Y673 participants,

I was a bit concerned that last week’s discussion about the importance of language in politics remained too unstructured. We discussed many different aspects of language but moved back forth between these aspects without distinguishing them or clarifying their interactions. Since this is going to be a major topic of our discussion this coming Wednesday, I would like to propose the following set of categories for that discussion. (There may be more, but these are the ones I’ve been able to distinguish so far.) It seems to me that we can separate out the following different ways in which language affects political processes or can be used as a methodological tool. 

1. (Causal effect of language form or structure) Since self-governance requires communication, which in turn requires a common language, the characteristics of a language can shape the form self-governance may take (and thereby affect its likely effectiveness). Particularly important is the structure of the language. For example, how are speaker and listener related in the basic language forms? If language X assumes all humans are equal but language Y has the structure of requiring attention to the respective status of the speaker and listener, then self-governance should be easier among peoples speaking X and difficult for Y speakers. If this distinction is reinforced by the fundamental presuppositions of the religious world-views dominant in each of these cultures, then the difference in the prospects for effective self-governance in X and Y language communities will become even more pronounced. Since language is so central to any culture or civilization, differences typically attributed to cultural or civilizational divides may actually be better seen as the differing consequences of language structure.

2. (Difficulties of translation: causal effect of language content) It is typically asserted that any language makes some concepts easy to articulate and others very difficult to express in terms of that language. Translation difficulties deepen the problems of transplanting one society’s institutions upon another. As was discussed in class, there are instances in which concepts central to the success of self-governance in the U.S. (NGOs, for example) can not be expressed in terms native to the local language. So any attempt to incorporate such organizations into that society’s governance structure are likely to fail, unless the local community can find a way to express and understand these concepts in their own languages.

3. (Co-evolution of indigenous languages and self-governance) Point 2 suggests that self-governance is most likely to be successful if it emerges from a process of development internal to a given culture or language community. This reinforces the importance of building upon indigenous traditions of collective action, dispute resolution, and governance. The problem here, of course, is that governance at higher levels of aggregation requires some mechanism of communication across language communities. So, in effect, the language of self-governance processes must somehow emerge from the interaction of multiple languages and ways of resolving disputes within and between language communities. 

4. (How are languages governed?) Language may also be used as an example of institutional change and development. Most languages are naturally polycentric, in the sense that small groups with shared interests or tastes (cliques or associations) may invent new terms (slang or jargon) for items particularly relevant to their discussions. A language that is open to the invention of new terms (such as English) may thus be more conducive to self-governance than a language (such as French) in which new terms must be approved by some central authority seeking to maintain the “purity” of that language. Given the especially mongrel form of English, perhaps this point suggests that English may be especially suited for supporting self-governing capabilities.

5. (Language as domination or distributional advantage) Languages are also used as an expression of power. Since laws and regulations are written and judicial proceedings carried out in some particular languages, those individuals already familiar with that language have an automatic advantage over those using other languages. Language can become a topic of political contention. Which languages should be recognized as official (and thereby used in governmental and legal deliberations)? Which should be used in the educational system? Analysis here should focus on the nature of language as a good and the respective interests of different language communities.

6. (Colonial languages: Benefits and costs) If the language of power (see point 5) is also the language imposed by a colonial power, then it may be even less conducive to the development of local self-governing capabilities. This effect may continue even after independence if that language is chosen as the official language for the multi-ethnic country after independence. Reasons for this selection may include continued access to the language of science or to facilitate participation in the global economy. But, at the same time, relying on a foreign official language may forestall the emergence of an indigenous, cross-language community basis for self-governance, as outlined in point 4 above.

7. (Optimal level of language diversity). Does each language constitute a unique way of looking a the world and thereby facilitate effective responses to different sets of problems (specifically the collective problems as conceptualized and addressed by the members of that language community)? If so, then there may be benefits associated with language-diversity, similar to the well-known benefits of bio-diversity (or institutional diversity). At an individual level, it may be beneficial to be conversant in multiple languages, especially if that individual has to deal with different sets of groups involved in different activities. Thus, one may find it useful to know one language for social communication, another for official interactions, and a third for purposes of trade (see research by Laitin). But there are certainly costs associated with learning multiple languages at an individual level. And, at the collective level, the co-existence too many languages may make it difficult to develop the minimal common understanding required for effective self-governance. In other words, there may be an optimal level of language diversity, both at the individual and collective levels. (Of course, there is no reason to expect that the individually and collectively optimal levels will be consistent.)

8. (Language as rational choice and/or expression of identity) Language choice is also affected both by elite decisions and by mass behavior. Elites choose which language should be treated as official, and, in the long-term masses shape languages by their own behavior. Some such decisions may be rational, as in deciding which language one’s children should speak at home, but others may be driven by concerns with maintaining one’s own cultural identity. Overall, however, language change is a slow, multi-generational prospect. So if language is indeed essential to effective self-governance, it may take generations to reform a society’s governance structure, too.

Note that these multiple effects or manifestations of languages need not operate in a consistent fashion in  particular cases. The English language, for example, may be especially conducive to self-governance in general (as in point 4 above) but may simultaneously inhibit the development of indigenous forms of self-governance if it has been imposed by a colonial power or in interests of improving access to the global economy (point 6). The overall impact may be difficult to ascertain, as the example of India may demonstrate.

I may have missed some other connections between language and self-governance, and I look forward to hearing your reactions and elaborations.

Mike McGinnis
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