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LANGUAGE IDEOLOGY IN THE UNITED STATES 

AND LINGUISTIC HUMAN RIGHTS
“Language planning is planning inequality”

[James Tollefson]

1. Introduction
This article will mainly concentrate on the relationships between language, power and privilege with a specific emphasis on the linguistic ideology in the United States. The term linguistic ideology is used here to refer to both governmental and non-governmental activities (compare: the commonly-accepted definition of language policy is that it is language planning by governments). Linguistic ideology is embedded in the policies and social structure of the society reflecting the hierarchy, too. It presents “one mechanism for locating language within social structure so that language determines  who has access to political power and economic resources” [18:14].

It is precisely in the sense of political and economic advantage or subordination that we understand a dominant group. Dominance is generally understood as the capacity to expand one’s range of choices. So the dominant group has a broader range of choices available to its members relative to other groups of society. In a multilingual and multinational society like the United States constrained linguistic choices predetermine economic and social disadvantage for minority groups  (the term multilingual/multinational applies to societies where there are fewer than 90 per cent representatives of one ethnic unity, usually giving its name to the country, in contrast to monolingual states like Germany, France, Japan). The number of the people forming the dominant group  as compared with that of a subordinate group or groups may vary and even be smaller than the latter (as new American settlers and Indians in the 18th century).  

A national minority is not simply a “group” that is given by the facts of ethnic demography. Roger Brubaker [2:60] argues that “it is a dynamic political stance, or, more precisely, a family of related yet mutually competing stances, not a static ethno-demographic condition”. The three elements of a national minority group are as follows: “(1) the public claim to membership of an ethnocultural nation different from the numerically or politically dominant ethnocultural nation; (2) the demand for state recognition of this distinct ethnocultural nationality; and (3) the assertion, on the basis of this ethnocultural nationality, of certain collective cultural or political rights” [ibid.]. 

2.Linguistic human rights
Societies with structured inequality like a highly stratified American society are associated with uneven distribution of income and power which is necessarily reflected in exploitative  language policies, that is “policies which  give advantage to groups speaking particular language varieties” [18:17]. Exploitative policies are evident in the range of constitutional and legal sources providing for the linguistic human rights  and through these in educational systems that institutionalize disadvantages on minority students and reduplicate the existing hierarchical social systems. 

Linguistic human rights  belong to basic human rights. According to the principle  underlying concept of universal human rights, individuals and groups, irrespective of  where they live, are entitled to an equal status. Observing linguistic human rights implies the right of minority groups to be different — i.e. to exist in this quality. Nationality-based assertion of collective linguistic, cultural or political rights gave rise to bilinguialism and multiculturalism.

Bilingualism is the use of two or more languages at work or in education and the treatment of each language with equal legitimacy. In the 20th century it has become a universally acknowledged norm, legally stated, too. The purposes and principles stated in the United Nations Charter (1945) are all based upon “respect for human rights and for fundamental freedoms for all without distinction as to race, sex, language, or religion” (Article 1). The Universal Declaration of Human Rights adopted by the United Nations in 1948 specifies: “Everyone is entitled to all rights and freedoms set forth in this declaration, without distinction of any kind, such as race, color, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other status” (Article 2).

A corresponding American norm generally known as the right to equality before the law, is  found in the American Declaration of the Rights and Duties of Man adopted the same year, compare: “All persons are equal before the law and have the rights and duties established in this Declaration,  without distinction as to race, sex, language, creed or any other factor” (Chapter 1, Article 2). It is worthwhile mentioning here that American legislation recognized this norm earlier than European because European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages stating in its preamble that “the right to use a regional or minority language in private and public life is an inalienable right” was only adopted by the United Nations in 1992.

The number of UN and regional documents covering linguistic human rights is impressive: United Nations Charter (1945), United Nations Declaration Regarding Non-self-governing Territories (1945), International Covenant on Economic, Cultural and Social Rights (1966), International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (1966), American Convention on Human Rights “Pact of San Jose, Costa Rica” (1969), The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989), United Nations Declarations on the Rights of Persons Belonging to National or Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic Minorities (1992), etc.

 At the same time American practices in the sphere of linguistic human rights are most controversial. Though it is generally affirmed that all individuals and groups should enjoy universal linguistic human rights, practically this claim seems  highly problematic  in the light of political reality of unequal access to power. Robert Phillipson et al. [13:4]  argue that the “antagonism towards linguistic minorities is based on false premises, and in particular on two myths, that monolingualism is desirable  for economic growth, and that minority rights are a threat to the nation  state.

3. Language ideology in the United States

In theory, it should be possible for people to participate in the dominant American culture while maintaining their distinctive languages and traditions. However, as is evident in the continuing resistance to bilingualism, the ideal of cultural diversity is far from universally accepted in American society. The heated debate concerning the issue of bilingualism, biculturalism is currently under way in the United States. Should American society consider the norms and values of racial and ethnic subcultures to be as legitimate as those of the dominant culture? Should greater emphasis be placed on respect for cultural diversity or on promotion of unified dominant cultural standards? 

American society which is often referred to as a “melting pot” of languages and cultures has become one of economic and political world leaders. But is it resulting from the “melting” process or is the expression rather metaphoric? And does the society owe its progress to cultural and linguistic unification? 

“Social solidarity need not be conceptualized in terms of linguistic homogeneity”,  argues R.Handler [5]. This thesis is well grounded in the fact that in 1980 the number of Americans who spoke a language other than English totalled 23 million persons which equaled about 10 per cent out of a national population of 226 million. More than half of them (81 per cent) also spoke English, while about 4.3 million were monolingual in a language other than English [9]. According to the projection of Bouvier and Davis [1:40], in 2080 white European Americans will only constitute 49.8 per cent of the population while the proportion of Afro-American, Asian and Hispanic population will grow.

The achievements of American democracy in maintaining linguistic human rights have recently brought to the development of government services in non-English languages, the provision of bilingual and translator legal services based upon the Court Interpreters Act (1978), the provision of instruction in English as a second language. The Voting Rights Act (1965) suspended English-literacy tests as a basis for voting  and excluded language-based discrimination thus  admitting that English-only elections had been a violation of the fundamental right to vote for  speakers of languages other than English. 

Discussing language ideology Lesley Milroy [10] argues that it always reflects the social and economic processes of a certain society and is in this way country-specific: the language (and even accent) in the United States is an iconic representation of an ethnic group and race as contrasted to Great Britain where the use of standard or non-standard English splits the society according to its class and power pattern. 

4. Historical background 

The issues of Americanization, the “melting pot” and English-based ideology are not new. On the one hand, they are motivated by the purpose of disintegration of language minority cultures in the US society in order to eliminate even the possibility of separatism. On the other hand, ruling elites play upon underlying xenophobia, molding a fear and resentment of foreigners to minorities in the United States because “minorities advancement to positions of responsibility and authority, their increased admission to colleges create more competition and the perception of fewer positions to majority” [6, p.155].

Historically language ideologies of the United States varied and official English movement went through the periods of rise and fall which paralleled the changing economic and social situation. During the campaign for Anglo-American independence, non-English languages, especially German and French,  were readily used by the English colonists where it presented political benefit. After independence, however, the English-Americans asserted their political superiority through the Continental Congress which consolidated the status of English and stopped using German as the language of U.S. official documents. The Enabling Act (1811) specified the same functions of English for Louisiana, a former French-dominant colony.

The beginning of the 19th century gave rise to nativism – a political movement led by the Native American Association for promoting the interests of European-Americans as a reaction against new immigrations especially from Ireland and Germany. In the Midwest, where German settlers lived, there was a brief period of liberalization of English-only policies. In 1863 their  vigorous demands to publish  state laws and teach in German were satisfied. But as a result of nativist reaction German was soon abolished as the language of legislation and tuition.

In the course of the so-called “opening of the West” in the 19th century the federal government pursued the goal of cultural as well as physical extermination of Native Americans historically named Indians. Their languages were not taught at schools, not used in mass media or elsewhere in public life. Only in the 1930’s a few bilingual educational programs were launched, but for a short time. The numerical decline in American Indian languages is so obvious that lately some efforts aimed at their preservation and revival were made. The Native American Language Act (1992) deals with the problem of language maintenance but so far the programs recognizing the unique status of Indian languages as endangered languages and  funding their strengthening are few [15:116].

The World -War -I and -II periods brought a renewed emphasis on the assimilation of minorities. Nativism grew enormously strong: lynchings of Italians and Mexicans were reported [7, p.45], the use of German in trade, in instruction etc. was forbidden in many states such as Illinois, Ohio and others. French was not allowed in business, politics or education either. The national Immigration Act (1917) imposed quotas on immigrants who could not read English. Only much later as a result of the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960’s and 1970’s some bilingual programs were renewed.
Linguistic human rights have become a particularly sensitive issue for 11 millions of immigrants from Spanish-speaking nations. Miguel Perez from New York Daily News writes: “They say bilingualism threatens national unity, but their racism is a much bigger threat to a Constitution that stands for liberty. With one amendment they want to wipe out some of the civil rights Latinos have fought for years to obtain, like bilingual assistance in hospital emergence rooms and bilingual 911 operators” [12, p.47].

The history of the struggle for the linguistic rights of Spanish speaking population of America roughly resembles that of Germans and the French. Ever since the Mexican War (1846-1848) and the annexation of Texas, California and New Mexico, the Anglicization policies prevailed in these territories mainly occupied by Mexicans. In the middle of the 19th century the use of Spanish was legally permitted in counties with large Mexican population in a form of transitional bilingual education, in courtroom, for the publication of laws in Spanish. But in the first decade of the 20th century these states followed the pattern of other states with constitutional provision of English as their official language with the result that by 193s1, Spanish was no longer used for instruction and by 1935 it was no longer an official language in the legislation [7, p.137].

Today linguistic and cultural rights of Hispanic Americans are often violated. “Where the Americanizers were afraid of Slavic or Mediterranean hordes, supporters of ELA (English Language Amendment) are afraid of Spanish and the people who speak it. It's almost as if we had traveled back in time seventy five years” [8, p.109-110].
5. Official English movement 
While the United States has never declared a national official language, the primacy of English in public affairs has never been questioned. A well-recognized world leader in many fields, America used the language of its former metropolis during its whole history and never tried to shift to any “native” language or seek linguistic independence from its former metropolis. On the contrary, the use of any other language than English was generally regarded as undesirable. Obviously the reasons for such situation are far from linguistic ones and lie in social and economic situation. 

The history of ethnic and cultural (linguistic including) development of America tentatively suggests that in the long run the issues of cultual independence proved to be of less  importance for the United States than those of economic growth and national consolidation. It is not surprising then that the official English movement revival took place in the 1980’s alongside with the appearance of some crisis tendencies in American economy and political life. The current attempts to make English the official language of the United States is primarily motivated by a view of what the national culture and ethnic structure of the society ought to be. English-language unity is promoted as the basis for political unity.


Another reason for the growth of concern about the English language in the United States lies in the literary crisis of the last few decades. Even by the most conservative estimates, America has at least 20 million adults who cannot read well enough or subtract with sufficient competence to tally a checkbook [3, p.358]. The crisis is often ascribed to the erosion in the leading functions of English which rather provokes antagonism to other languages instead of taking measures to improve the level of general literacy. It explains the background of the official English movement: proclaiming English the only official language will exclude undesirable competition with other languages and prevent English from sharing its status with them.


As to its form, theoretically the official English today is a public movement since it is characterized by the absence of strict organization or the program characteristic of a political party. As to its substance, a language movement is political since the goals of its leaders are redistribution of power relations in society. The English-only movement  has been guided by the organization called U.S. English. Since the early 1980’s it has been the principal mover of numerous amendments to the federal constitution. Though the English Language Amendments have not succeeded with the Congress they have been more successful in California (1986), Arizona, Colorado and Florida (1988). Illinois, Nebraska and Hawaii already had official-English laws prior to 1980. There the English language was made the only language of the ballot, the public schools and all government actions with the exceptions for public health, safety and the protection of the rights of defendants in court. In this way the ELA is a threat to bilingual voting rights, bilingual education and the dissemination of information.

The main arguments of ELA supporters are rooted in the English language ideology of the country. The call for language homogeneity is in concert with the calls for the identification and promotion of common values and cultural knowledge of what «all good Americans” are expected to share. Ethnic and cultural unification is treated as the necessary basis for social and economic progress: “ in the United States over the past 40 years, we’ve come to see how integration and assimilation have meant equal justice and better economic opportunity for all Americans. Isolation in America is a suicidal path for any group. We must guard against enticements such as “ethnic purity” or “cultural preservation” —  which are often thinly veiled metaphors for isolation” [11:127].

E.Hernández-Chávez [6, p.154-155] argues that  the English-only movement has already affected certain areas of private as well as public life: the prohibition on the use of minority languages in the workplace, in business and street signs; the demand of English language proficiency for job applicants, etc. Since 1980 the National Commission for Employment Policy has been monitoring the relationship between English language ability and income differentials and in 1982 its Report concluded : “A lack of fluency in English is the major source of the labor market difficulties of all (Hispanic) subgroups. It directly affects their labor market position, their education attainment, and is one facet of labor market discrimination” [4, p.145]. Even the advocates of Official English movement acknowledge the fact that because of their poor command of English, millions of young men and women are leaving high school with prospects no brighter than a dishwasher’s job at a local restaurant [11:105].

Supporting the idea of  American society serving a “melting pot” for immigrant cultures, languages and traditions the founders of the U.S.English organization often chose to cite the saying of the novelist Paul Theroux: “Foreigners are always aliens in England. No one becomes English. It’s a very tribal society. No one becomes Japanese. No one becomes Nigerian. But Nigerians, Japanese, and English become Americans”. At the same time they can’t but admit that the obvious reason for that lies in political and economic rather than linguistic field: “America is an open society, more open than any other in the world” [11:13].

The official English idea is opposed by representatives of both minority and dominant groups in America, among them lawyers, judges, teachers of English. The 1986 Resolution of the Linguistic Society of America states: “American unity has never rested primarily on unity of language, but rather on common political and social ideals”.

6. Conclusion 

My analysis of language ideology and linguistic human rights with a case study of official English in the United States proves that language policy is determined by the interests of those who have access to political power and economic resources. “Language is one arena for struggle, as social (dominant) groups seek to exercise power through their control of language”  [18, p.13]. Language policy is one of key mechanisms 

· for state control of labor;

· for maintaining the power of the state and of those groups which control state policy;

· for sustaining existing power relationships, i.e. for ideological control.

The official language movement is used in political strategies pursued by elites in multinational states. “The official language movement is perceived by the elite as aiding in the achievements of its political goals by realigning the population along cleavage lines different from the cleavage lines that divide the society under the existing political power structure” [16, p.92]. 

In the United States, the concept of national solidarity, loyalty, patriotism became often associated with language varieties, mainly with speaking standard American English. Speakers of other languages are automatically denied political rights such as voting, economic opportunities and social equality; they suffer disadvantages in education being obliged to attend classes in which they are not proficient enough in the medium of instruction; they are excluded from the process of free exchange of information which is mainly in English. In this way linguistic hegemony  established by the dominant group in all spheres of public life results in the violation of many fundamental human rights and maintains significant political, economic, and social inequality. 
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Шевченко И.С. Языковая идеология в США  и языковые права человека
В статье рассматриваются вопросы языковых прав человека и языковой идеологии применительно к полиэтническому государству на примере  США. Дается обзор законодательной базы ООН и США в области языковых прав человека. Анализируется история и современное состояние языковой политики в американском обществе. Сущность языковой идеологии в полиэтническом обществе трактуется как проявление борьбы элит за власть, как установление и поддержание гегемонии, в том числе языковой, для  социальной группы, обладающей политической и экономической властью в обществе.

