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Languages: Positioning
and Perspective in
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Judith T. Irvine, University of Michigan
ABSTRACT
“Linguistic ideology,” a field of inquiry opened by Michael Silverstein, has become a major

topic in semiotically oriented disciplines. This article focuses on an important aspect of ide-

ology (linguistic or otherwise): its connection with social positioning, point of view, and dif-
ferentiation. Two sets of examples, mainly from fieldwork in Senegal, are drawn upon to

illustrate that connection. One set concerns people living in the same community but dif-

fering in the ideologized values and projects through which they interpret linguistic prac-
tices. The other set concerns people who are relative strangers, speaking languages that

are not their native tongues—in ways that can reveal Whorfian effects from the native lan-

guage that rests in the background. Although these two sets of examples are initially drawn
upon to emphasize different points, the article argues that they differ more in degree than

in kind. Both illustrate how social positioning is tied to differences in ideologized interpre-

tation and, more generally, that where there is ideology, there is differentiation.

ichael Silverstein has been so influential in anthropology and other

semiotically oriented disciplines that almost any topic I might write

about must show the effects of his intellectual importance and rele-

vance. It was Silverstein who inaugurated the study of “linguistic ideology,” the

politically infused ideas and rationalizations about language that explain—or

seem to explain—the forms, uses, and social indexicalities of languages their

speakers use, interpret, or hear about (Silverstein 1979). This general theme, ide-
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ologies of language, has come to occupymuch ofmy ownwork formany years. In

the present essay I consider an aspect of ideology that I find especially important:

its connection with social positioning and point of view.

To illustrate this connection I have chosen two sets of examples from my

fieldwork in Senegal. The first set focuses on a narrative in which a social under-

ling displayed his perspective on his social position—a text in which, to draw on

Gayatri Spivak’s expression (1988), the subaltern spoke. Before presenting the

narrative and to provide some context for it, I reproduce some local commen-

tary in which higher-ranking persons expressed a view of social difference. The

second set of examples, starting with a conversation in a different Senegalese set-

ting, comes closer to Silverstein’s own writings because it concerns pronouns of

address and, ultimately, Whorfian effects in language.

First, a word about ideology. The term has meant different things to different

people (in this way perhaps illustrating the very point I want to make about it),

as Kathryn Woolard has shown in her essay on its history and its various de-

ployments in studies of “language ideology” (1998; see also Eagleton 2007).

Why retain this term, which carries so much intellectual baggage? One reason

is the conspicuous connection it draws between ideas, power, and politics. Re-

lated concepts, such as “culture,” are less clearly congenial to those concerns.

“Culture,” after all, can potentially encompass everything people engage in or

with, from the loftiest ideas down to the proverbial kitchen sink—although,

to be sure, culture can be discussed in such a way as to show the role of power

and politics in the kitchen or anywhere else. A second reason, more important

for the present essay, is that ideology always implies difference. To call some set

of ideas an “ideology” is to imply that there is some other set of ideas with which

it contrasts. For example, people who wrote of “Soviet ideology” or “communist

ideology” during the ColdWar purported to describe a set of political ideas with

which they explicitly differed, and which they considered false. For those au-

thors who take “ideology” to be something bad, a connotation going all the

way back to Napoleon and his disparagement of the French idéologues—the late

eighteenth-century savants who proposed idéologie as the study of ideas—“ide-

ology” is something other people have. It is others’ false consciousness, as op-

posed to one’s own awareness of truth and reality.

I do not equate “ideology” with false consciousness. Doing so would imply

that I have a corner on absolute truth, a claim I would not make, much as truth

in writing is something to which I aspire. No mere human can have a God’s-eye

view. However, what remains important from these various notions of “ideol-

ogy” is that ideology is always partial, in both senses of that word. An ideolo-
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gized view of the world is partial in that it is interested (in the political sense of

“interest” as having an involvement in something for one’s own purposes, as

when one is an “interested party” in a lawsuit or business deal); interest in this

sense must include values and the motives that reflect them. That is, one way to

understand ideology is as a regime of value, one that supplies subject positions

and roadmaps for action.1 The other sense of partial is “incomplete,” and an

ideology is partial in this sense too. There is always some other point of view,

another perspective on the world, taken by someone whose social positioning

and experiences differ.

As the Senegalese examples in this essay will show, ideologized views of the

world are always differentiated, even when they overlap in major ways. The

greater the difference in social and linguistic experience and competences, of

course, the greater the effects of ideological differentiation in people’s values, ac-

tions, and what they can infer about an interlocutor. Ideological differentiation

may consist in divided regimes of value, but it also, to greater or lesser degree,

concerns differences in the background assumptions interactants hold about

what can or must be said, or not said, in talk.

Social Stereotypes and Divided Values
As some readers of this essay may know, my fieldwork in a ruralWolof commu-

nity explored the relationships among linguistic repertoires and social hierar-

chy. Distinctions of rank have been important for centuries in the social

traditions of Wolof and other peoples in the Sahel region of West Africa. The

distinctions range from the gross to the minute. The gross distinction consists

in a division of society into three major social categories, while the minute dis-

tinctions involve calculations of seniority and ancestry such that any two indi-

viduals can always be ranked (at least, in principle; the criteria sometimes leave

room for contestation). There are other differentiations in between: subtypes

within categories, clan groupings, and so on. Since at least as far back as the early

sixteenth century these Sahelian systems have been described in terms of “caste”

because of their emphasis on essential ranked social differences in professional

occupation, potential pollution, and endogamy.2

The three major categories in these systems are the “nobles” (géer in Wolof:

free persons, gradiently high-ranking); artisans (nyenyo: various professions,
1. This notion of ideology, as roadmap for action, comes from Geertz (1964), who subsumes ideology un-
der culture, as a kind of cultural system.

2. Scholars disagree on whether and how the term caste applies to these African social systems. Some
use it only for part of the system, the low-ranking artisans, calling them “casted.” Although the issues are
complicated, I will use “caste” for the whole.
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free but low-ranking); and “slaves” ( jaam: low-ranking and, historically, unfree).

The géer include clerics and aristocrats, but most are free farmers, the demo-

graphic majority of theWolof population. They are “noble” only in a moral sense

relative to the lower ranks, not in the sense of an elite minority. The jaam are

menials—or people thought of as menials—whose ancestors were sold or were

captured in war. They can “belong” to members of any social category, so the

broad category jaam encompasses crown slaves, slaves of free farmers, slaves

of artisans, and even slaves of other slaves. The nyenyo artisans include such pro-

fessions as smiths (several kinds), leatherworkers, woodworkers, and—most rel-

evant for this article—the griots (also several kinds), who are artisans of the

word. The griots are a bardic category whose members, male and female, special-

ize in the arts of communication: praise-oratory, skillful narrative and conversa-

tion management, poetry, rhetoric, maintaining (and reporting) genealogies and

histories, news gathering, and related activities.

Griots as a category are much disparaged by nobles, who stereotype them as

greedy, lazy, untrustworthy, and dangerous people. Griots are greedy, nobles

claimed, because they demand money and gifts for their performances; lazy, be-

cause they depend on their patrons for their support; untrustworthy, because

they are supposed (again this is a stereotype held by nobles) to do or say “any-

thing” for money; and dangerous, because physical contact with them—at least,

contact of the “wrong” kind, in the wrong circumstances—is supposed to endan-

ger a high-caste person’s health. In my experience, although nobles maintained

friendly relations with individual griots who worked for them as genealogists, en-

tertainers, and messengers, they nevertheless would not sit on the same mat as a

griot, or eat food prepared by a griot unless the dish had passed under the eyes of

an appropriate high-caste person. Griot families lived in a separate part of town,

drew water from a separate well, and could not be buried in the same ground as

nobles. In fact, in past centuries griots were not to be buried in the ground at all,

in this part of Senegal. Instead, the body would be placed inside the hollow trunk

of a baobab tree—because, I was told, the baobab tree sinned in the beginning of

time, and God punished it by jamming it into the earth upside down, the roots

sticking up in the air. This is why baobab trees look they way they do (not

branching out broadly like other trees), or so the story went. Some stories of

the origin of griots—stories told by nobles—have a similar theme, in which the

first griot did something evil or lazy at the beginning of time, and his descendants

were kept segregated forever after.

Caste segregation and its rationales were taken very seriously in the area

where I worked. Text 1 comes from a conversation in which two middle-aged
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high-caste men, ST and MK, were discussing these matters with me. Linking the

principle of social differentiation to inequality, caste endogamy (barriers to inter-

caste marriage), and high-caste rejection of low-caste behavior, they present caste

segregation as God-given and based on an ethic of shame:

Text 1: ST and MK, 1975.32-1

ST: Yalla sàkk fëpp, waay ay woroworo
am na ca.

God established everything everywhere,
but there are differentiations in it.

[. . .] [He gives examples: dark-skinned and
fair-skinned; tall and short . . .]

Yalla sàkke na benn baraas [barrage?],
defar yi [?] berang’ kilé, defanggi
mere nit.3

God established a barrier, setting apart the
person doing things that angered people.

Alors ni ku ruusee, nya [?] xajiléku,
te demtowula wujj ‘k sa moroom,
mbaaraanggi.

So, whoever was ashamed, they set
themselves apart, so that they would
only marry with their peers; this is the
enclosure [segregated space].

MK: Mbaaraanggi dall, mu né da nyu
xajiléko, kenn ku ne di fa am partam.

This is the enclosure—he says, it’s
because they set themselves apart.
Each person has a place.

Teetowaaté itam, maaséwu nyu. Maaséwu
nyu ; bii moo gënn gatt ; bi itam, moo sut
bi. Bi itam, moo sut bii. Mu né, tolluwu
nyu.

And it didn’t prevent the fact that they are
not equal. They are not peers: this one is
shorter, that one is big and strong. That
one is big. He says, they are not equal.

ST: Noonu nak, lee la xel yi dafa am . . . [Differing] in the same way, there are the
minds—temperaments.4
3. The recording is a little unclear. I give the transcr
but the Wolof utterance could also be something about G
things that anger other people).

4. Xel is usually translated as ‘mind’, ‘intelligence’, or
these English glosses suggest. ‘Temperament’, with its co
stances, is sometimes more appropriate a gloss.
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As another man put it, “Separating people is very important to Wolof.” He

was explaining why griots are buried separately from people of other castes. No-

bles’ negative valuations could also apply to griots’ linguistic practices. Their full

performance style—its loud volume, high pitch, verbosity, and elaboration—are

part of what, in the high-caste view, consigns them to low rank (see Irvine 1990).

“The Wolof dislike this,” a high-ranking noble told me. “It deforms the voice.”

Although nobles want and need the griots’ praises of them to be heard, nobles

would be ashamed to speak this way themselves.

Unsurprisingly, griots are aware of this stigma, although they do not share all

the values it assumes. They can try to circumvent the stigma by building an in-

dividual reputation, cultivating a relationship with particular patrons as a person

who can be trusted to keep patrons’ confidences and, in the rhetoric of public
ipt and explanation provided by my local assistant,
od constructing a separate tent (for people who did

‘spirit’, but the Wolof concept is more material than
nnection to the Galenic humors and bodily sub-
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performance, skillfully portray the patron in a positive light. In this way a griot

can try to distinguish himself (or herself) from other griots, concerning whom

the stigma might go unchallenged. However, in private conversations with me,

griots challenged the values pertaining to their performances, emphasizing aes-

thetics, technique, and historical accuracy, and downplaying the importance of

whatever remuneration they might receive. The remuneration, some griots told

me, is incidental. Offered by patrons who are moved by the performance, gifts

are not what motivates the griot to perform in the first place.

Consider now the case of a griot I knew well who illustrated both these ap-

proaches—attempting to circumvent the stereotype and challenging parts of

it—with varying emphases depending on the context. I’ll call him MM3. In his

early thirties in 1975, he was starting to build a reputation as a skilled performer

of praise-oratory and as a trustworthy confidant: someone who could be trusted

to carry important messages, to accompany a high-caste patron at political meet-

ings, and to make confidential inquiries on a noble’s behalf. In this last capacity,

he offered his services to me. In one of our conversations, he produced the nar-

rative presented here as text 2, providing evidence of his good character and pro-

fessional skill. These qualities are not simply to be taken for granted, especially

given the stigmatized stereotype griots must cope with.

An interesting aspect of the narrative, then, is its presentation of the ethics

of griot conduct, and a griot perspective on the relations between castes. The

story recounts MM3’s experience performing at a noble patron family’s cele-

bration of their sons’ initiation into manhood. While the text reveals some

ways in which he shares in nobles’ understandings of the relationship and of

the stigma attaching to his caste, it also shows ways in which he rejects these

understandings and defies the stigma. Additionally, the text is itself an example

of the griot performance style, with its extended and dramatized narrative and

its detailed descriptive vocabulary.

In the narrative, MM3 reports that he was called to the household of a noble

family in the Sarr patriclan, a family to which his own lineage segment is tradi-

tionally attached. That is, the griot lineage segment has a permanent clientage

relationship with these nobles and a special responsibility for knowing andmain-

taining an account of their genealogy and family history. On arrival, he finds that

they are celebrating the completion of their sons’ initiation—the rites of circum-

cision and traditional instruction. MM3 performs praise-oratory for the family,

oratory represented in the narrative only in condensed form by recounting its

opening line. The patrons, he reports, fall silent and listen attentively. Afterward,

they offer him substantial gifts, and they tell him he is an excellent griot whom all
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noble families would want to patronize. The Sarrs are fortunate, one of the Sarr

patrons adds, that MM3 is specially attached to them.

Text 2: Narrative by MM3, N9:59

Ni nu baaxo ci sunu-b cer di Ngewel: This is how we ought to be [what makes us
good] in our quarter of town, which is
Ngewel:5

Mooi am yarr ak xamé lan moi géer. It’s this, to be polite and to recognize what a
noble is.

Bi ma ko xamee, looli la : If I understand it, it’s this :
Nofflay amatul. There must be no laziness.
Neexadëkkal né ma, moo né, A neighbor says to me, he says,
“Yôw de, xewxew am na ci sa nyoñ yiu
K.B.S. te ngga ko némékoji.”

“Hey you, there’s an event at your nobles’
[family you are attached to] place in
K.B.S. [name of village]. So you should go
look into it.”

Ma né ko, “Kon nak di naa fa dem
wërlujiko.”

I say to him, “So I’ll go there and see if
it’s true.”

Ba ma jôgé ba yegg fa When I set out, when I arrive there,
Jub kër ga dégg sarxolé ya ak nyalaw-
nyalaw ja ca lawbé ya,

entering the house, [I] hear the Sarakholés
and the wailing of the Lawbés.6

Ma fekk leen nyu rôogôo am caxxi sumaari, I find them [the Sarrs]—they are wearing a
necklace of sumaari nuts;

Dall di rôonu, siisu, nyu watu, They have made a cross mark in cinders on
the forehead; parted the hair; and
shaved;

lëkkayu da di dôgg seen-ub kurél. wrapped a cloth from behind the neck to
form their turban.

Ma dall ni bajorôo: I start to sing:
“Sarr-O jiin la, Talata Jojo Sarr Ndei
Jambar Malik . . . ”

“O Sarr [clan name], [praise-epithet plus
name of their ancestor] . . . ”

Ba ma ko waxee, nyëpp né tekk di ma
déglu.

When I say it, everyone falls silent and
listens to me.

Ibra Sarr, moi lamdu ja, dall né “Waaw
gôor Parr! May naa la sexug baay ga mu
ma joxoon.”

Ibra Sarr—he’s the first boy to be circum-
cised—says “Yes indeed, Griot! I’m giv-
ing you the rooster that my father gave
me.”

Gora Sarr, moi tokko la, né ma “Maai
Gôoru Jaynaba, mooi bëñleget. Du ma
daw muuq.

Gora Sarr—he’s the last-circumcised—
says to me, “I’m Jaynaba’s man, she’s
the bëñleget [nurse of circumcised boys
who cares for their wounds and repre-
sents their sisters]. I never run away.
5. Ngewel means “Where the gewel live.” A griot sub
praise-orators, who praise humans. Others are religious p
who are “slaves” of other griots. All inhabit this quarter

6. That is, persons of all ranks and conditions are at
woodworkers, bilingual in Wolof and Pulaar. Sarakholés
group.
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category, to which MM3 belongs. the gewel are
raisers, praising only God, and the drumkeepers,
of town.
tending the Sarr nobles’ celebration. Lawbés are
(a Wolof term for Soninké) are a neighboring ethnic
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Text 2: Narrative by MM3, N9:59 (Continued)

“ndax jirim laa, te li mai nekk-nekk jirim
kàt garmi laa.

“I am an orphan, but what made me be
an orphan does not take away my
noble rank.

“Ndax bu guerre takkoon, da ma sôobu ci
biir, di añee balle, di reeré ay kano
[canon].

“Because if a war broke out, I would im-
merse myself in it, lunching on bullets,
dining on cannons.

“Kon war ngéen-a xam né garmi laa.” “So you all ought to know I’m a prince.”
Walbatiku, né ma “Eh, nyenyo, may naa la
alfuun.

Turning around, he says to me, “Hey,
nyenyo, I’m giving you a thousand
[dirhams; 5 5,000 CFA francs].”

Biraan Sarr ma waroona nekk bootal ba,
jôg, né ma, “Maa donn Biraan Demba
Jigéenma dai gôrél jaam nya. Dal maané
may naa la siqetub Ngulux-ngulux.”

Biraan Sarr who must have been the bootal
[man in charge of circumcised boys], got
up and said to me, “It’s I who have taken
the place of Biraan Demba Jigéen who
freed the slaves. So I’m saying, I’mgiving
you the ram [named] ‘Stuffy-Nose.’”

Dellu ca tekk, né ma, “Nyëpp la yeené ndax
sumburôo, ta niileuloo sa nyoñ ngir
xarxarle seeti nyu léen ëppële.

Turning to add, he says to me, “Everyone
respects you as a serious person who
doesn’t come perpetually around beg-
ging, and you don’t ignore your own
nobles [hide them, fail to praise them]
while you look for people who are richer
than they are.

“Waay, géer nyëpp waraan na nyu donn
baay nde kon ngga feetewoo askan wi.”

“All nobles ought to have been like fathers
to you; but then you would not have been
attached to this lineage.” [He wants the
griot MM3 to serve only the Sarr family,
although the griot deserves all nobles’
patronage.]
/www.cambridge.org/core. 26 Jul 2025 at 22:26:56, subjec
Notice first the ways in which the griot’s good character and skills are stated

in negative terms: not being lazy; not coming around perpetually begging; not

ignoring your noble patrons; not abandoning your traditional patrons for peo-

ple who might have more money. Here, the stigmatized image of the griot as

greedy, annoying, and undeserving of reward is represented as what this par-

ticular griot is not. (And by implication, other griots are—a suggestion MM3

offered in other conversations.) There are positive values and aspirations too: a

griot should be serious, polite, and “recognize what a noble is”—that is, ac-

knowledge the patronage relationship and be aware of one’s responsibilities

as a griot to praise the noble publicly. Still, toward the end of the narrative

MM3 is back to detailing the stigmatized characterization he represents as

not applying to him.

Notice too that praise, in this case commendation of the griot himself, is put

in someone else’s mouth. Even a griot cannot praise himself. Complimented, in

his narrative, by the initiated boys and their mentor, MM3 can boast to me
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about his good character, but only by quoting other people. However, in show-

ing why these nobles’ opinion is important and why their compliments matter,

the narrative has the nobles themselves speak to their own importance and

background—“I never run away,” “I’m a prince,” “I’m giving you a thousand,”

and so on—utterances they were most unlikely to make in real life. In real life,

it would be the griot who would say these things about the nobles, while the

nobles’ gifts to the griot, silently yet ostentatiously displayed, would give mute

evidence of both the nobles’ munificence and the griot’s merit. Thus the nar-

rative implies that MM3 is worthy of being praised even by nobles. He has re-

counted a scene in which his narrated self acts within the conventional griot

role (as he also does in recounting a dramatic narrative to me), but the end

of the narrative reverses these conventional roles. There, the nobles do the

praising, while the griot is silent. Only the complex frame of the narrative,

and the fact that it is told in a private interaction with me rather than on some

more public occasion, permits this reversal.

While the narrative’s representations of the role and image of the griot and

of the griot-noble relationship are consistent in many ways with nobles’ repre-

sentations of them, there are also some differences. Nobles valued plain speak-

ing and taciturnity (“If you really knew what you were talking about you

wouldn’t be talking about it,” as one noble put it); griots valued aesthetic elab-

oration, dramatic performance skills, and verbal fluency. As I mentioned ear-

lier, several griots declared to me that they valued their craft for its own sake,

and did not perform just for the money—the opposite of what nobles declared

about them. MM3’s text displays these griot values in its dramatic narrative,

rhetorical elaboration, and relatively esoteric or unusual vocabulary. But if

the griots’ professional prestige and command of material rewards derive from

this activity and fluency, those successes do not translate into higher rank in the

broader system. Griots are still segregated from contacts, positions, and locales

reserved for other ranks.7

It is evident that many ideas and assumptions about rank and its behavioral

indexicalities are shared by both nobles and griots. The evidence comes not only

from statements describing caste stereotypes—statements that confirm the exis-

tence of assumptions in the very fact of denying them, or denying that they apply
7. Those issues of rank and segregation are not limited to rural or “traditional” contexts. So, for example,
at the beginning of an academic conference held in Senegal in 2006 one participant, a linguist of griot extrac-
tion, initially demurred at sitting at the table with other participants, saying hesitantly that he feared they
would be put off by his proximity. He was in fact welcomed. The international participants looked surprised;
the local participants did not, although they welcomed him too.
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to oneself. It also comes from observable practices that might seem, on the face of

things, to undermine those indexicalities altogether, although they actually do

not. These are the practices that pertain to within-caste social occasions. So, at

griots’ own family events, honorees and senior familymembers—although griots,

of course, by birth but higher ranking than the other griots present—display a rel-

ative taciturnity and immobility that indexes a status “higher than thou” and re-

calls the characterological image of nobles. Similarly, on occasions when only no-

bles are present, those who rank lower than others take up, in a small way, the

roles and practices otherwise associated with griots: telling little narratives, speak-

ing somewhat rapidly and at higher pitch than others, relayingmessages, or mak-

ing requests. (Even in text 1, we can see that MK, who is junior to ST, relays ST’s

utterances tome and elaborates them. If a griot were present, he or she would take

on those tasks.) These practices show that persons of both high and low rank have

some knowledge and competence in how one displays that one ranks higher than,

or lower than, some co-present other(s).

This replication of the features of social differentiation, in contexts that in-

volve different scales of social encompassment, is what Susan Gal and I have

called “fractal recursivity” (Irvine and Gal 2000, and elsewhere). Replication

only goes so far, however. The differences that are reproduced, though clearly

perceptible, are relatively small compared to either caste’s behavioral extremes,

or the special techniques and expertise of the griot’s rhetorical craft. In short,

despite such a wide distribution of many ideas, practices, and the character-

ological images that accompany so many kinds of verbal acts, there remains

an important differentiation in knowledge, expertise, and especially values, cor-

responding to the social differentiation of the caste system. Moreover, while

nobles and griots living in the same overall community may know each other

very well, their life experiences are certainly not the same. To be a griot, and

know that you are stigmatized unless you can prove you are different from

others of your family and social category, is unlike being a noble. And to be

a noble, and know that you could be accosted at any moment by low-caste peo-

ple making requests of you, is unlike being low-caste yourself.

The situation for griots, who must always be aware of how they appear in

nobles’ eyes (and ears), is reminiscent of what W. E. B. DuBois called “double

consciousness”: “this sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of

others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused

contempt and pity” (1903). Yet, there is some of the same effect for nobles, too,

who depend for their in-caste reputations on the public opinion griots are

willing to arouse for them.
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Shadow Languages and Whorfian Effects
Now, let me take a step backward and consider my own role in this ethno-

graphic scene. I maintain that after living among rural Wolof townspeople

for an extended period, I discerned a patterning among their statements and

actions, such that I can describe overlapping but differentiated ideological vi-

sions that underlie, evaluate, and effectively regiment their communicative

practices and construals. Yet, while sympathetic to the townspeople’s points

of view, and learning to behave myself in relatively appropriate ways in Senegal,

I do not share either an antiegalitarian ideology or the townspeople’s specific

ideas about language, temperament, endogamy, and so on. So there are crucial

ideological differences for me too, much as I managed a temporary accommo-

dation. But accommodation did not always work well.

As many a fieldworker will find familiar, accommodation to the local scene

was easiest when I could stand back as observer more than as participant, and

more difficult when I tried to participate actively in some situation I did not create.

I was inevitably a foreigner. Consider, then, some situations in which this partic-

ular kind of social distance—foreignness—has a bearing on linguistic practices

and the assumptions, values, and construals that enter into ideologies of language.

On a warm summer night at the end of my stay in Senegal in 2006, I called a

taxi to take me from my hotel in downtown Dakar to the airport. Arriving

promptly, the taxi driver greetedme in French, as was usual for Senegalese people

addressing white foreigners with whom they had no previous acquaintance. I re-

turned the greeting and continued the conversation in French, initially keeping

the vocabulary simple in case his French competence was not strong. I need

not have worried much on that score, since French is widespread in Dakar and

taxi drivers working for a major company are likely to speak it fairly well. I

thought of switching to Wolof, but I was focused on catching my flight and did

not feel like embarking on a long explanation of who I was or how I happened

to be able to speak Wolof (or why, in speaking it, I sounded like a hayseed; I

had spent most of my time in a rural community, not in cosmopolitan Dakar).

As we talked, I addressed him as vous, the French plural pronoun—widely con-

sidered “polite” or “formal”when used with a singular addressee—expecting him

to do the same. But he addressed me with the “informal” tu. What was going on

here—why was he using T-forms when I was resolutely using V-forms?8 What

did our utterances imply?
8. Recall that the shorthand T/V for pronouns of address, introduced by Brown and Gilman (1960),
comes from Latin tu (you, singular) and vos (you, plural). Since the French pronouns’ phonological forms are
close to their Latin antecedents, the shorthand causes no particular difficulties. See Agha (2007) for discussion
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One possibility is that the taxi driver was simply importing a Wolof pattern

into French. There is no convention in Wolof for conveying deference or for-

mality via plural second-person pronouns. Other forms of address offer various

ways to display respect, but not the pronouns. Instead, the plural yéen is treated

as simply plural, end of story.9 I did once hear someone claim that the singular

yów was actually a more polite way to address a single person—the opposite of

the French T/V pattern—since it would imply that the addressee was the head

of a large following, whereas the plural would suggest he or she was merely one

of many, such as a member of a family rather than head of household. Al-

though this claim shows that the person making it—a bilingual friend, not

the taxi driver—was aware of French patterns and wanted to assert that Wolof-

speaking people can express politeness too, I could not confirm the claim in

observations of actual usage. Nor did I ever observe this kind of disjuncture be-

tween pronoun number and number of addressees.

The only linguistic practice that might be considered to confirm some idea

of “deferential T” comes fromWolof praise-oratory, because one of its eulogiz-

ing effects (informants pointed out) is to individuate the addressee. Although

the performance of praise-oratory links its focal addressee to ancestors and

their worthy deeds (in addition to any other laudable aspects of the addressee’s

biography),10 the fact that the performance details that ancestry on both pater-

nal and maternal sides, and often specifies the source of the addressee’s given

name, makes the resulting identification of the addressee unique. This principle,

in which singularity distinguishes someone as praiseworthy, could be consistent

with a pattern in which T-forms were considered potentially more “polite” than

V-forms. On the other hand, like the Wolof plural pronouns, praise-oratory al-

ways links its addressee to other people. It does not present the addressee in iso-

lation but instead derives praiseworthy distinction from the addressee’s social

relations.

Regardless of what the indigenous Wolof pattern of pronoun usage might

signify, however, it is not clear that my taxi driver was following it. Might he,
9. There are actually two plural ‘you’ forms, yéen and nggéen, but their usage is not comparable to French
vous. Both yéen and nggéen are second-person plural subject forms. Which one is used depends on verbal as-
pect and syntactic construction, not on any social distinction, although in yéen can also be used in isolation,
as an emphatic, while nggéen only occurs in construction with a verb. The singular ‘you’ subject pronouns,
yów and ngga, parallel the plural ones in their dependence on grammatical context.

10. Praise-oratory normally takes place before an audience. However, it is the individual being praised
who is the referent of ‘you’ pronouns, so I call this person the “focal” addressee, even if he or she is hidden
behind a curtain, as happens on some occasions of praise-oratory.

of issues that arise for languages where the supposed “V” or “polite” form is not identical with ordinary plu-
ral, or where there is more than one such “polite” form.
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instead, have been adopting a French pattern—and if so, which one? Was it the

“formality/intimacy” norm in which the T-form would not ordinarily be ad-

dressed to an adult stranger of opposite sex, except to be rude, or patronizing,

or flirtatious? Or was it the norm of a certain French egalitarian ideology that

advocates widespread use of reciprocal T (somewhat resembling the recipro-

cal T of the Quakers and “levelers” of seventeenth-century England)? Or was

it the adjusted version of this egalitarian pattern, often observable in the actual

practice of French university students and intellectuals, who generally use T-

forms to address one another—whether previously acquainted or not and regard-

less of gender—butmay use V-forms in addressing elders andworking-class peo-

ple they fear would be offended by T-forms? There is no way to know. Each of

these possibilities represents an interactional structure, a possible positioning of

the interactants and a set of characterological images; so the effect is indetermi-

nate, because of the ambiguities created by larger patterns and norms of usage.

Each possibility, with the social positioning and interactional relation it implies,

represents a possible interpretation of the event, an interpretation that is in play

whether any participant’s construal actually corresponds to it or not.

My own use of V-forms with the taxi driver represents some sort of com-

promise between the French “formality/intimacy” norm and the adjusted egal-

itarian one. I was studiously avoiding T because of the possibility that it would

sound patronizing; historically it was the form used by French colonizers to

their African servants. I also wanted to avoid T because of its possible sugges-

tion of intimacy. As it was, I felt mildly uneasy that evening because we were

alone in the taxi and the route we took to the airport was roundabout, through

poorly lit industrial areas and construction sites without many people around.

True, even though it was late at night, the likely purpose of the unusual route

was to avoid traffic and roadwork; indeed, we arrived at the airport without in-

cident. Still, even if uneasy, I wanted to be polite. And in the back of my mind

was the excessively “formal” T/V pattern I was taught—previous to any expo-

sure to Parisian student egalitarianism, much less to any Senegalese usage—by

my eighth-grade French teacher. She, a French aristocrat who was slumming,

in effect, by living for a while in America, refused even to teach us the T-forms

because, she claimed, the only persons with whom they were appropriately

used were one’s French lovers and one’s own French children under the age

of ten. Since we Americans were not going to have either of these kinds of per-

sons in our lives (she declared), we did not need to learn how to address them.

Yet, might I have sounded more patronizing to the taxi driver by using vous

than I might have with tu? Did the vous form imply that there was no possi-
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bility he could be my equal? Or did it resemble the excessive, and hypocritical,

politeness noticed by a Senegalese business executive soon after Senegal’s inde-

pendence, who reported that his European colleagues treated him with “added

politeness” yet, all the while, ignored his opinions, as if he were only a messen-

ger with no authority to discuss the message’s contents (R. Cruise O’Brien

1972, 242)? Again, there is no way to know.

The fact remains, then, that the pattern of asymmetrical T/V address that

emerged between me and the Senegalese taxi driver—a pattern that was not

actually limited to this particular occasion, although this was one of the most

extended interactions in which it was manifest—is not clearly interpretable ac-

cording to anyone’s conventional practice. What indexicalities we each knew

about, and what we each intended, must have been opaque.

The indexicalities of T/V pronouns have been explored by Silverstein in pa-

pers that reanalyze Brown and Gilman’s (1960) classic study and place the

English-language developments in historical perspective (Silverstein 1985,

2003)—that is, the developments that resulted in the virtual disappearance

of T (thou) and of “deference” values for V (you) from most English-language

utterances. As Silverstein noted, a very important move Brown and Gilman

made was to consider reciprocal usage of the person forms in interaction,

not just the pronouns in isolation. Ironically, however, although Brown and

Gilman focused their analysis on interaction, they nevertheless interpreted

the “meaning” of the pronoun forms cognitively, in terms of an individual’s un-

derstanding of their semantics. This interpretation, as Silverstein pointed out,

falls in line with a prevailing European and American ideology of language as a

structure inhabiting the individual speaker’s brain, prior to and independent of

social action. In contrast, his own analysis points to tropes and their historical

evolution. The plurality of V, for a single addressee, constructs a trope from the

contrast between the scene at hand and an imagined scene in which I (speaker)

and you (addressee) are not alone together, a scene lacking the intimacy of sole

face-to-face interactants. This imagined scene—a shadow conversation, as I

have called such things (Irvine 1996)—becomes available as the background

of a trope of social distance; hence, in some circumstances, of deference or for-

mality. In many European traditions this background understanding of the

tropes has become so thoroughly established that they have become cultural

convention, taken for granted as “meanings” inherent in the forms.

Once established as conventions indexing deference and formality,

Silverstein argued, these “meanings” made the pronouns available for next-

order indexicality when speakers began to diverge in their usage. As we know,
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in seventeenth-century England, Quakers and other “levelers” refused to use

“deferential”V-forms for a single addressee, resisting what they saw as the super-

ficiality of social convention, and preferring an egalitarian literalness in address:

one addressee, therefore singular pronoun forms. The next-order indexicality

arises from the stereotypes of social identity, once the pattern of generalized

T use became associated with its typical users (and avoided by other people,

who wanted to emphasize their politeness and avoid sounding like Quakers).

In short, T and V became indices of speaker identity and no longer indexed

deference.

Silverstein’s analysis of the indexical order emphasizes shared tropes, de-

ployed against a common cultural background—although, as in the case of

the seventeenth-century Quakers, there could be differences in the values at-

taching to the tropes. That is, the Quakers abhorred (and avoided) tropes of

deference in human social hierarchy, while other people appreciated them

and applied them more and more widely.11 In my interaction with the Sene-

galese taxi driver, however, very little common background can be assumed.

This was an interaction between strangers, each speaking a language (French)

that was not their native tongue. Our first languages, Wolof and English, re-

spectively, lack a T/V deference pattern, at least today. One could certainly

say that each speaker in this taxi-riding pair was informed by some cultural/

ideological background, and some sense of the possible tropes—but not the

same background, and not necessarily the same tropes.

A second-language speaker may, as I did while speaking with the taxi driver,

work from late-acquired notions about the tropes that are supposed to apply to

interactions in that second language. These acquired notions must operate as a

sort of ideological overlay. Just as I did with rural Wolof antiegalitarianism, you

can know about, and work with, a linguistic ideology to which, or to portions of

which, you do not subscribe. Often, however, the assumptions and tropes em-

bedded in your first language prevail. When they do, as could happen some-

times when understandings from American English infiltrated my spoken Wo-

lof, the results illustrate some of the Whorfian effects to which Silverstein, in a

number of essays, has called renewed attention (Silverstein 1979, [1981] 2001,

2000, among other writings).
11. It is not clear to me that the spread of the formerly deferential ‘you’ in English was due only to peo-
ple’s wish not to be confused with Quakers. There is also a well-known phenomenon in which forms indexing
politeness become more common and, because “common” in all senses of that word, lose the implication of
special deference. It would require close historical research to discern the relationship between these historical
vectors.
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One example frommy Senegalese experience concerns kinship terminology.

Among the ways Wolof kinship terms differ from English ones is in regard to

the gender of the referent. Basic Wolof terms do not distinguish the gender of

children (providing only doom ‘child’ rather than ‘daughter’ and ‘son’). Siblings

are distinguished as same-sex and opposite-sex of speaker (or propositus), rather

than by maleness or femaleness as such; and if same-sex, the terminology focuses

on relative age. Thus the term ràkk could refer equally to awoman’s younger sister

or a man’s younger brother. Only in an opposite-sex relation is the sibling’s gen-

der effectively specified: a woman’s brother is her cammëñ, and a man’s sister is

his jigéen (regardless of age). Wolof pronouns and person forms do not specify

gender either.12 Yet, because the relevant English terms do specify the gender of

the referent, I felt a strong urge to specify it when speakingWolof. This is the kind

of effect that Boas described in relation to obligatory grammatical categories

(1911) and that Sapir called “language habits” ([1929] 1949); Whorf, writing

about this very example—gender in English—called such things “covert catego-

ries” ([1937] 1956, 90) and linked them to “habitual thought and behavior”

([1939] 1956). When speaking Wolof and talking about my own family, I often

used expressions like sama mag bu jigéen ‘my female older same-sex sibling’, to

the confusion (initially)—and snickering (later)—of my interlocutors, to whom

this construction was redundant and ridiculous.

These “Whorfian” effects are more noticeable in languages other than one’s

own, in which obligatory distinctions and sedimented tropes are so easily taken

for granted as features of the world rather than of language. Speaking another

language, however, can bring out such distinctions and tropes when they are

imported into the other language. Complications and misunderstandings in

a cultural contact situation can result. In her work on linguistic evidentials—

the very grammatical feature Boas focused upon in his argument about obligatory

grammatical categories—Alexandra Aikhenvald cites examples from interactions

between Americans and Jaqi Aymara, when both are speaking Spanish (2004,

drawing on Silver and Miller 1997). Since Aymara has obligatory evidentials

specifying the source of a speaker’s information for a proposition, and English

has not, the interactants interpret each other’s Spanish utterances in unfortunate

ways. The Aymara speaker sees people who do not precisely specify the sources

of their knowledge as either untrustworthy or stupid (or both); the American
12. Wolof has a noun classification system, distinguishing (among other things) humans from non-
human animals, objects, and concepts. Unlike the situation in French (for example), there is no semantic
overlap with sex of referent. Even so, these African classification systems are sometimes called “gender” sys-
tems, but in the present essay I intend “gender” in its American social sense.
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sees people who insist on expressions like “I am told . . .” or “You say that . . .” as

obnoxious, unimaginative, and suspicious. When the American says (in Andean

Spanish) “I am from California,” and the Aymara responds, “You say you are

from California,” Aikhenvald comments (2004, 336), “The outsider [the Amer-

ican] is then likely to feel that they are being accused of telling a lie. And yet for a

Jaqi speaker the issue is simply one of ‘accuracy’ and not of ‘morality.’ ”

In Aikhenvald’s example, the Jaqi Aymara and the Californian are speaking

what is a second language for both of them. The Whorfian effects work in both

directions, across the language difference. And in these cases, just as in my

overspecified gender usage in Wolof kinship expressions, the Whorfian effect

comes from a language not actually spoken in the situation at hand. It is a lan-

guage lurking in the background, in the interactional shadows—and from

there, affecting a speaker’s usages and interpretations of other people’s utter-

ances. Gendered lexemes and grammatical evidentials may be features of lin-

guistic structure; recall that the V-form’s conventionalized trope of “deference”

seems, to its speakers, to be a feature of linguistic structure too. A shadow lan-

guage brings with it not only a grammatical structure but also the tropes, the

practices, and the ideologized projects and construals to which the speaker

has become habituated.

Conclusion
My two sets of examples have afforded different analytical emphases, but the

examples are less different than theymay seem. To begin with, second languages

and the indexicalities they might imply are found in the rural Wolof system too,

not only in relation to me as a foreigner temporarily living in a Wolof commu-

nity. Notice that there are a few French words in both texts: in text 1, baraas

(probably from French barrage ‘blocking, barring’)13 and alors; in text 2, guerre,

balle, and kano (from French canon). French and other “foreign” languages fit

into the local ideologized visions of linguistic practices and values, being consid-

ered linked to the fluency and rhetorical elaboration associated with griots and

other low castes. Text 2’s mention of Lawbé wailing and Sarakholé noise are part

of this picture, since Lawbé (itinerant woodworkers, an artisan caste) are locally

known to speak Pulaar as well as Wolof, and Sarakholé (an ethnic group from

southern regions, locally considered low-ranking and insufficiently Muslim) are

speakers of Soninke, a west Mande language. High-ranking nobles in this rural
13. Whether this word is ultimately of French origin or not, both its linguistic form and its possible his-
torical connections (to the sandbars and other conditions affecting colonial shipping at the port of Saint-
Louis) may suggest that it has been incorporated into Wolof for a long time.
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town tended to deny knowing any foreign language other than, perhaps, a writ-

ten form of Arabic, while griots might proudly add foreign languages to their

repertoire.

Meanwhile, in the second set of examples, the taxi driver and I both under-

stood the relevance of competence in French for urban Senegal, especially in

such “modern” activities as taxi trips to the airport. Most of our interaction

went smoothly. I was familiar with many things about Dakar and its inhabi-

tants, while he was evidently familiar with the needs of international travelers.

We were strangers, but not in everything.

So although the first set of examples focuses mainly on values and experi-

ences, and on people who are residents of the same town and know one another

well, and the second set focuses mainly on linguistic elements and second-

language speakers who are strangers to each other, these are differences of de-

gree, not of kind. Both sets concern social differentiation, the indexicalities that

accompany linguistic forms, the interpretations people draw about their inter-

locutors, and the projects and values that accompany linguistic practices.

Decades ago, Voloshinov wrote, “wherever a sign is present, ideology is pre-

sent” (1973, 10). Onemight add, where there is ideology, there is difference. Some

portions of an ideologized system might overlap, perhaps even many portions;

but differences that relate to social differentiation and point of view must remain.

A Note on Transcription
The Wolof words and transcripts in this article are rendered in the standard-

izedWolof orthography established in the 1970s by the Republic of Senegal and

further developed by Senegalese linguists. See Fal (1999, 2000) for description;

Faal is how this linguist spells her name when she writes in Wolof. Fal, Santos,

and Doneux (1990) and Diouf (2003), the most authoritative dictionaries of

Wolof, use this orthography. The present article is not concerned with any

phonetic issues that might require major departures from standardized spell-

ings. In the two texts, words of French origin are in italics.
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