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Critique of “Making Languages” by Ralph Fasold


In his paper given at the Fourth International Symposium on Bilingualism in 2005, Ralph Fasold argues that linguists have no real say in what designates a language or a dialect.  He believes that social groups play a large part in the successful definition of a language, especially those with the “greatest hegemony” in a society. (697)


According to current linguistic and sociolinguistic textbooks, the terms ‘language’ and ‘dialect’ cannot be the realm of linguists alone; social and political factors must also be considered.  Most people believe that a linguistic definition has to be included in part, but Fasold disagrees.  It is his contention that “linguists have failed to determine criteria by which languages can be distinguished from dialects or other kinds of linguistic systems.” (697)


Next, Fasold discusses Kloss’ notions of ausban and abstand languages.  An abstand language has a grammar that makes it so unique one would not question its designation as a true language.  An ausban language, on the other hand, is a more sociopolitical construction, it has been “deliberately reshaped to allow a wide range of literary expression.” (697)  Fasold disagrees with Kloss here, stating that he would go even further; to qualify as a language, a system simply has to be a social construction.


Here, Fashold shifts his focus to Ebonics and its history in the United States in order to make his point.   Ebonics is commonly viewed as a vernacular spoken by many African Americans in the US; most people see it as some version of English.  In an alternate construction, by Afrocentric linguists, Ebonics is seen as a language system spoken by people of the African Diaspora and distinct from other languages like English or French.  Even though Ebonics shares a lot of vocabulary with English, it has its own grammar and therefore can be considered separate from English, according to the abstand definition of language.  Here, Fasold returns to his argument that a language cannot be defined by linguistic criteria such as grammar, again because linguistic science has no set criteria for distinguishing languages or dialects.


Towards the end of the paper, Fasold sums up his argument: First, closely related language systems can be classified as languages or dialects. Secondly, there is no existing linguistic criteria distinguishing between a language or dialect.  Thirdly, ausbau languages (considered more dialect-ish) can be constructed and “dismantled” to conform with desired ideology. This could also work with abstand languages (those with distinct grammars). The Ebonics debate in the US is an example of this.  His conclusion is that “languages” are socially constructed, “any social group can construct a language out of any linguistic material available, and it will be a language to that extent.” (701)  He does add that there will of course be different competing social constructions.   Whatever social construction is held by the group with the most power at the time will be considered the correct construct of that language.  Therefore, the notion of a language at any given time is really a reflection of the the ideology of the dominant group.


Fasold does a good job of using Ebonics to support his argument.  The problems that I had with this paper is that it seems hard to believe that the field of linguistics has never provided a “definite set of criteria” to measure the two constructs of language and dialect.   Doesn’t language by nature need to have some type of linguistic definition?  How can a language be a language if the notions of syntax or phonetics are not addressed?  I agree that to some extent the notions of language and dialect must be socially constructed, but to say that there is no need for linguistic criteria in the definitions seems a bit far-fetched.

