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Abstract

Peter Burke has described the early modern period in Europe as the age of
the ‘discovery of language’. The aim of my dissertation is to trace the
linguistic and cultural phenomena which prepared the way for this
discovery by studying how ideas, attitudes and beliefs about language were
formed and developed in Italy from the thirteenth to the fifteenth century. In
particular, I analyse the contemporary perception of the shifting relationship
between Latin and the vernaculars in light of two highly significant events
in the social history of language: on the one hand, the collapse of the
medieval language system of functional compartmentalization of Latin and
vernaculars, which is usually referred to as diglossia; on the other hand, the
process of the formation of national languages known as standardization.

I examine the concept of ‘historical language’ and construct a
theoretical framework to analyse how it was formed and developed within
communities of speakers. From this perspective, I discuss how specific
varieties of the vernacular came to acquire recognition; and I interpret in
sociological and historical terms the progressive emancipation of the
vernaculars from Latin and their acquisition of autonomous existence in the
minds of speakers. Finally, I advance an interpretation of the language ideas
and choices of Italian humanists and the role they played in changing the
image of Latin in early modern Italy and making it a prototype of European

standardized national languages.
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Introduction

If we were looking for an early critique of comparative philology — the
nineteenth-century progenitor of modern linguistics — we might find it in
Tolstoy’s War and Peace. On the eve of the battle of Borodino, Pierre
Bezukhov and Prince Andrei overhear a conversation between two German

generals, Wolzogen and no less than Carl von Clausewitz:

‘Der Krieg muss in Raum verlegt werden. Der Ansicht kann ich nicht
genug Preis geben’, said one of them.

‘The war must be extended widely. I cannot sufficiently commend
that view.

‘Oh, ja’, said the other, ‘der Zweck ist nur den Feind zu schwachen, so
kann man gewiss nicht den Verlust der Privat-Personen in Achtung
nehmen.’

‘Oh, yes, the only aim is to weaken the enemy, so of course one
cannot take into account the loss of private individuals.’

‘Oh, no’, agreed the other.

‘Extend widely!” said Prince Andrei with an angry snort, when they
had ridden past. ‘In that “extend” were my father, son, and sister, at

Bald Hills. That's all the same to him! ... ’!

A few pages before, Tolstoy had already poked fun at German war

strategists, in the person of general Pfuel:

! Leo Tolstoy, War and Peace, transl. L. and A. Maude, Chicago etc., 1952, p. 442
(with slight modifications).



The German's self-assurance is worst of all ... because he imagines
that he knows the truth — science — which he himself has invented but
which is for him the absolute truth.

Pfuel was evidently of that sort. He had a science ... and all he came
across in the history of more recent warfare seemed to him absurd
and barbarous — monstrous collisions in which so many blunders
were committed by both sides that these wars could not be called
wars, they did not accord with the theory, and therefore could not

serve as material for science.?

Comparing war theory to philology is less odd than it may at first sound.?
Educated in the same universities as the generals taunted by Tolstoy,
German philologists shared an analogous proclivity for finding necessary
laws in human activities — in this case, languages — and an equal carelessness
towards the part played in them by ‘private individuals’. ‘Languages are
organisms of nature’, wrote August Schleicher ‘they have never been
directed by the will of man; they rose, and developed themselves according
to definite laws; they grew old, and died out ... . The science of language is
consequently a natural science; its method is generally altogether the same
as that of any other natural science. In this respect, the “Origin of Species”,
which you urged me to read, could not be said to lie so very far beyond my

own department.”* With the final reference to Darwin’s classic work, the

2 Ibid., p. 363.

3In 1835 Lerminier, a professor of jurisprudence at the College de France, wrote:
‘On a dit de la Prusse que c’était une caserme; c’est une caserme, mais c’est aussi
une école ... . Tel est ’embleme de la Prusse: I'université et ’arsenal, les canons et
les études, les étudiants et les soldats.” Quoted by C. Dionisotti, ‘A Year's Work in
the Seventies. The Presidential Address of the Modern Humanistic Research
Association delivered at University College’, The Modern Language Review, LVII,
1972, pp. xIx-xxviii (xxii).

* A. Schleicher, Darwinism Tested by the Science of Language, transl. A. W. B. Bikkers,
London, 1869, pp. 20-1.



circle is closed: not only are languages natural organisms, independent of
the will of man and developed according to definite laws, but some
languages are more evolved than others. The idea that languages are
entities, the existence of which is independent from their users — that is,
individuals — is not an invention of comparative philologists. It is thanks to
them, however, that the axiom that languages are natural objects, which
must be studied with methods inherited from natural sciences, has been
passed down almost unquestioned to modern linguistics. Ferdinand de
Saussure’s distinction between langue and parole, like Noam Chomsky’s
between competence and performance — dichotomies in which only the first
item of the pair is regarded as susceptible to scientific investigation — stem
from the same anxiety to detach a supposedly autonomous object of analysis
from the unpredictable whims of the subjects using it.>

This approach to historical languages has not only informed the
practice of theoretical and applied linguistics: it has also constituted the
central assumption on which histories of European languages have been
written for more than a century. In this last context, it has been merged with
another central tenet of Western language ideology: the idea that ‘real’,
natural languages are also national languages.® When we open a classic like
Bruno Migliorini’s Storia dell’italiano, we encounter the story of a national
language which, for the most part, is supposed to have existed even before
any nation was in sight. Rather than a community of individuals engaged in
linguistic practices, it describes the victorious path of a speech variety which
deserves to be traced, teleologically and almost providentially, because its
existence is an undisputable and necessary axiom. Usually, histories such as

this show a remarkable a lack of interest in what it means for a language to

5 See R. B. Le Page, ‘Problems of Description in Multilingual Communities’,
Transactions of the Philological Society, 1968, pp. 189-212 (196).

¢ See A. Varvaro, ‘Storia della lingua: passato e prospettive di una categoria
controversa’, Romance Philology, XXVI, 1972-3, pp. 16-51 and 509-31.
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be national; and this is simply because they consider that the only sort of
languages worthy of attention are national ones.

The anthropologist Benedict Anderson, in his Imagined Communities,
gave due weight to the role played by language issues in the history of
nationalism, singling out, in particular, the replacement of Latin by national
languages as a fundamental step in the construction of national
communities. In his account, however, there are two instructive pitfalls. In
the first place, he argued that once the use of Latin started to decline in
favour of national languages, the latter were already full-blown,
autonomous entities, ready for nations to be built on them: in other words,
they were already standardized languages.” Paradoxically, however, at the
same time that he demonstrated that national identities were, in fact,
cultural artefacts, he also provided them with an essentialist element by
which they shaped themselves: their languages. As Judith Irvine and Susan
Gal have observed: ‘Missing from Anderson’s perspective ... is the insight
that homogeneous language is as much imagined as is community. That is,
Anderson naturalizes the process of linguistic standardization.’

It is precisely this process of standardization that I shall be examining.
But here emerges a second element of Anderson’s study that, in my view, is
debatable: among the factors favouring the rise of vernaculars, he claimed,
was one which he called ‘the esotericization of Latin’ — in other words, the
classicizing reform of Latin which began to take place in Italy around mid-

fourteenth century and was brought to completion in the next century,

7 B. Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origins and Spread of
Nationalism, rev. edition, London, 2006, p. 43: ‘the fatality of human linguistic
diversity’; and ibid., p. 38: ‘Then [in the sixteenth century] as now the bulk of
mankind was monoglot.’

8]. T. Irvine and S. Gal, ‘Language Ideology and Linguistic Differentiation’, in
Regimes of Language, Ideologies, Polities and Identities, ed. P. V. Kroskrity, Santa Fe,
2000, pp. 35-84 (76).
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under the auspices of humanism.” He dismissed this factor, however, as
substantially irrelevant — as a phenomenon which merely helped the rise of
vernaculars by hastening the premature death of Latin.’ This idea is not
uncommon. The classicist Eduard Norden expressed a similar opinion many
years ago: whereas in the Middle Ages, he maintained, Latin had been an
animated and vigorous language, it was precisely those humanists who
thought they were rescuing it who struck the final blow by turning it into a
scholarly discipline.!' The appeal of this idea is understandable: if we
consider the humanist revival of classical Latin in strictly linguistic terms, it
seems odd that the cultural avant-garde of Italy, and later the rest of Europe,
after a long period of steady growth of the vernaculars, suddenly turned to
Latin, extolling a form of the language which was more than thousand years
old as alone worthy of imitation. The notions that national languages are
natural entities and that Latin died in the hands of its humanist reformers
both stem from the same assumption: if language diversity, and therefore
the shape of national languages, is a natural inevitability, then the deliberate
superposition of a supposedly dead language can be dismissed as a minor
historical oddity.

A less biased and more relativistic approach to language variation —
an approach which does not regard the supposed homogeneity of national

standardized languages as normal, natural and necessary — derives from the

° Anderson, Imagined Communities, p. 42

10Tbid., p. 39.

E. Norden, Die antike Kunstprosa vom VI. Jahrhundert vor Chr. bis in die Zeit der
Renaissance, 2 vols, Leipzig, 1898, II, p. 767: ‘Der lateinischen Sprache, die im
Mittelalter nie ganz aufgehort hatte zu leben und demgemafs Veranderungen aller
Art unterworfen gewesen war, wurde von denselben Mannern, die sich
einbildeten, sie zu neuem dauernden Leben zu erwecken, sie zu einer
internationalen Kultursprache zu machen, der TodesstofS gegeben. Die Geschichte
der lateinischen Sprache hort damit endgiiltig auf, an die Stelle tritt die Geschichte
ihres Studiums.’

12



work carried out by sociolinguistics over the past fifty years. For the period
covered by this dissertation, the concept of standardization has normally
been applied in two ways: firstly, as a general tendency (and often a
development from a supposedly previous inferior state) which any
language, if properly directed and stimulated, may undergo; and, secondly,
as a phenomenon characteristic of vernaculars, which started in the late
Middle Ages and reached full maturity in the sixteenth century. It is my aim
to challenge these two views. I shall argue, firstly, that standardization is a
historical phenomenon, which arises for specific reasons and is linked to
specific historical circumstances. The model of standard language now
common in the Western tradition is neither natural nor necessary: it is not
shared by many cultures around the globe, and in the past it was not
structured as it is now. Its evolution is entangled with a precise set of
cultural and social conditions which need to be recognized and evaluated
from a linguistic point of view. Secondly, I shall argue that, rather than a
natural, or functional, linguistic development, standardization was the result
of the deliberate cultural programme pursued by humanists — invested, first
and foremost, in the Latin language — and of the way they began to conceive
and use Latin. For some time now, language historians have recognized that
they have much to learn from sociolinguistics; perhaps sociolinguistics —
and, in particular, the study of standardization — also has something to learn
from language history.

This dissertation will examine the study of the formation and
development of language ideas, attitudes and beliefs in Italy during the pre-
history of language standardization. I shall set the history of these ideas in
their social and cultural context, trying to assess how they relate to the
establishment and maintenance of language diversity. Rather than the
history of linguistics, I am interested in those ideas which were embedded in

the language behaviour of speakers and which, in turn, were capable of
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influencing that behaviour, thus determining concrete language choices and
shaping the organization of linguistic practices in a given community of
speakers. In the heyday of linguistics, Leonard Bloomfield wrote amusing
papers recounting the cleavage between his scientific, impartial approach to
language and the biased, ideological outlook of the common man.!? Recent
developments in anthropological linguistics have revealed that not only was
Bloomfield’s detached attitude as ideological as that of his interlocutors, but
it also prevented professional linguists from recognizing how deeply the
organization and development of language variation depends on the
common man’s perception and use of it.’* Language ideas cannot simply be
dismissed as irrational, nor isolated from the specific position of the
individuals who held them within the organization of the communities in
which they lived.

The contribution of sociolinguistics and linguistic anthropology to the
social history of languages are assessed in chapter 2, where I propose a
methodological framework to study language variation, in order to achieve
a theoretical understanding of the relationship between language behaviour
and language ideas, and a way to employ the results obtained to the history
of standardization. I analyse the concept of ‘language’ as a historical
construct and produce a theoretical framework to analyse how such a
concept is formed and developed in communities of speakers. This also
serves to introduce a hypothetical picture of what the language state
preceding standardization might have looked like, and its reflection in
speakers’ linguistic consciousness. This pre-standardized state — that is, the
functional relationship between Latin and vernaculars in the Middle Ages —

is then explored with reference to the model of diglossia: chapter 3 analyses

2 See, e.g.,, L. Bloomfield, ‘Secondary and Tertiary Responses to Language’,
Language, 20.2, 1944, pp. 25-55.
3 Irvine and Gal, ‘Language Ideology and Linguistic Differentiation’, p. 75.
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this model and its implications for the attitudes of speakers to language
variation. Chapters 4-6 trace the conditions which determined the
progressive breakdown of the diglossic system. Chapter 4 is devoted to the
so-called rise the of vernaculars up to the beginning of the fourteenth
century, and chapter 5 treats this development as it was assessed by Dante,
who also produced the first self-conscious attempt to devise a programme of
vernacular language reform. Chapter 6 focuses on the emergence of
humanist Latin and the role it played in the history of standardization.
Chapter 1 is an attempt to discuss and interpret the ideas held by
Petrarch concerning the difference between Latin and vernaculars. On the
one hand, it assesses the theories put forward by modern scholars
concerning Petrarch’s linguistic thought; on the other, it serves as an
introduction and an exemplification of the sort of methodological problems

which will be encountered in the following chapters.
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Chapter 1. Genus, stilus and ydioma: Petrarch and the

Linguistic Thought of Humanism

‘Obviously we cannot say: everywhere else is ideology; we alone stand on
the rock of absolute truth.’
J. Schumpeter, History of Economic Analysis

I

Letter XXI.15 of Petrarch’s Rerum familiarium liber, ‘Ad Iohannem de
Certaldo, Purgatio ab invidis obiectae calumniae’ (“To Giovanni Boccaccio,
Purgation from the Unjust Accusation of Envy’), is one of the best known of
the collection. Its fame is due to the fact that, in this letter of 1359, Petrarch
for the first time dealt overtly with the legacy of his greatest predecessor,
Dante Alighieri. Disguised as a defence of himself against those who
considered his obstinate silence about Dante to be a sign of envy, it contains
Petrarch’s definition of his own role as an intellectual, based on a
comparison of his own activity as a writer with that of Dante. Vernacular

poetry is the obvious touchstone for this comparison:

I have at times said only one thing to those who wished to know my
exact thoughts: his style was unequal, for he rises to nobler and loftier
heights in the vernacular than in Latin poetry or prose ... . Forgetting
the present age inasmuch as eloquence has long since vanished and

been buried, and speaking only of the age when it flourished, who, I
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ask, excelled in all its branches? ... It suffices to have excelled in one

genre.

[Unum est quod scrupolosius inquirentibus aliquando respondi,
fuisse illum (i.e., Dante) sibi imparem, quod in vulgari eloquio quam
carminibus aut prosa clarior atque altior assurgit ... . Quis enim, non
dicam nunc, extincta complorataque iam pridem eloquentia, sed dum
maxime floruit, in omni eius parte summus fuit? ... uno in genere

excelluisse satis est.]!

Petrarch’s reference to ‘the vernacular’, ‘Latin poetry” and ‘prose” introduces
a tripartite division of what he calls the branches, or parts, of eloquence:
vernacular poetry, Latin poetry and Latin prose. The three parts,
furthermore, are all described as genres (‘in one genre’, “uno in genere’).

The same three genres reappear again a few years later, in Seniles V.2,

composed between 1364 and 1366, which was also addressed to Boccaccio:

... at times I had also the self-contradictory idea to devote all my time
to vernacular pursuits since the loftier Latin style — both prose and
poetry — had been so highly polished by ancient talents that now my
resources, or anyone else’s, can add very little. On the other hand, this
vernacular writing, just invented, still new, showed itself capable of
great improvement and development after having been ravaged by

many and cultivated by very few husbandmen.?

L Petrarch, Familiares, XX1.15.24-5; and Petrarch, Letters on Familiar Matters, transl. A.
S. Bernardo, 2 vols, Baltimore, 1982, 11, p. 206.

2 Translation from Petrarch, Letters of Old Age, transl. by A. S. Bernardo, S. Levin
and R. A. Bernardo, 2 vols, Baltimore, 1992, I, p. 162.
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[cum eidem michi ... aliquando contraria mens fuisset, totum huic
vulgari studio tempus dare, quod uterque stilus altius latinus eo
usque priscis ingeniis cultus addi posset, at hic, modo inventus,
adhuc recens, vastatoribus crebris ac raro squalidus colono, magni se

vel ornamenti capacem ostenderet vel augmenti.]

Here ‘genre’ (genus) is replaced by the equivalent term ‘style” (stilus), which
is applied to Latin ‘prose and poetry’, while vernacular poetry is said to
have been ‘just invented, still new’. Again, the three parts — whether they are
called genres or styles — form a triangle, as different sides of the same
eloquentia. Silvia Rizzo and Mirko Tavoni have inferred from this that
Petrarch considered Latin and the vernacular to be two different registers of
the same language, and not two different languages: Petrarch, they argue,
was not conscious of being bilingual.?

This view, however, immediately raises a difficulty. In all the
examples cited above, Petrarch is not referring to the relationship between
Latin and the vernacular as languages. Instead, he is talking about literature;
and, in this context, he defines vernacular poetry, not the vernacular itself, as
a genre or a style: his treatment, when speaking about poetry, of the
vernacular as a literary instrument does not necessarily imply that he
thought it was merely a stylistic level. Considering Rizzo and Tavoni’s

hypothesis in this light, some questions arise. What did Petrarch make of

3 Silvia Rizzo, Ricerche sul latino umanistico, I, Rome, 2002, p. 62, quotes Mirko
Tavoni, ‘Latino e volgare’, in Storia d’Italia, ed. R. Romano, V.1, Milan, 1990, p. 222:
‘il problema (che tale non era per Petrarca) del rapporto fra quelle che per noi sono
due lingue e dunque trattato, o meglio toccato, sempre e solo sotto specie del
rapporto fra due possibili strumenti di espressione letteraria, nei termini desunti
dalla retorica classica della gradazione degli stili: cioe Petrarca (anche qui con le
parole di Contini) “radicalmente ... ignorava ... di essere bilingue.”” See also P.
Manni, Il Trecento toscano: La lingua di Dante, Petrarca e Boccaccio, Bologna, 2003, p.
189.
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uses of the vernacular apart from poetry? What would he call his own
vernacular, and how did he conceive of its relationship to other vernaculars?

While he speaks about Latin prose and verse, for example, the third
part of the scheme is vernacular verse on its own, with no mention of
vernacular prose. The reason for this is obvious: except for one brief letter,
none of Petrarch’s works was written in vernacular prose. Yet it is
impossible to believe that he did not acknowledge the existence of prose
writings in vernacular. There is, indeed, at least one instance in which he
refers to a work in vernacular prose: Seniles, XVIL.3, addressed, once again,
to Boccaccio. The letter is well known because it contains Petrarch’s Latin
translation of a novella from his friend’s Decameron, the story of Griselda.
The translation is introduced by a passage in which he tells Boccaccio how
he had accidentally come across his masterpiece: “The book you produced in
our mother tongue long ago, I believe, as a young man’ (‘Librum tuum,
quem nostro materno eloquio, ut oppinor, olim iuvenis edidisti’). Despite

several reservations, Petrarch says that he found it to be a good read:

I did enjoy leafing through it; and if anything met my eye that was so
frankly lewd, your age at the very time of writing excused it — also the
style, the idiom, the very levity of the subject matter and of those who
seem likely to read such things. It matters a great deal for whom you

are writing, and variety in morals excuses variety in style.*

[Delectatus sum ipso in transitu; et si quid lascivie liberioris
occurreret, excusabat etas tunc tua dum id scriberes, stilus, ydioma,

ipsa quoque rerum levitas et eorum qui lecturi talia videbantur. Refert

4 Petrarch, Letters of Old Age, transl. A. Bernardo, Levi, R. Bernardo, II, p. 655.
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enim largiter quibus scribas, morumque varietate stili varietas

excusatur.]

It should be observed that Petrarch here uses the terms “style’ (stilus) and
‘idiom” (ydioma) to refer to two different things, and that the latter denotes
the language in which the Decameron was written.

At the beginning of the letter, this language recieved a further
specification: as we have seen, Petrarch called it ‘our mother tongue’
(‘nostrum maternum eloquium’). This expression conveys two important
pieces of information: 1) it is not Latin, but a mother tongue, that is, a
vernacular; 2) it is a specific vernacular: ‘our vernacular’ logically excludes
other vernaculars (but obviously postulates their existence), which
presumably are not ‘ours’ — that is, not that of Boccaccio and Petrarch. The
expression, furthermore, echoes the well-known definition of Dante as the
‘leader of our vernacular eloquence’ (‘ille nostri eloquii dux vulgaris’, my
emphasis), from Seniles V.2.3. The vernacular in question, shared by Dante,
Boccaccio and Petrarch himself, was very likely that of Florence.® This is not
without significance; for, if this vernacular is shared by the Commedia, the
Decameron and, supposedly, Petrarch’s lyrics, it is definitely not a specific

literary style since the three works are stylistically diverse. It does refer to a

5 These words of Petrarch largely depend on the programmatic introduction to the
fourth day of the Decameron, which is Boccaccio’s self-defence against his
detractors: ‘Per cio che, fuggendo io e sempre essendomi di fuggire ingegnato il
fiero impeto di questo rabbioso spirito [i.e., the envy of those who have criticized
the Decameron], non solamente pe' piani, ma ancora per le profondissime valli tacito
e nascoso mi sono ingegnato d'andare. Il che assai manifesto puo apparire a chi le
presenti novellette riguarda, le quali, non solamente in fiorentin volgare e in prosa
scritte per me sono e senza titolo, ma ancora in istilo umilissimo e rimesso quanto il
pitt possono.” Note, in particular, the correspondence of criteria employed to define
the rhetorical position of the Decameron in Boccaccio and in Petrarch’s letter:
language (‘fiorentin volgare’: ‘ydioma’), medium (‘prosa’) and style (‘istilo
umilissimo e rimesso”: ‘stylus’). Note also that Boccaccio explicitly defines the
language in which his Decameron is written as ‘fiorentin volgare’: it is probable that
Petrarch’s phrase (‘nostrum maternum eloquium’) had the same meaning.
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literary tradition, but what that tradition shares as a common denominator
is a basis in the language of the Florentines, that is, ultimately, the language
spoken in Florence and its written form. This is also implied by the other
instance in which that vernacular is mentioned later in this letter when,
evoking his wish to retell the novella to his friends, Petrarch points out that
some may not understand it: ‘others ... who were unacquainted with our
tongue’ (‘nostri ... sermonis ignaros’). Furthermore, we must take into
account that his version of Griselda is a translation: the topic, the matter, the
medium (i.e., prose) and — in line with the rhetorical principles to which he
subscribes — the stylistic level of his text are equivalent, if not identical, to
Boccaccio’s novella. What changes, obviously, is the language.®
Even more significant is the absence of the French vernaculars from
Petrarch’s classification; for if his own vernacular was merely a register of
Latin, what was the position of other vernaculars? As usual, Petrarch’s
references to this matter are scarce and scattered throughout his writings.
Perhaps, however, we can glean some interesting information from them by
reading between the lines.
A potentially helpful piece of evidence can be found in the Triumphi. In
Triumphus cupidinis IV, Petrarch lists a series of poets who have treated the
theme of love. This ‘amorous herd” (‘amorosa greggia’, 1. 9) is made up of

poets both from antiquity and from the modern age (‘o per antiche o per

¢ That it is a proper translation, thus postulating an equality, at least in principle, of
the two languages, is demonstrated not only by the use of the classical terminology
of translation — usually applied to Latin translations from Greek — such as interpres
for ‘translator” and explicare for ‘to translate’ (Ibid., XVIL3: ‘historiam ipsam tuam
scribere sum aggressus, te haud dubie gavisurum sperans, ultro rerum interpretem
me tuarum fore ... Historiam tuam meis verbis explicui...”, my emphasis), but also
by the quotation of the famous dictum of Horace: ‘Nec verbum verbo curabis
reddere fidus / interpres’. See G. Folena, ““Volgarizzare” e “tradurre”: idea e
terminologia della traduzione dal Medioevo italiano e romanzo all'Umanesimo
europeo’, in La traduzione, saggi e studi, Trieste, 1973, pp. 57-120 (pp. 61-3).
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moderne carte’, 1. 12). At 1l. 28-30, he introduces the Italian vernacular

tradition:

Cosi, or quinci or quindi rimirando
Vidi gente ir per una verde piaggia

Pur d’amor volgarmente ragionando ...

[And looking then now this way and now that
I saw folk coming over a green sward,

Speaking of love, but in the common tongue ...]”

After a brief catalogue of these poets, he turns his attention to a parallel list

of poets from Provence and France (1. 38-9):

... e poi V'era un drappello

di portamenti e di volgari strani ...

[... Then came a company

foreign in dress, and foreign in their speech ... |®

The phrase “‘di volgari strani” (‘foreign in their speech’) shows that Petrarch
recognized the existence of a poetic tradition written in a language which
was different from but also comparable — as a wvolgare — to the Italian
vernacular.’

A similar comparison can be found in another of his letters. In

Miscellanea 1II, sent to the troubadour Malitia, Petrarch asks his

7 Petrarch, The Triumphs, transl. E. H. Wilkins, Chicago, 1962, p. 28.

8 Ibid., p. 29.

° Petrarch’s use of the plural (‘di volgari strani’) suggests that he was aware of the
difference between the two French vernaculars: langue d’oil and langue d’oc.
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correspondent to transmit a message on his behalf to the poet Gano del
Colle; in the last part of the letter he directly addresses the troubadour: “You
will deliver this message with your brash eloquence ... ; and finally, please,
not in a barbarian language, but in Italian” (‘super his secundum tuam illam
prerapidam eloquentiam disputabis ... ; denique non barbarice, queso, sed
italice”).1? What does he mean by this contrast between ‘barbarian” (barbarice)
and ‘Italian’ (italice)? It is unlikely that he is referring to the opposition
between the vernacular and Latin. Most probably, since we are dealing with
a troubadour, Malitia had recited his verses in a French vernacular, perhaps
in langue d’oc.' Therefore, Petrarch was calling a French vernacular
‘barbarian’, presumably in contrast to the Italian vernacular. Here, too, as in
all the examples discussed so far, his main concern is poetics, not linguistics.

Yet Petrarch does make at least one linguistic observation about
French. It occurs in the Collatio brevis, an oration which he gave in Latin, in
his capacity as an ambassador of the Milanese duke, Bernabo Visconti, in
1361, ‘in the presence of the illustrious lord John, King of France” (‘coram
illustri domino Iohanne, Francorum Rege”). Petrarch begins with an apology

for not being able to deliver his oration in French:

I certainly know that, when speaking in front of a such a king, I
should, if possible, use the language which is better known and more
familiar to you. I gather, in fact, from our histories that it was the
custom of ancient Roman leaders, in order to increase the dignity and

honour of the Latin language, not to listen to any foreigner unless he

10/Ad Malitiam’, ed. in E. H. Wilkins and G. Billanovich, ‘The Miscellaneous Letters
of Petrarch’, Speculum, 37, 1962, pp. 226-4 (229).

11 The letter begins: ‘Quidam eloquens Ganus de Colle vulgarem sonettum misit
Francisco Petrarche per linguam cuiusdam lusoris nomine Malicia commode
vulgaria recitantis ...": Petrarch, ‘“The Miscellaneous Letters’, ed. Wilkins and
Billanovich, p. 206.
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spoke Latin. Nor do I forget that when the Athenian Themistocles, a
most famous man and renowned among the Greeks, was about to
have dealings with the Persian king, before appearing in his presence,
he learned for a brief time the Persian language, so as not to offend
the king’s ears with a foreign idiom — a clever and prudent tactic. And
I would willingly do the same myself, if I could; but I am not so

talented: I do not know the French language, nor can I easily know it.

[Scio quidem quod, coram tanto rege locuturus, deberem, si
possibilitas afforet, eo sermone uti, qui vobis esset acceptior ac notior.
Recolo enim ex historiis nostris quod antiquissimi Romanorum duces
nullum alienigenam audire soliti erant nisi qui latine loqueretur, ea
scilicet ratione ut decus et gloria latini sermonis augeretur. Nec sum
oblitus ut Atheniensis ille Themistocles, vir famosissimus atque
clarissimus apud Grecos, acturus aliquid cum rege Persarum,
antequam conspectum eius accederet, linguam persicam brevi
tempore didicit, ne forte peregrinum ydioma aures regis offenderet;
ingeniose id quidem prudenterque. Et certe libenter idem et ipse
facerem, si possem; sed non sum tanti ingenii: linguam gallicam nec

scio, nec facile possum scire.]'?

12 Carlo Godi, ‘L’orazione del Petrarca per Giovanni il Buono’, Italia medioevale e
umanistica, 8, 1965, pp. 45-83 (73). Petrarch’s source for the Themistocles anecdote is
probably Valerius Maximus, Facta et dicta memorabilia, VIIL.7.16: “Themistocles ... per
summamgque iniquitatem patria pulsus et ad Xerxem, quem paulo ante devicerat,
confugere coactus, prius quam in conspectum eius veniret, Persico sermone se
adsuefecit, ut labore parta commendatione regiis auribus familiarem et adsuetum
sonum vocis adhiberet” Boccaccio, in his commentary on Dante’s Commedia,
defends in like manner Beatrice’s decision to address Virgil in Florentine (Inf, 11.57):
‘in sua favella, cioe in fiorentino volgare, non ostante che Virgilio fosse mantovano.
Ed in ci0 n'ammaestra alcuno non dovere la sua original favella lasciare per
alcun'altra, dove necessita a cio nol costrignesse. La qual cosa fu tanto all'animo de'
Romani, che essi, dove che s'andassero, o ambasciadori o in altri offici, mai in altro
idioma che romano non parlavano; e gia ordinarono che alcuno, di che che nazion
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In this passage, French (linguam gallicam) is evidently considered to be a
language, just like Latin (latinus sermo) and Persian (lingua persica). All of
these languages are grouped together under the term idiom “idiom” (ydioma),
the same word we have already come across in Seniles XVIL3 to describe the
language of the Decameron. It is worth pointing out, en passant, that, since it
is improbable that Petrarch, despite what he claims, did not know French,
given that he had lived in France for some years, his apology, according to
Dionisotti, might have served a rhetorical purpose: to assert the superiority
of his own Latinity over the king’s French culture.’

What, then, did Petrarch consider to be the relationship between the
Italian and the French vernaculars, and between these vernaculars and
Latin? It is difficult to say, since, as I have indicated, he did not make any
theoretical statements on this matter in his writings. Nevertheless, the
examples treated above imply that, firstly, he regarded the French
vernacular as a language which was equivalent to Latin, even if inferior in
prestige; and, secondly, that he regarded the French vernaculars as
equivalent to the Florentine vernacular, even if, for reasons of what we
might call language loyalty or pride, inferior in prestige. From these two
premises, we can deduce that he also regarded the Florentine vernacular as a

language in its own right, and not simply a register of Latin.

si fosse, in Senato non parlasse altra lingua che la romana. Per la qual cosa assai
nazioni mandaron gia de' lor giovani ad imprendere quello linguaggio, accio che
intendesser quello e in quello sapessero e proporre e rispondere.” (Boccaccio,
Esposizioni sopra lan Comedia di Dante, ed. G. Padoan, in Boccaccio, Opere, ed. by V.
Branca, 12 vols, Milan, 1965, VI, p. 113). We must conclude that, for Boccaccio,
Florentine was a language just like Latin.

13 For a discussion of this passage, analysing all its cultural implications, see C.
Dionisotti, ‘“Tradizione classica e volgarizzamenti’, in Id., Geografia e storia della
letteratura italiana, Turin, 1967, pp. 103-44 (117-9).
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II

Yet, having said all this, it is still not clear what it meant for Petrarch to
conceive of entities such as Latin, French or Florentine as ‘languages in their
own right’, or — apart from what I have referred to as “prestige’ — on what
basis he understood the mutual relationships and differences between these
entities. The questions raised by the hypothesis of Rizzo and Tavoni are
sufficiently broad and deep that they cannot be answered merely by
drawing inferences from textual evidence; moreover, they have a bearing on
the very essence of how an intellectual history of language can be practised.
First of all, by claiming that Petrarch thought that Latin and Florentine were
two varieties of the same language, Rizzo and Tavoni imply that, even if he
did not recognize the two varieties in the way that we do, he nevertheless
shared our conception of language variation. Are we so sure, however, that
his definition of what a language is, and his notion of what it means for
something to be a variety of a language, were the same as ours? What were
his criteria for distinguishing between a language and a variety, if indeed he
had any?

The second question is clearly exemplified by Gianfranco Contini’s
dictum, to which both Rizzo and Tavoni subscribe: ‘Petrarch was not
conscious of being bilingual.”'* This statement implies that Petrarch failed to
recognize, or to interpret correctly, the fact that Latin and vernaculars were
different languages. This judgement assumes some sort of intellectual failing

on Petrarch’s part in not acknowledging an objective, empirical fact.> As I

14 G. Contini, Letteratura italiana delle origini, Milan, 1994, p. 577.

15> M. Tavoni, ‘Storia della lingua e storia della coscienza linguistica: appunti
medievali e rinascimentali’, Studi di grammatica italiana, XVII, 1999, pp. 205-31 (207),
approaches the entire period, stretching from the late thirteenth to the early
sixteenth century, in this way: ‘l'obiettiva esistenza del volgare con autonome
strutture morfologiche, sintattiche ecc. &, pur con diverse graduazioni, comunque
un dato di fatto, e tuttavia il suo riconoscimento non e ovvio, perché un qualche
condizionamento ideologico fa velo sull’evidenza del fatto.”
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shall argue in the next chapter, however, there are no objective criteria
enabling us — or Petrarch — to distinguish a language from a variety of a
language, since language variation is a social, not a natural, phenomenon;
and historical languages — as well as any language variety, for that matter —
are not natural objects, but cultural artefacts. What is at stake, then, is not
whether Petrarch was correct or incorrect in his appreciation of language
differentiation. Rather than attempting to determine whether this or that
speech variety identified by him conforms to our own notion of what a
language is or should be, we need to investigate how he and his
contemporaries construed this notion. This entails examining how he
interpreted and rationalized the social fact of language variation as he
practised it and as he observed it in the speech behaviour of those around
him. This is not to say that there was no room for ideologically fuelled
representations — his view that one language was more prestigious than
another obviously betrays an ideological perspective. What I am suggesting,
instead, is that those very ideologies form an important component, not only
of the cultural meaning attributed to language differences, but also of the
linguistic behaviour of speakers; their ideological nature does not make
them any less real or effective.

In order to analyse how Petrarch and others in his era rationalized
language variation, why they perceived some speech varieties as
autonomous entities, how they understood their mutual relationships and
the cultural meaning they attached to them, we have to describe as carefully
as possible the historical language situation in which they lived and spoke.
The role of Latin in the Renaissance as a highly formalized, functionally
distinguished variety, learnt solely through formal education by a narrow
section of society, underscores the great distance which separates their
language situation from ours. In order to get to grips with their linguistic

ideas and to comprehend the motivations for their language choices, we
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have to postulate the existence of a fully structured linguistic system in the
background, a system against which their words and their choices can be
tested. Since our ultimate goal is to understand how linguistic conceptions
were formed, and how they influenced language change, we first need to
establish where these came from. Before asking whether Petrarch was
conscious or not of being bilingual, therefore, we have to analyse the nature
of the bilingualism of his age, how it was structured and how he and
contemporaries conceived of it. This will enable us to explore the boundaries

of that system and the type of linguistic consciousness which it sustained.
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Chapter 2. Shibboleth

And the Gileadites took the passages of Jordan before the
Ephraimites: and it was so, that when those Ephraimites which were
escaped said, Let me go over; that the men of Gilead said unto him,
Art thou an Ephraimite? If he said, Nay; Then said they unto him, Say
now Shibboleth: and he said Sibboleth: for he could not frame to
pronounce it right. Then they took him, and slew him at the passages
of Jordan: and there fell at that time of the Ephraimites

forty and two thousand.

The Book of Judges 12:5-6

When writing the article ‘Beau’ for the Encyclopédie, Denis Diderot

introduced his discussion with this note of caution:

Before undertaking the difficult search for the origin of beauty, I shall
indicate in advance, with all the authors who have treated it, that, by
a sort of twist of fate, the things which we speak about more
frequently are also usually those which we know less; and such is the

nature of, among many other things, beauty.!

Such, too, is the nature of language. If I were to walk down the street and
ask the first ten people I encountered about the nature of language, I would

probably provoke confusion and receive ten wildly different replies. If,

! Denis Diderot, ‘Beau’, in Encyclopédie ou Dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et
des métiers, 11, Paris, 1752, pp. 169-81: “Avant que d’entrer dans la recherche difficile
de l'origine du beau, je remarquerai d’abord, avec tous les auteurs qui en ont écrit,
que par une sorte de fatalité, les choses dont on parle le plus parmi les hommes,
sont assez ordinairement celles qu'on connoit le moins; et que telle est, entre
beaucoup d’autres, la nature du beau.’
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however, I then asked them ‘what language are you speaking?’, I would, no
doubt, get ten simple and straightforward answers. Clearly, not everyone is
a philosopher of language, but everyone does speak; and, what is more
important here, everyone is convinced that s/he speaks a specific language.
No two people, however, speak in exactly the same way. In everyday life,
we are all familiar with linguistic variation: we associate some ways of
speaking — which we might call accents, dialects or even languages — with a
particular geographical area, with certain groups of people or with specific
contexts, such as formal and informal ones. Yet, in our own day, for example
in London, despite the radical difference between speech varieties, no one
would seriously challenge the idea that they are all varieties of English.
‘Language itself poses varied and complex problems’, wrote Hugh
Lloyd-Jones: ‘It is dependent on human physiology, and its existence is in
time.”2I concluded the previous chapter by putting forward the hypothesis
that Petrarch and his age conceived of the nature of language and linguistic
variation differently from how we think of it nowadays — a hypothesis
which calls for an historical analysis of these concepts. To say that ideas of
language and language diversity change over time may seem an obvious
observation; however, it has far-reaching, and by no means obvious,
consequences. It implies, first of all, that the notion of ‘a language’ — for
example, ‘English” — is a cultural and historically determined artefact. We
not only change the way we speak, but also what we think we speak and,
perhaps, how we think we speak. In this chapter, I shall attempt to make
sense of the relationship between the way people behave linguistically and

how they conceive of such behaviour.

2H. Lloyd-Jones, Classical Survivals: The Classics in the Modern World, London, 1982,
p- 127.
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I

The first issue to be addressed is how and why linguistic variation comes
into being, that is, its nature. E. H. Gombrich recalled a remark of D. P.
Walker to the effect that ‘the history of the witch-craze would have to be
written in different terms, if it turned out that witches could indeed perform
the ghastly deeds for which they were punished’.? Similarly, if it turned out
that language diversity really was due to God’s punishment of humankind
for building the Tower of Babel, we would have to rethink the history of
linguistic varieties. Since, however, this does not seem to be the case, in
order to reach an understanding of past ideas of linguistic diversity, we need
an adequate theoretical grasp of the phenomenon. Because I shall be
drawing on theories borrowed from disciplines such as sociolinguistics and
linguistic anthropology, which may be unfamiliar to readers of this
dissertation, I have quoted at length from the secondary literature, especially
in the footnotes, in order to provide a solid grounding for the views which I
discuss.

Two of the fundamental insights we owe to the discipline known as
sociolinguistics can be roughly summed up as follows: people differ in the
way they speak, and the same people speak in different ways in different
contexts. Even though we think of languages as uniform, discrete and
homogeneous entities, variation, in reality, is the norm. Furthermore,
different speech varieties are neither idiosyncrasies of individual speakers,
nor mistaken deviations from a supposedly ‘proper” language: their use is
meaningful, and it is meaningful because it is systematic. As Aristotle stated,

language is the form of social interaction par excellence.* Its use, however, is

3 E. H. Gombrich, ‘Relativism in the History of Ideas’, in Topics of Our Time:
Twentieth-Century Issues in Learning and in Art, London, 1991, pp. 47-55 (47).

4 Aristotle, Politics 1, 1253a7-18; and Aristotle, The Complete Works, ed. ]J. Barnes, 2
vols, Princeton, 1984, 11, p. 1988.
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not just referential; and this is demonstrated precisely by the existence of
language diversity. A speech variety exists because speakers recognize it as
such, insofar as they confer a meaning on it by distinguishing it from other
varieties. > As grammatical rules are signs which convey denotational
meaning, variation rules are signs which convey a social meaning. ¢
Consequently, the primary objective of this inquiry is to understand the
meaning of these functions; and such an investigation must start by
providing a coherent methodological framework for studying how people

actually speak in a given society and why they speak in this way.

II

‘“We should constantly remind ourselves’, wrote Robert Le Page and André
Tabouret-Keller, ‘that languages do not do things; people do things,
languages are abstractions from what people do.”” Linguistic anthropologists
have repeatedly suggested that the starting point for linguistic description
should not be a language, but communities of speakers studied according to
their multifarious means of expression.® This was a reaction against the idea
of linguistic competence formulated by Noam Chomsky, with his ‘ideal
speaker-listener, in a completely homogeneous speech community’® — an
uncontaminated picture invalidated by our experience of language use in

everyday life, in which no such thing as a ‘completely homogeneous speech

5 An important feature of the attribution of meaning to varieties is that the process
of identification implies a parallel process of exclusion: there would be no
perception of variety x if there was not also a perception of variety y.

¢ See D. Hymes, Foundations in Sociolinguistics: An Ethnographic Approach,
Philadelphia, 1974, p. 146: ‘whereas linguists usually treat language in terms of just
one broad type of elementary function, called here “referential”, language is in fact
constituted in terms of a second broad type of elementary function as well, called
here “stylistic”. Languages have conventional features, elements, and relations
serving referential (“propositional”, “ideational”, etc.) meaning, and they have
conventional features, elements and relations that are stylistic, serving social
meaning.’
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community” exists. Dell Hymes and John Gumperz proposed a
reformulation of Chomsky’s ideal by defining a language community not as
a group united by the knowledge of a shared code — which determines the
equation of a speech community and a language, and which isolates
language as the only abstract object of study — but instead by the shared
interpretation of the social meaning of speech varieties,!® which is expressed
by adherence to specific rules of linguistic behaviour, determined by the

contexts in which communicative events take place."

’R. B. Le Page and A. Tabouret-Keller, Acts of Identity: Creole-Based Approaches to
Language and Ethnicity, Cambridge, 1985, p. 188.

8 See D. Hymes, Foundations in Sociolinguistics, p. 120: ‘linguistics falls short until it
is able to deal with ways of speaking in relation to social meanings and situations,
until, in short, the starting point of description is not a sentence or a text, but a
speech event, not a language, but a repertoire of ways of speaking; not a speech
community defined in equivalence to a language, but a speech community defined
through the concurrence of rules of grammar and rules of use” Hymes and his
followers called this kind of linguistic description ‘ethnography of speaking’; see
ibid., p. 89: ‘by an ethnography of speaking I shall understand a description that is
a theory — a theory of speech as a system of cultural behaviour’. See also ].
Gumperz, ‘The Speech Community’, in Linguistic Anthropology: A Reader, ed. A.
Duranti, Malden MA, 2009, pp. 66-73.

°N. Chomsky, Aspects of the Theory of Syntax, Cambridge MA, 1965, p. 3. For an
interesting critique of Chomsky’s assumptions from a philosophical point of view,
see S. Timpanaro, Sul materialismo, Pisa, 1970, pp. 197-210.

10]. Gumperz, ‘Types of Linguistic Communities’, Anthropological Linguistics, 4,
1962, pp. 28-40 (28): “While the anthropologist’s description refers to specific
communities, the universe of linguistic analysis is a single language or dialect, a
body of verbal signs abstracted from the totality of communicative behaviour on
the basis of structural or genetic similarities.” Gumperz’s polemical target here is
obviously structural linguistics; the isolation of the linguistic system, abstracted
from its concrete use, as the only legitimate object of scientific, autonomous (that is,
specific to linguistics and to no other discipline) study was the focus of Saussure’s
theoretical approach: see F. de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, transl. W.
Baskin, New York, 1959, see esp. pp. 9-23. For a description of the problems which
structuralism poses for historical work in general, and specifically for historical
linguistics, see P. Burke, The Historical Anthropology of Early Modern Italy: Essays on
Perception and Communication, Cambridge, 1987, p. 5.

11 See J. Irvine, “‘When Talk Isn’t Cheap: Language and Political Economy’, American
Ethnologist, 16, 1989, pp. 248-67 (251).
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The linguistic competence of individuals pertains to the verbal
repertoire which they share, in total or in part, with the speech community
to which they belong.!> The conscious or unconscious act of choosing a
language variety in a communicative event is based on the representation of
that variety in the mind of speakers; and this representation depends on its
being appropriate to a specific communicative situation.’* We would never
greet the Queen by saying: ‘hey love, how ya doin’?” If we were to evaluate
each component of this greeting in light of its appropriateness, the only one
which would pass muster is ‘how’. For the greeting to be appropriate, it
would have to be entirely recast in a different ‘language’. This speech variety
— the so-called ‘Queen’s English” — is what is popularly known as ‘proper’
English. It is sometimes also referred to as ‘Received Pronunciation’, a name
which indicates that its existence and status have been explained and
rationalized as denoting merely a way of pronouncing words — and not a
different speech variety altogether. Yet, no matter how you pronounce, for
example, ‘ain’t’, it will be located outside the boundaries of this variety.

Even the supposedly objective criterion of intelligibility does not play a

12 For the concept of verbal repertoire, see J. Gumperz, ‘The Speech Community’, p.
72: ‘“The totality of dialectal and superposed varieties regularly employed within a
community make up the verbal repertoire of that community. Whereas the bounds of
a language, as this term is ordinarily understood, may or may not coincide with
that of a social group, verbal repertoires are always specific to particular
populations. As an analytical concept the verbal repertoire allows us to establish
direct relationships between its constituents and the socioeconomic complexity of
the community’ (Gumperz’'s emphasis). The relative competence of individual
speakers in all the varieties which compose the speech community’s repertoire does
not need to be homogeneous, provided that there is a recognition of the role and
functions of the previously mentioned varieties. See S. Romaine, “What is a Speech
Community?, in Sociolinguistic Variation in Speech Communities, ed. S. Romaine,
London, 1982, pp. 13-24.

130n the ‘representation’ of speech varieties, see J. N. Green, ‘Representations of
Romance: Contact, Bilingualism and Diglossia’, in Trends in Romance Linguistics and
Philology, ed. R. Posner and J. N. Green, 5 vols, Berlin and New York, 1993, V, pp. 3-
27 (25): ‘Linguists of very different persuasions use the term ‘representation’ in
connection with the mental image that speakers form of their language etc.’
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significant part here: the Queen, no doubt, understands the meaning of
‘ain’t’, despite the fact that few would dare to use it in her presence.!*

My point here is that when it comes to defining the Queen’s speech as
‘English’, what really matters is that she and other speakers consider it to be
English. Varieties owe their existence — their function in a community — to
the need of speakers to express social relationships by denoting types of
people, situations or even topics. The relationship between a form of speech
and its social meaning is, in principle, arbitrary, since it does not depend on
the inherent quality of linguistic features: ‘I ain’t’ is no less English than ‘I
am not’. Accordingly, the same variety can express different social
meanings: for instance, Cockney may be a social class marker if identified by
a Londoner and a geographical one if perceived by a Glaswegian. The
existence and nature of speech varieties are interpreted in different ways
within the speech community, often relying on cultural models and

ideological motivations which do not necessarily reflect the objective nature

4 Much more controversial would be to state that at times the Queen does not
understand the ‘Queen’s English’, even if it is certainly not impossible. See H.
Wolff, “Intelligibility and Inter-Ethnic Attitudes’, Anthropological Linguistics, 1, 1959,
pp. 34-41, a seminal work which seriously contests the employment of mutual
intelligibility as an objective criterion for measuring linguistic proximity and
distance. On one hand, the capacity of individuals to understand a code is often
impaired by their (personal or social) attitude towards their interlocutors or
towards the code itself; in cases of economic or political disparity between two
groups, it often happens that the disadvantaged claim to understand the speech of
the privileged, but not conversely: communication is itself a social practice, one
which unfolds through social statements such as refusing to understand someone
perceived to be inferior. On the other hand, people who do not understand each
other may still claim that they speak the same language: for example, a Canadian
and an Indian may have serious problems of mutual intelligibility, while still
maintaining that they both speak English. To argue that if they both spoke “proper
English” — let us say ‘standard English” — they would understand each other is
merely to highlight a possible function of the standard language (its role as a lingua
franca), not a linguistic feature: for that matter, the same function could equally well
be performed if they both spoke, say, Classical Arabic or Latin.
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of linguistic data — as in the case of ‘Received Pronunciation” — but which, in

turn, may end up influencing language use.®

III

Speech communities differ significantly in the way they organize and
interpret language diversity. The central issue which needs to be clarified is
the relationship between the nature of speech varieties and the kinds of
functions they are asked to perform. This relationship is not mechanical,
precisely because it relies on individual interpretations: it is based, on one
hand, on the relative importance, for different societies, of specific functions;
and, on the other, on the relative importance of the varieties employed. The
inferiority or superiority of functions is established by social consensus and
depends on the socio-economic and cultural configuration of a given society.
The relative status of different speech varieties is determined by the number
and value, or prestige, of the functions they perform among the
communicative aims of that society. Although the function of varieties is, as
I have argued, virtually independent from their linguistic form, a
fundamental discriminating factor seems to be their degree of reciprocal

autonomy within a speech community:'® some varieties, usually irrespective

15 A relatively new field of studies has developed in relation to issues such as
linguistic ideologies, which were defined, in an essay by Michael Silverstein,
‘Language Structure and Linguistic Ideology’, in The Elements: A Parasession on
Linguistic Units and Levels, ed. P. R. Clyne et al., Chicago, 1979, pp. 192-247 (192), as
‘any set of beliefs about language articulated by the users as a rationalization or
justification of perceived language structure and use’. See now P. V. Kroskrity,
‘Language Ideologies’, in A Companion to Linguistic Anthropology, ed. A. Duranti,
Malden MA, 2004, pp. 496-517 (496): ‘These conceptions, whether explicitly
articulated or embodied in communicative practice, represent incomplete, or
“partially successful”, attempts to rationalize language usage; such rationalizations
are typically multiple, context-bound, and necessarily constructed from the
sociocultural experience of the speaker.’

16 Irvine, “When Talk Isn’t Cheap’, pp. 252-3.
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of their linguistic structure, start to be regarded as discrete, autonomous
entities, while others do not."” This fact demands an explanation.

As a working hypothesis, Hymes defined a variety of this kind as a
‘significant speech style’, proposing as a criterion for its identification that ‘it
can be recognized, and used, outside its defining context, that is, by persons
or in places other than those with which its typical meaning is associated’.!8
While Hymes’s definition shows how a variety of this kind can be identified,
it still does not explain why only some varieties are perceived as such. Since
it cannot depend directly on their inherent linguistic structure, it has to be
traced back to a historical process which they have undergone, a process in
virtue of which speakers come to feel that they are allowed to use them
independently from their original context. This brings us to go back to
where we started: the history of the notion of language and its meaning in
late Middle Ages.

At this point, it will be helpful to quote a lengthy passage by J. N.

Green:

17 On the notion that differences between status and function of linguistic varieties
do not depend on their inherent linguistic features, but rather on the way people
use and perceive them according to their assumptions, attitudes and values, see J.
A. Fishman, ‘Bilingualism With and Without Diglossia, Diglossia With and Without
Bilingualism’, Journal of Social Issues, 23, 1967, pp. 29-38; I quote from th