View metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk brought to you by X{'CORE

provided by Scholarship@Claremont

Claremont Colleges

Scholarship @ Claremont

Scripps Faculty Publications and Research Scripps Faculty Scholarship

1-1-2008

Marxism and Language

Tony Crowley
Scripps College

Recommended Citation
Crowley, Tony. "Marxism and Language,” The Cambridge Encyclopaedia of the Language Sciences, ed. P. Hogan, Cambridge, 2008.

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Scripps Faculty Scholarship at Scholarship @ Claremont. It has been accepted for
inclusion in Scripps Faculty Publications and Research by an authorized administrator of Scholarship @ Claremont. For more information, please

contact scholarship@cuc.claremont.edu.


https://core.ac.uk/display/70976019?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1
http://scholarship.claremont.edu
http://scholarship.claremont.edu/scripps_fac_pub
http://scholarship.claremont.edu/scripps_faculty
mailto:scholarship@cuc.claremont.edu

Marxism and Language

market - in the ficst place. Just as coinmunist alternatives to capi-
talism evenwally collapsed, leading (o an emblacing ol Ilbeml
and ket principles, so li [
cannot work since it runs counter to the r:nson d'étre of the lin-
gulstic market, which, in tcrms of substantive cause and effect,
is social differentiation. Howcver, this should nor be seen as o
form of poststructuralist nibilism; rather, Bourdieu Is offering a
metanoia, a “new gaze” or way of looking at the world through
his eplstemological thinking tool (sce Grenfell 2004, Chapter 7).

- Michael Grenfell
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like consciousness, only arises from the need, the necessity, or
intercoursc with other men (Marx and Engels 1964, 42).

The stress on language as central to human actvity, of praxiy,
indicates the important role that Marx and Engels gave itin their
account of the distinctiveness of human life, Language forms an
esscntial part of the evolving process by which human beings in
soclal relationships create historical reality through the npgm...
tion of material needs and the requi for self-seprod
ftisimp tonote, h that was not viewed ag
either primary or derivative; it was not the faculty that enabled
human beings to become social in the first place, nor was it the
means by which they could express themselves once they had
been socialized. Instead, It was an aspect of the social, material
activity - labor in fts gencral, technical sense - by which human
heings were conslituted qua human beings and by which they
acted upon nature and other human heings in order o creaie
history.

Within the Marxist tradition, the stress on the conslitutive
aspect of language as 4 form of fabor - material practice - wasy
almost lost, as the term labor itself became narrowly conceived
simply to mean certain types of work. As a result, more aten-
tion was paid 10 other statements by Marx and less to his original
focus on language as social activity. Thesc comments included
his reference to the existence of a bourgeols form of language
(Murx and Engels 1964, 249), his assertion that “ideas do not
exist scparately from language” (1973, 163), und his declaradon
that “the ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling
ideas” (1964, 60). Marx’s remarks, which amount essentially w
the observations that the language in usc is affected by the class

Snook. Ivan. 1990. “Language, truth and powvr: dien's
in An Introduction to the Work of Pierre Bourdieu, vd. R. H1rker
C. Mahar, and C. Wilkes, 160-79. Basingsioke: Macmillan.

MARXISM AND LANGUAGE

‘the aim of Marxism is to understand history and socicty accord-
ing to the precepts first outlined in the works of Karl Marx and
Friedrich Engels. laicr developed by other thinkers in this tra-
dition, in order to cffect revoludonary social change. Given the
face that Marxism is in part a description of the determinanis of
everyday lifc as a way of explaining the soclal order, it is some-
what surprising, therefore, 10 note that the Marxist contribution
to thinking ahout language has been limited. This omission has
been unfortunate both for Marxism and for those nonformal-
ist accounts of lunguagc that suess its histovicity in a general
sense and fls specific and variable links to particular social
formations.

Iy The German Ideology. us part of their attack on philosophi-
cal idealism, Marx and Engels provide a sketch of their materdal-
ist conception of history. With regard to the naturc and function
of language, they assert:

From the start the “spirit” [mind) is afflicted with the curse of
being “burdened” with matier, which here makes Its appear-
ance in the form of ugltated layers of air, sounds, in short, of
! 1 isas old as | is prace
tical consciousness that exists ulso for ather men, and for that
reason alonc il really exists for me personally as well; language,
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lations (hat hold in a given social formation and that idcolngy
is dissciminated in language, were again rather narrowly inter-
preted within orthodox Mardsm.

In the Soviet Union, in pardcular, a whole set of somewhat
fruitless debates ensucd as to whether Janguage helonged to the
“base” or "superstructure” of sociely. For N. . Marr, for example,
languages were stratified in such a way that between communi-
ties employing disdnct 1 the speech of the same closs
\wul(l be closer than the speech of different classes using the
sane language. In this 1 belongs to the suciol
superstructure of socicty, which is slmply determined by class;
the idea thal the unity of a group not based on class (such os the
nation) could be explained by the idea of a common languuge
was dismissed. Marr’s influence, which was widespread in the
19305 and 1940s, was ended by Stalin’s equally dogmatic dec-
laration in “Marxism and the problems of linguistics” [1950)
1974) that languages did not have a “class character” but rather
a “national character” and were thus not part of the supcrstruc-
ture. Despite (bc title of Stalln’s piece, and though it was an
important correction to the misleading effect of Marr's theories,

It did not rep any sort of breakthrough in the Marxist ireat-
ment of Inngunge.
Tn fact, precisely such an adv hud been heralded in the

writingsofa number of linguists in the Soviet Union - primardly in
Vitebsk and Leningrad - which, in effect, amounted to a school of
Murxist linguistics. Because of the terror exercised by Stalinism,
the exact membership of this group is unknown and the names
used for publishing may or may not be thuse of the authors o




Manxism and Language

the works. Neverthcless, the principal texts are recognized as
V. N. Volodlnov's Marxism and the Philosophy of Language, pub-
lishedin 1929 and wranslated in 1973; Mikhail Bakhtin’s Problems
in D ky's Poetics, published first in 1929 and transluted
from the second (1964) edition in 1984; and P. N. Medvedev’s The
Gori:al Method in Literary Scholarship: A Critical introducti

theorists concerned I dircclly with lang and
when they did, us in the case of Walter chumln or ]oan-Paul
Sartre, it is difficult to see how the work qualilies as Marxist In
any recognizable sense. Yot a number of Marxist theorists, such
as Ferrucio Rossi-1 andi (1983), Terry Eagleton (1982), und Jean-
Ti Lecercle (2016), huve produced interesting work based

10 Socivlogical Poetics, published in 1928 and lated In 1978.
Despite the fact that the work of Bakhtin is the best known to
readers in Lhe West, the most slgnlﬁcanl wnlrlbuﬂon (o a strictly
Marxist of I was p 1 by Volodinov’s pio-
necring text.

he radical thrust of Volaginov's work came in his opposition

on Voloinov's text. More significantly, it was the inspiration for
much of the later work of Raymond Williams, the major British
soclulist critic of the (wentieth century.

Williams's chapier on language in M, and 141
(1977) stressed the importance of Voloinov's theory of slynifi-
cation, both in gencral and for his own original work on histori-

10 two key tendcnues that he identified in thinking about lan- cal SEMIOTICS in Key Is (1976). B g with Volodinov's
suage: "Individualistic subjectivism” and "at bject ar that signs are neither expressive nor systematic in any
‘Thefirst, traced by Volodinovto the German ldealistlrad.umnand simple sense bul, rather, ¢ icative media dey iin the
articulated most cleatly in the work of Wilhelm von Humbold: social p of g history, Williams stressed that signs are

1akes thc mdwldual human psyche as the most important slte
of and foc on the individual

shaped by past use but are engaged at the same time in the cre-

act of speech Regarding speech as a ty'p(‘ of nesthenc CRE-
ATIVITY, this app h rejects ) d as a
lixed system, as simply the product of l.he abstruct methods of

ative making of the p (and are thus of necessity open to
the future). This idea of the historical variabiltty of signs, which
VoloXinov calls their “mulitaccentuality,” formed the basis of
Willlams's i igation of the vocahulary of a of discur-

linguistics, The second tendency, “ab bj " is the sive fields, ¢ lly those that involved di of culiure and
hinary opposite of the first und is typified in the model proposed society. In what he provides in Key Is and Marxism
by Ferdinand de S; and developed by STRUCTURALISM. and Li isa T } 1 of his work
Inthis approach, the static and app: ly immutable linguisti in Culture and Soclety (1958), a text that eficcdvely began the
<ystem Is divorced from history, is distinguished rig ly from deh that led to the uppearance of cultural studies as an aca-
individual i 5 of 1 use, and is idered to be demic discipline. Though rarely acknowledged as such, it was an

vomposed of nothing other than the normatively identical forms
of lexis, grammar, and PIIONETICS. I the first focuses on the
unceasing process {energela) of individual linguistic creatlvity,
then the second weats | ge as a finished product (ergon),
apen to the objective gaze of the science of linguistics.

For Vologinav, the concentration on individual CONSCIOUS-
NE8S as the basis of an explanatlon of linguistic signification
i» a mistake. The individual cannot serve as the
loundation of i i lysis b e It is itsell in need of
eyplication from a social poml of view: *[Clonsciousncss takes
shape and heing in the matcrial of signs created by an organized

historical materialistapproach to language that lay at the base of
this important intellectual development.

Marx’s comments on the existence of bourgeois language
and Volodinov’s assertion that the “sign becomes an arcna of
the class struggle” ([1929] 1973, 23) point to auother field of
research in which Marxist thought has becn significant: the
politics of language, with particular regard to the historical
construction of NATIONAL languagcs, the class-based hier-
archy of language within education, and the role of language
in |mperlal.lcm and COLONIALISM. lmporlanl work in this area

groupinthe p fits social L « nUrtured on signs,
it derives its growth from them; it reflects their logic and laws"
(Volofinov [1929] 1973, 13). This does not, however, mean that
theindividual consciousness Is formed by and in the normatively
ilentical signs of the abstract ubjectivist system. On the conlrary,
\alodinov’s point is that signs themselves, as dynamic com-
I'lzxes of form and meaning, are not simply presented as glven,
Ined clements of a system but are open prmlu(.(s of the activ-

was d by Antonio G the Italian C

Party intellectual and leuder, who drew attention to the class
perspecilve in his discussion of the merits and demerits of the
use of DIALECT versus a national form of language in political
struggles in Ttaly. Other examples include Renée Ralibar's his-
torical research on the cmergence of a “standurd” language in
France in Les francals flesifs (1974) and L'Institution du frangals
(1985), and ‘Tony Crowley’s related work in the British con-
lext ln 7he Polttics of Discourse (1989). Writing from the post-

L thc rnutenal practice - of languag ially
iduals. 1 in this sense, is not the mlddle
Tirm that unites the individual and the soclul, nor is it a medium
that reflects a preexistent reality. Instead, it I8 an aspect of the
constitutive sacial activity - labor, In Mand’s original sense - (hat
aliows [or the very possibility of the “individual,” the “social,”
and “reality” ftself.

Despite the iImportance of semantic indeterminacy (o post-
»ructuralist literary theory, and the siress on context in linguis-
ic pra s, \he radical challenge of Volosinov’s work has not
bizen taken up widely in icth hinking on "
Even in the wadition of Western Murxinm, few of the major

g

the Kenyan writer Ngngl Wa Thmngfo
used a Marxist app h to d the

legacy In his Decolonising the Mind (1986). And in educa-
tionul debates, Basil Bernstein’s theory of "restricted” and
“elab d” codes to explain the differential aca-
demic achlevement of children from different social classcs. In
Reproduction In Education, Soclety and Culture, written with
Jean-Claude Passeron (1977), and language and Symbolic
Power (1992), Pierre Bourdieu used a nco-Marxist framework
to account for the saurne phenomenon.
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Tony Crowley
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