of writing systems, of literate people, and of literacy in (say) China, Japan and Korea, compared with Western Europe, to be sceptical about general conclusions based on a small range of Western societies (LE PAGE).

C. Bones of contention

Three general issues seem to remain as points of dispute, to judge by the discussion in our meeting, though in each case there appeared to be a fairly clear majority view, which I shall indicate.

a. Is it true, as linguists have tended to claim, that every variety is perf​ectly adapted to the communicative needs of its users? We saw in the discussion of (a) in the previous section that such claims are best rephrased in terms of total repertoires rather than individual languages (or other varieties), because a multilingual community may have all the linguistic resources it needs even though no one language is adequate to all the linguistic needs of the community. So is it true that every communicative repertoire is perfectly adapted to the needs of its users? There was some support for this view (HARLOW), but rather more for the view that the fact of adaptation to changing needs (discussed above) showed that at least some repertoires, for some of the time, are not adequate for the needs of their users (DEUCHAR, CULLEN). A question which we did not discuss is whether a communicative gap necessarily leads to a compen​satory change in the linguistic repertoire; a prima facie case exists for the view that a gap may be actually created by a change (e.g. the loss of sibling in English), and that gaps may be tolerated permanently. However, it is impor​tant to bear in mind in thinking about these questions that communicative gaps are specific, so this part of the debate gives no support to the view that some varieties (or repertoires) are better overall than others.

b. Is adaptation of a language ever prevented by linguistic factors (to the exclusion of social and other factors)? It was suggested that some Australian aborigine languages with only 7,000 words had been unable to adapt to new circ​umstances, and had been “swamped” by English (HONEY), but I think the majority view was the one already mentioned above, that it is wrong to think of language as adapting; it is people who adapt, so if they are unable (or unwilling) to adapt their linguistic repertoire, this is probably for social reasons (e.g. the dominance of English-speaking society in Australia). The wide-spread belief among linguists in ''potential equality” which was mentioned above is relevant here, because it is a belief in the potential of every variety for adaptation; although it is an odd notion of “equality”, it is highly relevant in this more restricted context. Moreover, it is massively grounded in the historical study of languages, where linguists have failed to find any specifically structural constraints on adaptation.

c. Could the social status of a variety be predicted on the basis of a linguist's description of its structure alone? And more specifically, would it be possible to tell which of two related varieties was the standard one on this basis alone? We considered this question at some length (J. MILROY), in con​nection with the way in which standardisation leads to a reduction in the number of alternative forms for expressing the same content: “The aim of standard​isation is to ensure reliability and efficiency in using the linguistic resources in communication. It is exactly analogous to standardisation of coinage, or weights and measures, as language (like money) is a medium of exchange. Ling​uistic uniformity can be seen, therefore, as desirable in the interests of efficiency and reliability...: variant realisations are suppressed and uniformity is encouraged.” (J. MILROY) The available evidence from communities such as Montreal and Belfast seems to suggest that the least standardised varieties allow more variation than more standardised ones, which would suggest a general typological difference betwee standardised and non-standardised varieties. If this is the case, then it would of course be possible to predict at least this part of the social status of a variety on the basis of a linguistic description. The view was expressed (based on Romance data), that a full description of the syntax of a variety could give some indication of its social status, particularly if the description included information about which syntactic structures were frequently used (HARRlS), but it was objected that the basis of these predictions about social status was not purely internal to the structures of the varieties concerned. Moreover, the Belfast data may be typical not so much of a non​-standard variety, but rather of a newly formed dialect mixture (TRUDGILL). Moreover, the relative statuses of Bahasa Malaysia and Bahasa Indonesia are reversed as between Malaysia and Indonesia – one dominates in Malaysia, the other

in Indonesia – so social status must be arbitrary in relation to linguistic structure (LE PAGE). By the end of the discussion, participants seemed to be generally in favour of the traditional view that structural differences between standard and non-standard varieties were probably arbitrary, and that the social status of a variety could not be predicted from a description of its grammar alone. 
D. Conclusions

In relation to our original questions, we seem to have arrived at the following conclusions:

a. The hypothesis of linguistic equality can be taken in relation to varieties of language (language/dialect/register/idiolect) or linguistic repertoires (of an individual or of a community); in relation to structural, communicative or cognitive equality; and in relation to actual or potential equality. The most “liberal” interpretation would be that all linguistic repertoires are potent​ially equal from a communicative point of view: given the right social circum​stances, all speakers (and communities) have an equal ability to develop a linguistic repertoire to suit their communicative needs. This version of the hypothesis is probably true.

b. But it is certainly not true that all varieties are equally good as resources for satisfying every communicative need, or that all varieties contain the same range of structural patterns. However, the differences between varieties are specific, so each variety will have areas of strength as well as of weakness. Moreover, the crucial question is to what extent these differences provide problems for people, and in this connection the notion of a linguistic reper​toire is much more relevant than that of a variety.
PAGE  
2

