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PROLOGUE

On 11 May 2011, as I was preparing the final draft of this book, former American president Bill Clinton came to speak at my university. The occasion was the opening of a new centre, established to encourage leadership in matters of public policy, business and health. President Clinton did not mention language, but he made several remarks about group affiliation, noting in particular the need to ‘overcome identity differences’. Identity, he suggested, ought not to be defined in terms of what you reject in others but, rather, should rest upon a more intrinsic sense of self and self-direction. We need not always agree with others, but we might spend more time considering what we hold in common; we should move beyond respect for diversity to its celebration. These identity matters, Clinton argued, undergirded all attempts at renewed leadership and development in the modern world. In its demonstration – sometimes implicitly, sometimes directly – that language is a central component in group identity and its negotiation, this book underscores the president’s timely observations.

First published in somewhat different form, in Catalan and Spanish editions, this book can only touch upon many important topics that are covered more thoroughly elsewhere – many of them in earlier works of my own, a number of which I have immodestly noted in the end matter. It does, however, present an overview of multilingualism that is reasonably complete, if abbreviated, and I hope that it will prove interesting and informative for a general readership. It may also serve as a supplementary text in language and linguistics courses. Following the final chapter, I have provided some referential guidance; however, in the interests of reading fluency and ‘user-friendliness’, I have omitted reference markers in the body of the text.

A short book requires only a short introduction. My intention in writing this one has been twofold. First, I wanted to present a picture of global linguistic diversity, with some of its important ramifications and consequences. Second, I wanted to point out that the most compelling aspects of this diversity are not linguistic at all – they have to do, rather, with the symbolic and identity-marking features of language. If languages were only instruments of communication, there would still be a great deal to say in a world that contains several thousand of them: why there are so many, how different they are from one another, how they present reality in different ways to their speakers and so on. It would also be useful, particularly for speakers of big languages, to discuss in some detail the multilingual capacities that characterize the majority of the world’s population, the normality of multilingualism and the statistically minor category of monolingualism.1

But there is a great deal more to say when we realize that languages are totems as well as tools. For then we enter the highly charged psychological and social domains of group attachments, the most powerful and the most historically interesting categories here being ethnic and national affiliations. Even a cursory glance at the table of contents of this book will reveal my attempts to comment upon the intertwining of language and group identity.

I set the scene in Chapters 1 and 2 (The Diversity of Languages and Interpreting Language Diversity) by touching upon some of the early debates about the ‘first’ or the ‘original’ language, by pointing out that there are no ‘primitive’ or undeveloped varieties and by discussing the difficulties in ascertaining just how many languages there are in the world. There are still many linguistic regions that remain poorly understood, and there are problems with the categorization and naming of dialects and languages. In Chapter 3 (Multilingual Abilities), Iconsider the extent of multilingualism around the globe. One of the central themes here is the ubiquity of multilingual capabilities and the relative rarity – except, perhaps, within the anglophone world – of monolingualism. At the same time, it is important to realize that, for most people, a bilingual or multilingual repertoire is an instrumental response to mundane needs. A corollary is that speakers’ different fluencies are generally quite varied in their depth and extent. Chapter 4 (The Emergence and Measurement of Multilingualism) continues this part of the story by discussing the circumstances in which multilingualism typically arises and the difficulties that often emerge when we try to assess its extent among individuals and societies.

Chapters 5 and 6 deal with the ramifications of multilingualism. Just as extended language repertoires usually come about in response to real necessity, so are there obvious and frequent requirements to transcend language boundaries. In Chapter 5 (The Consequences of Babel: Lingua Francas), I discuss the use of bridging varieties. These fall into three categories: existing ‘natural’ languages that have risen to prominence because of the socio-political clout of their users; linguistically simple or restricted varieties – pidgin and creole languages; and ‘artificial’ languages, purposely constructed by their makers to be simple, regular and easy to learn. In Chapter 6 (The Consequences of Babel: Translation), I turn to the most immediate bridge across linguistic divides: translation. This has always been an intriguing quantity, despite its obvious merits and the need that it so clearly fills. On the one hand, inadequate translations interfere with the smooth and accurate transition from one language to the next; on the other, fluent translation has historically been regarded as a potential quisling, with the potential to carry details of group narratives, the stories and myths that we tell about ourselves, to other ears. The contemporary complaint of ‘voice appropriation’ is relevant here. I also discuss the very real difficulties inherent in translation exercises per se, suggesting that every act of translation also involves interpretation and judgement.

If language in its symbolic and identity-bearing role is important to the group, it follows that attempts will be made to protect it and to keep it ‘pure’. Just as translation may carry secrets across group lines, so were linguistic influences coming the other way often seen as foreign contaminants. Thus, in Chapter 7 (Keeping Languages Pure), I discuss purism and prescriptivism. Under these headings, we observe the efforts
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