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The melancholia of language shift

In the 1960s Joshua Fishman expanded the scope of sociolinguistics by emphasising

the importance of the concepts language shift and language maintenance for the

understanding and analysis of the consequences of multilingual language contact.

The basic datum of the study of language maintenance and language shift is

that two linguistically distinguishable populations are in contact and that there

are demonstrable consequences of this contact with respect to habitual

language use (Fishman, 1964: 33).

However, these consequences are the result, not of neutral forces, but of relations of

power

Cross-cultural contact, therefore, is often viewed as a potential source of

unmanageable, or at least undesirable, culture change  and of language shift,

given that power differentials are to be expected between ethnic groups in

interaction (Fishman, 1989: 177).

With regard to minority languages ‘ ... intergenerational mother tongue continuity is

very frequently not only endangered but actually not attained’ (Fishman, 1989: 225).

While language shift and language maintenance have been highly useful heuristic

devices and powerfully predictive, I have always felt that language shift and the

struggle against it has always had about it an air of melancholia. It has often been

linked with terms such as language loss and language death; even language murder

and language suicide. Efforts at language maintenance are seen as worthwhile, valiant

and sometimes partially successful, but, in most cases, ultimately doomed. Despite his

own later proposals for reversing language shift (Fishman, 1991) Fishman is very

clear that cultural and linguistic change is inevitable and natural: ‘culture change is as

natural, as ongoing and as common as the quest for cultural continuity’ (Fishman,

1989: 177).

Language is both part of, indexical of, and symbolic of ethnocultural

behaviour. As ethnicities meld, change or absorb and replace one another, it is

inevitable that the languages of these ethnicities will be modified as well.

Language change, per se, in the usual linguistic sense of alteration in lexicon,

semantics, syntax and phonology, is, of course, always ongoing, particularly

between languages in contact ... (Fishman, 1989: 673).



Conceptualising cultural and linguistic change

In considering these questions with reference to the British context, I have, for some

time, been considering how these sociolinguistic concerns might be moved into a

slightly different frame in the light of developments in cultural theory, particularly

that emanating from Britain.  I chose theoretical formulations emerging principally

from what has been called the British Cultural Studies tradition, and I want to now

highlight some of these theoretical moves which I have found most useful. Returning

to the notion, mentioned earlier, that cultural and linguistic change is inevitable, I was

looking for a theoretical frame which would help with the thinking through of what

this change looks and feels like while it is happening. I found particularly helpful

some of Raymond Williams’ work on culture. Williams suggests that any analysis of

culture must struggle to identify elements which are dominant, residual and emergent.

For Williams the difficulty of working with these concepts is that the cultural analyst

must both identify them as separate elements and yet understand that in lived

experience they operate syncretically. In my own research into the patterns of

language use of a group of British-born adolescents of South Asian descent, these

observations are pertinent. For instance, Panjabi language use and Sikh religious

observances which were dominant in their families in their grandparents’ generation

may have been overwhelmingly replaced by emergent radically new practices. At the

same time, however, the former practices live on for them with a specific residual

salience. These young people continue to attend the Gurdwara, and they greet their

grandparents in Panjabi on a daily basis to show respect.  As Williams views it,

The residual, by definition, has been effectively formed in the past, but it is

still active in the cultural process, not only and often not at all as an element of

the past, but as an effective element of the present. Thus certain experiences,

meanings, and values which cannot be expressed or substantially verified in

terms of the dominant culture, are nevertheless lived and practised on the basis

of the residue—cultural as well as social—of some previous social and

cultural institution or formation. It is crucial to distinguish this aspect of the

residual, which may have an alternative or even oppositional relation to the

dominant-culture, from that active manifestation of the residual (this being its

distinction from the archaic) which has been wholly or largely incorporated

into the dominant culture (Williams, 1977: 122)

Williams states additionally,

By ‘emergent’ I mean, first, that new meanings and values, new practices, new

relationships and kinds of relationship are continually being created. But it is

exceptionally difficult to distinguish between those which are really elements

of some new phase of the dominant culture (and in this sense ‘species specific’)

and those which are substantially alternative or oppositional to it: emergent in

the strict sense, rather than merely novel (ibid.: 123).

In the case of my research informants things become even more complicated. They

may well be operating, as far as their language use is concerned, in an environment

involving doubly dominant, residual and emergent elements. For instance, they must

negotiate at the level of official spaces in the nation state the dominance of Standard



English, in many home or community settings the dominance of  languages such as

Gujarati and Panjabi, and elsewhere in their lives with their peer group the dominance

of what Hewitt, (1991), has called a ‘local multi-ethnic vernacular’ or ‘community

English’.

Agency and new ethnicities

Part of the melancholia I detected earlier in sociolinguistic discussions of language

shift and language maintenance, perhaps arises from a sense that the people being

discussed are seen as relatively helpless victims to whom ‘things are done’. In this

process a sense of their agency is lost. E.P. Thompson, in his attack on the over-

determination involved in certain rigid structuralist depictions of society, attaches

prime importance in social and cultural analysis to the idea  that human beings act

consciously, individually and collectively, to advance what they take to be their own

interests, and have the capacity to affect the course of their own history. This is the

expression of their agency. As he neatly puts it in relation to the English working

class, ‘The working class did not rise like the sun at an appointed time. It was present

at its own making’ (Thompson, 1968: 9). Likewise minority ethnic groups are present

at the making of their own changing patterns of language use. The Linguistic

Minorities Project noted, with respect to the linguistic minority groups surveyed, that

‘although the vast majority say they support language maintenance, a smaller

proportion of parents give it a high enough priority to make sure that their children

attend classes...’ (LMP, 1983: 156). In my research almost all my informants had

attended supplementary classes and schools involving language maintenance efforts at

the instigation of their parents, but all had discontinued their attendance. Enquiries as

to the reasons why, were met for the most part with shrugs and ‘don’t know’

expressions, or statements that they were too busy with other things. I have found the

interpretation of these phenomena as a sad failure of will on the part of the young

people, their parents or others, to be profoundly unsatisfactory. Could there be another

way of looking at it which might incorporate a degree of relative agency and self-

interested and self-conscious activity?  I have found theoretically helpful the anti-

essentialist current developed from one strand emerging from the British Cultural

Studies tradition. I want to focus, here, today, on a series of writings by Stuart Hall,

Paul Gilroy and Kobena Mercer delineating ‘ethnic absolutism’ (Gilroy, 1987 ), ‘new

ethncities’ (Hall, 1988), ‘diaspora’ and ‘hybridity’(Mercer, 1994). For present

purposes I can do no more than briefly describe the scope of each of these theoretical

terms.

According to Gilroy, the term ‘ethnic absolutism’ precisely and powerfully described

the tyrannical everyday straitjacket within which most black and brown descendants

of the Empire had lived in Britain. It encapsulated the experience of seeing the rich

variety of dispositions and behaviours of individuals and groups in family and

community settings reduced to crude supposedly eternal essences. Ethnic absolutism

was, as Gilroy put it,

... a reductive, essentialist understanding of ethnic and national difference

which operates through an absolute sense of culture so powerful that it is

capable of separating people off from each other and diverting them into social



and historical locations that are understood to be mutually impermeable and

incommensurable (Gilroy, 1993: 65).

Being against ethnic absolutism was relatively straightforward, but did not offer a

creative framework for the thinking through of questions of ethnicity. Hall’s (1988)

pluralisation of the concept of ethnicity with his ‘new ethnicities’ stimulated

possibilities for the loosening and destabilising of ethnicity so that it could be

investigated as something capable of temporal and spatial change and emphasising its

performativity and not its ascription. For Hall, globalization plays a central role in this

process because

[i]t does have a pluralizing impact on identities, producing  a variety of

possibilities and new positions of identification, and making identities more

positional, more political, more plural and diverse; less fixed, unified or trans-

historical (Hall, 1992: 309)

In the British context I had encountered two further phenomena which needed to be

sharply theorised. The first concerned the highly significant number of young people

in London whose parentage, even within essentialised, binary, analytic frames,

involved mixed ethnicity. The academic analysis of the 1991 census data offers

copious evidence of the complexities suggested. For instance, there is the fact that

among ethnic minority males aged 16 to 34, 40% of those designated as Black-

Caribbean, 7% of Indians, 6.2% of Pakistanis, 16% of Chinese, 18% of Other-Asian,

19.2% of Black-African and 60% of Black-Other are ‘currently living with a white

partner’ (Berrington, 1996:199-200).  As Peach (1996:24) states:  “A significant

proportion of the ethnic minority population is derived from mixed unions and new

ethnic identities are being forged which will be increasingly difficult to capture within

the existing census categories ... Indeed, one of the lessons to be derived from the

1991 Census, is that new ethnicities are emerging in Britain.” The other phenomenon

which required attention was that many young people (and others) in Britain retained

both real and imaginary global African, Asian and Caribbean diasporic affiliations at

the same time as definite British identities. Mercer (1994) consistently argues that a

helpful advance is to be found in a theoretical reconfiguration focusing on the

discussion of the concepts of diaspora and hybridity. Mercer (2000) acknowledges

that the lineage of this opening can be traced to the writings of Stuart Hall as far back

as the 1960’s and 1970’s.  Mercer states boldly

I suggest that the emerging cultures of hybridity [emphasis in the original],

forged among the overlapping African, Asian and Caribbean diasporas, that

constitute our common home, must be seen as crucial and vital efforts to

answer the “possibility and necessity of creating a new culture”: so that you

can live. [emphasis in the original] ... In a world in which everyone’s identity

has been thrown into question, the mixing and fusing of disparate elements to

create new, hybridized identities point to ways of surviving, and thriving, in

conditions of crisis and transition (Mercer, 1994: 3-5).

To sum up, Hall, Gilroy, and Mercer, working within British Cultural Studies, have

all written extensively on new ethnicities, diaspora and hybridity, identifying and

opening a theoretical space which I think can be utilised to improve our understanding

of the occurrence of certain sociolinguistic phenomena.



Linguistic signs of dominant, residual and emergent culture

I want to turn now to just two significant patterns of language use which I have

identified in my research. They arose during the course of 30 individual interviews

that I recorded in 1997 with the adolescent informants of South Asian descent

mentioned earlier. They are patterns of use which were marked during the interviews

and were confirmed by an analysis of the transcripts. The first involves the use of T-

glottalling. The second involves the use of the terms ‘cousin brother’ and ‘cousin

sister’.

Milroy, Milroy, Hartley & Walshaw (1994) and a wide variety of contributors to the

volume Urban Voices: Accent Studies in the British Isles, Foulkes & Docherty (1999),

have commented on ‘T-glottalling’ - the replacement of /t/ by a glottal stop in words

of the type butter, letter, not, what. They observe that it has for a long time been on

the increase in Britain, not just in urban areas such as London where it has been

heavily stigmatised as a working class speech characteristic, but in many other

regions and amongst the middle and upper classes. Milroy, Milroy, Hartley et al

(1994) state baldly that ‘The spread of the glottal stop is so rapid that it is now widely

perceived as a stereotype of urban British speech ...’. Foulkes and Docherty (1999:

16) note what they call a ‘lack of interest in the phonetics and phonology of ethnic

subcommunities, in particular those of immigrant origin ... the lack of published work

on the phonetics and phonology of the English spoken in ethnic subcommunities

remains conspicuous’. The first of the linguistic features to which I wish to draw

attention in the speech of my informants is, then, T-glottalling.

... my grandma phones she check up on me (just) a bi[_] then I have to speak

Panjabi back to her enni[_] ... grandad does understand a bi[_] of English

bu[_] ... they don’t like i[_] if we speak English to them they get a li[_]le bit

angry (NSR boy)

... I have to speak Gujara[_]i with them and like if we like get guests in the

house we speak Gujara[_]i with them bu[_] um with li[_le kids we always

speak English ... bu[_] round here’s qui[_] cos no[_] a lo[_] of people do that

cos no[_]_a lo[_] of people are really into all that religion kinda stuff bu[_]
i[_]s cause of my gran inni[_]  (DC girl)

The second feature is the use of the terms cousin sister and cousin brother:

... and like me and my cousin sister who comes to this school we’re both the

same age we’re like only got three months difference and so like we’re always

together and um so I treat her like my own sister and my cousin brothers like

we usually like go to the park and stuff together go out together so it’s like

we’re really close    (DC girl)

... well my experience like my cousin sisters and um aunties  and that they

really sit down and watch they’ve got Sky and they watch this um channel

called erm Zee TV? ... n- now er- erm like my my cousin brothers the

younger ones do um they go Panjabi classes now (NSR boy)



Nihalani, Tongue & Hosali (1979: 59)with reference to the terms cousin-brother and

cousin-sister write, in their book Indian and British English,

Since the word ‘cousin’ does not contain a sex-denoting marker, where sex is

important it has to be indicated (rather awkwardly) in British Standard English

by a phrase like ‘female cousin’. Most languages in India indicate sex in the

word itself and ‘cousin-brother’ is an attempt to do this in English.

So here we have the use of two linguistic forms, one phonological and

quintessentially urban British, the other lexical and characteristically Indian and not

used by most other kinds of people in Britain. Looking at this from the angle that I’m

suggesting, does, I believe, offer a very small glimpse of part of the process of the

creation and emergence of local hybridised new ethnicities; a process in which both

residual and continuing diasporic and emergent local elements are essential

ingredients. To return again to the words of Raymond Williams to focus the two types

of observation which I have presented. First the residual

In the subsequent default of a particular phase of a dominant culture there is

then a reaching back to those meanings and values which were created in

actual societies and actual situations in the past, and which still seem to have

significance because they represent areas of  human experience, aspiration,

and achievement which the dominant culture neglects, undervalues, opposes,

represses, or even cannot recognize (ibid.: 123-4)

then the emergent

What matters, finally, in understanding emergent culture, as distinct from both

the dominant and the residual, is that it is never only a matter of immediate

practice; indeed it depends crucially on finding new forms or adaptations of

form. Again and again what we have to observe is in effect a pre-emergence,

active and pressing but not yet fully articulated, rather than the evident

emergence which could be more confidently named (ibid.: 126).

Of course we cannot know the extent to which the linguistic  phenomena I have

shown are transitory, or part of a longer term reconstitution of language and ethnicity.

In addition what I have shown does not in any way exhaust the complex patterns of

language use of my informants involving, for example, London English, Standard

British English, Panjabi, Gujarati, Hindi,Jamaican Creole, African American

Vernacular English and German.  But I hope that I have been able to illustrate, in a

useful way, the process which Stuart Hall calls translation which

describes those identity formations which cut across and intersect natural

frontiers, and which are composed of people who have been dispersed forever

from their homelands. Such people retain strong links with their places of

origin and their traditions, but they are without the illusion of a return to the

past.  They are obliged to come to terms with the new cultures they inhabit,

without simply assimilating to them and losing their identities completely.

They bear upon them the traces of the particular cultures, traditions, languages



and histories by which they were shaped.  The difference is that they are not

and will never be unified in the old sense, because they are irrevocably the

product of several interlocking histories and cultures, belong at one and the

same time to several “homes” (and to no one particular “home”).  People

belonging to such cultures of hybridity have had to renounce the dream or

ambition of rediscovering any kind of “lost” cultural purity, or ethnic

absolutism.  They are irrevocably translated ...  They are the products of the

new diasporas created by the post-colonial migrations.  They must learn to

inhabit at least two identities, to speak two cultural languages, to translate and

negotiate between them.  Cultures of hybridity are one of the distinctly novel

types of identity produced in the era of late-modernity, and there are more and

more examples of them to be discovered. (Hall, 1992:310)

---------------------------
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 [_] = the IPA symbol representing t-glottalling - the omission of t-pronunciation in

speech. This symbol may not print out accurately or be represented accurately in some

circumstances.


