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FOREWORD 

Poverty and illiteracy are concentrated in the developing 
countries of Asia, Africa and Latin America. India alone, where 
56% of the population is below the poverty line, houses 400 million 

of illiterates constituting 50% of the total world illiterate popula· 
tion. This frightening statistics has often blinded scholars and pla­
nners to certain basic cultural facts of life in these countries. 

Illiteracy is often equated with lack of education. In historical 
times, at least in India, this was not true. The existence of volu­
minous folk wisdom pertaining to philosophy, sciences and the life 
cycle based on agriculture will bear testimony to this. With the 
conquest by aliens, onset of modernism and destruction of the rural 
centres of dissemination of traditional culture and knowledge an 
illiterate person is reduced to the level of the uneducated. In the 
context of literacy movement this factor has to be borne in mind. 
Recently the Central Institute ofindian Languages, in collaboration 
with the Jabalpur University, experimented in reviving the use of 
traditional folk communicators for the dissemination of modern 
knowledge. A two week orientation programme organised by the 
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Institute for about thirty folk communicators yielded such rich 
dividends that its immense possibilities were recognised and comm­
ended by no less a person than the Minister for Information and 
Broadcasting of the Govt. of India. 

Before talking about the communication constraints a statement 
is in order about the literacy curriculum. In countries where there 
is a good. deal of central planning at successive levels of planning 
and administration, the curriculum is designed by experts at the top 
without reference either to the felt needs of the community or needs 
of the community is observed by trained social scientists. In many 
cases therefore the material used for literacy is irrelevant to the 
community and it is no wonder that it fails to motivate the people. 
A word of caution is necessary at this point. If the material is to be 
relevant in the sense of improving the quality of life of the illite­
rate masses and arousing and preparing them to participate in the 
socio-economic reconstruction of the country, then this may appear 
to clash with the entrenched elitist vested interest. It is in this sense 
that Paulo Frere speaks of education as being subversive. Unless 
there is an awareness of these problems by all concerned and care­
fully laid down plan of action the literacy efforts are doomed to 
failure. 

In multilingual countries literacy poses a serious challenge. 
Diglossic situation, in one sense, is a simplified reduced version of 
the multilingual situatiJn. Take for instance the Tamil situation in 
India, a person is simultaneously confronted with the Pre-Sangam, 
Sangam and the Post-Sangam literary language, the Brahmin and 
the non-Brahmin varieties of speech forms, the Aiyar and Aiyangar, 
the. Padeyachi and the fisherman subvarieties, the speech forms of 
Colrnbatore, Kanyakumari or Madras city, the platform speech and 
the_ speech of intimate communication, the various styles and 
reg1sters ofT . . 

ami! bes1des the other languages one may be called 
upon to use as part of his vocation. In this context literacy efforts 
must solve the conflict between instant communication and the 

proc~ss of standardisation. In multilingual countries, therefore a, 
multl-,model approach to literacy is essential. This opproach would 
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accept instant communication as the starting point, but relate it to 

the standard as well as the diverse manifestations of the language 
so that the scale of communication may be widened both in the 

synchronic and the diachronic axes. This will not only make 

intergroup communication possible and help accelerate the process 
of standardisation but also make the accumulated wisdom of the 
past available to the new learner. 

In multilingual countries languages enter into dominant and 

minorty relationship. In countries where a few dominant languages 

arc recognised as media for higher education, administration and 
mass communication, literacy efforts among the minorty languages 
must develop a bilingual focus. Without a clear strategy linking 

the language of instant communication with the language of edu­
cation, intellection and thus of privilege, the literacy efforts are 

bound to suffer. 

All these demand a good deal of sophistry in planning and edu­
cation af!d participation of linguists with applicational bias in this 

venture. There are miles to go in this regard. 

This small monograph by Prof. M. W. S. De Silva demons­

trates the role and commitment of linguists in this important area 

of national reconstruction in the developing countries. Prof. De 

Silva's afl"iliat~on with the Institute for six months was possible 
through a Ford Foundation grant. We are thankful to Prof. De 
Silva for giving this m0nograph to the Institute which embodies 
research results not only of this visit, but earlier and later visits to 

the sutcontinent. I have no doubt that this monograph will be 
a valuable addition to the linguistic literature pertaining to literacy. 

Christmas 

1976 

(Debi Prasanna Pattanayak) 
Director 

Central Institute of Indian Languages, Mysore 
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1.. PR.EAMBLE 

THE PRIMARY MOTIVATION for this essay is my 
continued interest in the linguistic behaviour in diglossia 
communities during the past decade. I was born and 
brought up in such a community, and it is clear to me 
from whatever introspective insights I possess that the 
learning strategies, attitudes to expression and points of 
ernphar;is, as well as the choice of criteria, for norm 
specification, al'e significantly different in these commu­
nities from those in other communities which, for the 
sake of contrast, may be loosely called 1non-diglossio'. 
There have been many advances (at any rate, changes) 
in the ten,ching methods employed, and learning strategies 
presented, in the olassroom since the time I was a 
schoolboy, but a language classroom in n, south Asian 
diglossia environment today is little different from what 
I remember of it from my school da.ys. The way I was 
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taught to read and write and write compo~itions i~ 
Sinhalese and the way Sinhalese school children rue 
taught these crafts today both differ drastic:tlly from the 
comparable learning activity of, say, my children whoso 
first language is English. 

It must be said, however, that my observations 
which are made in the body of this essay stem, not from 
any personal reminiscences, but from a fair number of 
case studies I have made during the past few years. 
As far as possible, I have refrained from allowing my 
memories to influence these case studies, and I have 
always refrained equally from pre-judging the issues; mY 
findings in recent years have, on the other hand, enabled 
me to recover more vividly my own involvement in the 
classr~orn in a . diglossic setup. (While I am on this 
ilnpertinently personal note, may I be permitted to be 
immodest enough to say· that my own Sinhalese writings 
have never been criticised for grammatical inaccur:tcies, · 
etc., and (perhaps) thf'refore, this essay must not be 
unders~ood as containing an apologia for any of my own 
frustrations a.s a Sinhalese language le:trner in the class­
room or as an adult Sinhalese writer. Tho significance 
of this comment will become clear when the reader finds 
that my findings on literacy seem to disfavour diglossia). 

In 197 4-5, I spent some nine months in India, and 
ab~ut six weeks in Sri Lanka, working on a project to 
whwh I gave the title It An investigation into problems 
of literacy in diglossic ·communities with particular refe­
rence to Ka.nnada, Sinhalese and Tamil". Although 
during this research I was fortunate enough to associate 
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with people engn.gecl in ten,ehing litern,cy· to illitern.te 
n,clults in India., n.ncl to hn.ve the benefit of tn.king part in 
their workshops n.ncl scminrtreF, I "·n,s · nevrr directly 
concerned with the very va.hmble task of devising tech­
niques for bciliUtting uniYersn,l n,dult liter:wy in the snb­
continent. Ten,ching literacy to n,clult illitern.trs is a. theme 
tlmt is being pmsnecl no\Y more conscientiously thn,n 
ever before. :Most protn.gonists of aclnlt litrracy cmn· 
pn,igns n,re rnoti vn,tecl, quite rightly, by their social 
conscience. N oticc, for instn,ncc, the effect in Britn,in of 
the recent discovery of t"·o million illitemte a.clults. 'Ihn.t 
quick men.sures to emdicn,tc this problem should be sought 
in a country infested with an illitcmcy figure of seventy­
five per cent is, therefore, neither surprising nor objrc­
tionable. 

There 1s another side to this litemcy campaign, 
nmnely, the need to discover the causes of illitemcy by 
asking the sociological question n.s to why there is so 
much illiteracy in a world which is technologically so 
advanced. vre may ask, likewise, why the figures for 
Inclilt are even worse tlmn the world average. For a 
country which had been kno"·n in the distn,nt pn.st for 
its pioneering iutellectual activity in the n,rts as well as 
the sciences, t"·enty-five percent literacy is unforgivn,bly 
low. It is undoubtedly difficult, and perhaps impossible, 
to discover all the cnuses of illiteracy in India, but this 
should not deter research. 

One very importn,nt fn.ctor that must be noticed 
a.ncl exp]a,ined is the high rate of literacy chimed in 
the neighbouring island of Sri Ln,ukt ·which contrasts 
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dramatically ·with the low rate in India. I bring Sri Lanka. 
into the picture because, as will be seen subsequently, 
my research involves that Isl::tnd. Although the socin.l 
order in Sri Lanka, is not identicn,l to that in India, 
they are comparable n,ncl shn,re many salient features. 
They are culturally similar ; both arc largely peasant 
economies ; both arc cn,ste-based in social structnre ; 
and so forth. It might be that the smn,ller size of the 
Island has something to do with the prevailing situation. 
It might also be that the law governing compulsory 
primary education is enforced more diligently and effec­
tively in the smaller island than in the enormous sub­
continent. To account for bulk-literacy, we must take 
note of as many factors as we can glean from evidence 
and assess the relative contribution of ea~h factor, n,s fn,r 
as feasible, to the maintenance of literacy standards as 
we know them. Until this research is clone, the only 
satisfactory answer to the question n Why is there so 
much illiteracy " is " We simply don't know ". 

Another social and psychological que~tion thn,t is 
worth asking is "Do we 1.0ant universal literacy in onr 
country i'". Such questions fHP. not favoured by the 
dedicated social worker, but it might wrll be the case 
that in certain communities the illiterate adults do not 
particularly want to be literate. Even the aspirations of 
such schemes as functional literacy are not always well 
received in all communities. In a wa.y, all literates do 
not particularly want the entire communities to become 
literate. Let me illustrate this with one example. It 
has been proposed time and time again as a quick l1nd 

simple solution to mass illiteracy, that if each literate 
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person took under his wing one illitera,te a,dult and 
saw him through, universa,] n.dult literacy could be 
n.chieved in India in five years. An attractive suggestion, 
indeed, but one \Yhich is n.pparently more rhetorical than 
practically vi:tble ; for, if the solution is n.s simple as 
this proposition seems to suggest, why h:ts it never been 
tn.ken up as a serious venture in India,, or anywhere else? 
When the organization of a society and its attitude to 
education :tre such th:tt education-based elitism becomes 
a divisive minority concern, altruistic endea,vonrs as 
advocated by the above suggestion become far less 
practicable tha,n they appear at first sight. l\Iight it be 
the case, then, that the hierarchical social structme 
in India somehow contributes to the perpetuation of 
illitemcy ? But, then, wha,t about Sri Ln.nka, where 
the social hierarchy is very similar? I am only illustrating 
how ignomnt we are of the causes of illiteracy in our 
countries. As long as we cannot say for certain what 
impact each possible cause may have on the perpetuation 
of illitemcy, we must continue to e:xplore, taking note 
of eae;h factor that might seemingly be a cause and 
analysing ·with some care its impact upon the society 
with a view to estimating the reln.tive significn.nce of 
that cause. This is precisely "·hat I have a,ttempted 
to do during my resea.rch year, and the fa.ctor I chose 
wn.s diglossia. 

Kannada, Sinhalese and Tamil communities are 
diglossic. (For more dcta.ils see later chapters.) Translated 
into the school or the classroom situation, by 'being 
diglossia' is meant that these communities have accepted 
norms of linguistic excellence, the teaching of which is 
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the purpose of the language teaching curriculum in the 
school. This normative variety of language is the one 
that people are '9Xpeded to write. It is distinct from the 
various spoken dialrcts in gramnmr, lexis a,nd phonolo~l 
in spite of the shared features which mrtke them nmtna,i~y 
comprehensible to some extent. Simila,r situa,tions rue 
known in almost n.ll language teaching n.cti-.;-ities every­
where, but, as I shall venture to demonstmtc in clue 
course, the linguistic values associated with diglossia, 
are different from the overtones of 'good u -:age ' that 
all teachers of all bngurr.gos attempt to inculcate in the 
learners. With reference to litcmcy, my investiga,tion 
had one motive, namely, to discover if this clea,vnge \\·as in 
any way responsible for making litor::tcy clifficult to achi­
eve. If the investigation showed that the cleava,ge m:u1e 
the learning of literacy difficult, then, the related question 
naturally crops up, namely, "Is diglossin, responsible for 
the high rate of illiteracy in India? " Here, once aga,in, 
we are thrown into confusion when we, inescn.pably, 
compare the Indin. figures with figur0s from Sri Lanka., 
Where the learning of literacy is apparently tmn,ffected by 
the diglossic character of tho Sinhn,lose community. Conld 
it, then, be the case thn.t the litrracy statistics a.re not 
eolnparable in the two countries ? Or, perhaps more 
realistically mirrht it be that the concept of litemcy has 
different rr:eani:gs in two countries P And, following 
fro:rn this, might it be that any differences in the defjnition 
of '· 

literacy in Indin. o,nd Sri Lanka lmve been motivatqd. b . 'l 
Y drfferent attitudes to diglossia in the two countries~? 

It is the type of ans>Yer we can get for these a'ua 
o~her related questions that will enable us to assess the 
drfinitions of attitudes to, and tho ~ocial motivations for, 
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litemcy. I lmve handled some of these issues in my case 
studies which will be discussed in summary form in due 
course. 

Let us, for a moment turn our attenti.on on the 
' educational systems the ·world over. A fair proportion 

of the world's population is not only unenthusiastic 
about literacy but is also unable to derive the desired 
benefits from the schooling systems operative in their 
respective countries. It has been suggested that the 
middle-class oriented (see Bernstein: 1973, etc.) 'banking' 
concept of education (see Freire: 1970) disfavours the 
rural, peasant learner. The prevailing educational systems 
in all parts of the world are geared towards linguistic ela­
boration and abstract participation. It is Bernstein's 
belief that, by virtue of their social background, the 
middle class child enters school equipped with the tools 
necessary for this activity. Bernstein suggests that 

the typical, dominant speech mode of the middle 
class is one where speech becomes an object of special 
perceptual activity and a 'theoretical attitude' is developed 
towards the structural possibilities of sentence organiza­
tion. This speech mode faci!itates the verbal elaboration 
of subjective intent, sensitivity to the implications of 
separateness and diff~rence, and points to the possibi­
lities inherent in a complex conceptual hierarchy for the 
organization of experience. 

(Bernstein 1973 : p. 78) 

Bernstein maintr~..ins that this · is not the case for 
members of the lower working class. 

The latter are limited to a form of language use, 
which although allowing for a vast range of po~sibilities, 
prnvides a speech form which disc')urages the speaker 
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from verbally elaborating subjective intent and progressi­
vely orients the user to descriptive, rather than abstrac_t 
concepts. ( op. cit. P· 79) 

Bernstein concludes that 

between the school and community of the working­
class child there may exist a cultural discontinuity based 
upon two' radically different systems of communication. 

(op. cit. p. 166) 

I do not wish to engage in a criticfLl appmisal _of 
Bernstein's work in this essay, It might well be that 
social class is not the only dominant variable to consider. 
Poverty is another important variable, and poverty and 
membership of lower classes are not coterminous. I 
want, however, to assume for the present purpose that 
Bernstein must be making sociological sense insofar as 
social class is at least one variable that is worthy of 
consideration. 

In his Language in the 8ec.onda'i'Y Classroom 
Barnes (1969, ...... 1974) reports on a number of case 
studies in order to assess the amount of communicn,­
bility in the classroom situation. Unlike Btwnstein whose 
ultimate objective is to discover remedies to help tho 
deprived, Barnes attempts to observe how much a c·hild 
can do in the classroom. Without invoking socin.l strati· 
fication as a variable, Barnes diMcovers that the teachers' 
attitude to communication in the classroom does not 
motivate pupil participation as readily as shonld be the 
case and does in this sense generate a cleavage, between 
the classroom use of language and the pupils' nonnal 
linguistic usage. The' banking' concept o£ education 
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is, pcrhn,ps, pn,rtly to blame. In his Peda[!ogy of the 
OppTessed (Freire 1070), n,nd else\\here, Paulo Freire 
severely criticises the bn,nking concept and n,dv.ocates 
the principle of participn,tory len,rning particularly n,s a 
device to sustain the interest of the . under-privileged 
len,rner. 

I have tn,lked about this notion of school educn,tion 
as a middlcchtss, banking system with n. purpose. In 
India, might it be the case that this chn.mcter of the 
school system fn,ils to motivate the rural, working-cln,ss 
or 'backward' child to avail himself of the educational 
opportunities ? I am not n. student of sociology of educa­
tion in any significant way, but the South Asian evidence 
is strong enough to persuade one to uphold the view 
that the present educational systems are, perhaps, not 
in thr best interests of the 'backward' communities in the 
South Asiftn villages. It is conceivable that the linguistic 
content is particularly in their disfavour. It is a fact 
that, the world over, more middle-class children benefit 
from school systems (or, fit the school systems) than 
working-class ones ; India and Sri Lanka n,re not excep­
tions. Linguistic cleavage ma.y not be the only reason 
for this. Poverty mn,y turn school education into a sheer 
luxury that the starving millions cannot afford, but it 
must be recognised that even in areas in which ~ duca­
tion is valued so high that a parent would pawn his belo­
ngings to send a child to school, the school system· 
forces soine children to stagnate or drop out. The E~chool 
curriculum does not motivate the -child to see its relevn,­
nce to his kind of living. Some recent triba,l educntion 
sta,tistics for India (Erlacation in India HJ63-64) show 
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that while 72 per cent of the tribal children enrolled in 
schools in the age group 6-11, their number dwindled 
away rapidly, going down to 28 in the age group 11-14 
and to 13 in the age group 14-16. rrhis is not a tribal 
matter: a similar picture i.s given by the statistics of strt­
gnation and drop-out for the whole country (Ahuja 197 5) 
The failure of Government's efforts might be due to the 
educational philosophy that demands from the lower 
working-class or the peasant child the abilities of the 
middle class child which the latter acquires not through 
his intellectual capacities but through his more conclusive 
social circumstances. 

If, following Bernstein and others, we wPre to con­
clude that linguistic deprivation is largely responsible 
for the low rate of education in rural communities, it 
would be reasonable to assume that the school require­
ments in diglossias would present a further handicap to 
children of such rural communities. In Rome sense, the 

. the book language in diglossias is twice removed from the 
lower working class or rural child: he has to cope, first, 
with the school-oriented communication modes and, 
second, with the special requirements imposed upon him 
by the book language. In such circumstances. the inhi­
bitive effects of diglossia must be considerable, though 
not necessarily quantifiable. My findings show that the 
presence of a high variety with its social implications in­
hibits people in their writing activity. In being rnado to 
learn features which are alien to the normal daily usage­
as if they are the real elements of his language, which, 
devoid of them, is incorrect, the learner iR forced to 
emphasise form rather than content: embellishment 
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rather thttn essence; immitative ability rather than cre­
ativity. These fen,tnres are widely known in the school 
writings in South A.sin,. 

Now for a few brief comments on the uses of the 
term 'Litern.cy'. It seems to be relevant to make a disti­
nction between neoessa'ry z.ite?·aoy and s·z~ffio·ie?~t _literacy, 
at least for the type -of statement I shall be making in 
the body of this essay. 

l\Iy own interest in litemcy is, needless to say, an 
academic one. A!:l I have sn,id before I have never been 
involved in the pedagogic aspects of literacy eithe1· for 
the non-literates or for the neo-literates. Being involved 
in education, I am naturally concerned with literacy in 
its widest sense, but in that sense literacy and educati9n _ 
are virtually synonymous. In my academlc]:ese-arch,--my 
interest lies in discovering through empirical observation 
how fa>· people's linguistic repertoires and their societies' 
idealisation of literacy are compitable, and also, how for 
the n,cqui::;ition or, at least, the awareness, of literacy can 
condition people's idealisation of language and lingui­
stic behaviour. The impact of literacy on linguistic 
evoluation1 linguistic conservatism, and, even, linguistic 
chauvinism, come within the perview of my investiga­
tion. In short, my primn.ry interests are the sociology 
of literacy and its impact on hnmn.n language behaviour . 
at large. I shall, however, attempt to draw from my 
understanding of lite1·acy in the context of diglossia, at 
least some facts that might not be altogether irrelevant 
for practical purpose. From among the pedagogues involv­
ed in literacy programming, the definition of literacy 
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that is closest to my kind of research purposes is the one 
held by the proponents of the language experience ap­
proch to literacy education. I shall attempt to rely heavily 
on the language experience appron,ch as my pedn,gogic 
model in the belief that it is the one that is most rele­
vant for adult education purposes also. My references 
above to Bernstein, Barnes, Freire and others were 
made in this spirit. 

As my work is on diglossic communities n,ncl, there­
fore, linguistic styles have an importn,nt role to pla.y in 
my l'esen,rch, let us assume that language is but a conglo­
meration of styles with their conventional fnnctions. 
Literacy naturally presupposes language. Also, litemr.y, 
in any real sense, is e:xpediPnt only in a language of 
which the learner is a fiuent speaker. Within the so-called 
c same language' there can be styles which are unknown 
to the learner, or which are not within the repertoire of 
the learner's linguistic functions. Just as litemcy learn­
ingjs inexpedient in a foreign langnage, evenso literacy 
learning is irksome in foreign styles: Bernstein and 
Barnes deal with this aspect specifically. It may also be 
said that literacy is, in some sense, a potentin,l creator of 
f~rther styles, for literate people, through their asooia­
tiOn with the expressed styles of writers, evolve way of 
expressing themselves which might not have been possi­
ble without acquiring literacy, Literacy is thus a device 
for both unification as well as diversification, at different 
levels~ It is with the acquisition of sufficient literacy 
that the individual is able to play these conflicting roles. 
The distiuction of neces8ary literacy and sufficient lite­
racy is, therefore, a useful one. If literacy in th1s second 
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souse is virtnn.lly synonymous with educn,tion, it might be 
n,rgned tha.t tho notion of snfnciency is inapplicable: for, 
there is never n, sufliciency mn.rk in len.rning. I do use 
the term n.d visedly, however. There is a. point at which 
a person's learning is sufficient to grant him admission 
into the educa.fe(l class or the lite·rati. Although he does 
not necessarily refrain from n.ny further learning, he 
mn.y, in this regn.rd, be thought of n.s h:wing ren.ebed a. 
sufficient stn,nda.rd for such admission. This is my use of 
the term ·sufficiency' in this context. 

1\lrLny people define literacy as the ability to ren.d 
and write. The dictionaries, too, give this as one defini­
tion of the term. In langun,ges such as those in India 
there is a certain degree of correspondence between ~he 
spoken sounds and the letters we use to represent them 
on p::tper. This correspondence, where it obtn.ins, is 
regular, and, if we want a name for this, we may say 
that om writing systems are to a certain extent phone­
mic. A writing syste~u is said to be phonemic when the 
regularity of Round-symbol correspondence is easily dis­
cernible. In phonemic writing ·systemR, the learning of 
reading and writing is a l~omparatively easy thing to do. 
This is why, for intitance, the initial teaching alphabet, 
which is modified form of English writing-modified in 
the direction of phonemicity-has been accepted by many 
English schools as a good starter for the learner. rrhe 
UNESCO adult literacy organization has devoted a full 
volume of their journal Lite?·acy Disc~tssion to discuss the 
advantages of the T. T. A. We in India do not, fortuna­
tely, have to evolve initial teaching alphabets; our alpha­
bets are good teaching-learning systems. 
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In our languages, therefore, the acquisition of the 
ability to read and write should be compn.mtively easy. 
The writing systems in our languages, we e:1n s:1y, :1re 
adequately designed to enable minimum liter::wy. The 
ability to read and write is minimum literacy, or NECE-

SSARY literacy. 

When I once spoke to a group in England n.bont my 
interests in literacy research, some English school ma,s­
ters asked me whether I would consider the ability to 
read the English Daily newspaper called the Daily H'orl.:e1· 
to be literacy. This is an interesting question. These scho­
olmasters obviously thought that, while allliter1Lte per­
sons can read the Daily Wodce?·, or to put it differently, 
the ability to read the Daily Wo1'7cer is a neces.~arry requ­
irement for being literate, that ability alone \voulc1 not be 
st~[ficient as the definition of literacy in a society in which 
mo_st people can read and write·. Their question was, then 
not about necessary literacy, but about sufficient literacy: 
not whether th<J ability to read the Dc~ily TVorlce1· is nec­
essary, but whether it is sufficient. I have said n.bove that 
the definition of literacy as the ability to read and write 
is a definition based on necessary conditione;. As a defini­
tion . based on sufficient conditions, notice the following 
definition of literacy from a book recently published on 

the subject : 

In modern education literacy bas to be conceived as including 
an ability to express oneself articulately for a variety of pur­
poses, socially, intellectually and vocationally, both in speech 
an~ writing; command a capacity to read for information, 
~nJoyment and enrichment ; and to respond sensitively and 
Intelligently to what is said as well as to what is written. 
(Goddard 1974: p. 21) 
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In third-world-soeieties there is need for program­
ming literacy in both dimensions- both to impart the 
necessary n.bilities as well as to enable people to become 
sufficiently literate. As I have sn.id before, the illiteracy 
figures for India are appallingly high, and, for those 
unfortunate many, sufficient literacy is even further than 
a dream world. Many have passed the necessa1·y stage 
via schools and via adult education schemes, but in order 
to grant them all sufficiency in literacy the educational 
technology has to be radically overhauled; the desperate 
need, to my mind, is an overhauling in the direction of 
language experience. This is particularly so in diglossia 
communities with the notion of prestige associated only 
with the high variety of usage. In our overhauling effo­
rts we should plan to introduce methods which W01.1ld 
eventually enable the bulk of the population to express 
themselves 

articulately for a veriety of purposes, socially, intellectu­
ally, and vocationally, both in speech and writing; com­
mand a capacity to read for information, enjoyment; 
to respond sensitively and intelligently to what is said as 
to what is written. (Goddard, op. cit.) 

It is one's observation, however, that such a degree 
of sufficiency is still beyond even the average university 
student or graduate: hence the need for a. reappraisal of 
teaching strategies. The two requirements, namely the 
need for necessary literacy programmes as well as suffici­
ency programmes, must be meb simultaneously, for, as 
John Dewey once said, the progress is not in the succes­
sion of studies but in the development of new attitudes 
towards, and new interest in, experif'nce 
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vVe h:we noticed thn,t Indi::m writing systems arc 
phonemic to a large extent and, therefore, not too 
cumbersome to learn. Those in the business of teaching 
literacy know, however, that the teaching of letters in 
isolation is too time consuming and dull. Many projects 
have succeeded in te~cl~ing litemcy via whole word:-;. It 
is equally dull ancl often futile to attempt to te.-'1ch via 
words which have little or no semantic relevance to the 
learner. The learning of literacy becomes a meaningful 
operation only when it is associated with personal expe­
rience. For, as Nora Goddard points out, 

Literacy in this sense must have its first beginnings in 
sensory and social experience, for it is not possible to 
understand .fully what has not been either felt at first· 
hand or entered into through empathy. 

(Goddard op. cit. p. 21) 

My comments on problems of litBracy in diglossic. 
communities must be understood as an attempt to obser­
ve critically the techniques of literacy acquisition in the 
communities under investigation, by a proponent of the 
language-experien:ce approach briefly outlined above: 



2. CHARACTERISTICS 
OF DIGLOSSIA 

The study of literacy has hitherto been confined to the 
aquisition of the skills of reading and writing pe1· se, 
without any significant reference to the wider issues 
which condiliion the extent and content of literacy, as 
well as those issues which, in a circular way, are in turn 
conditioned by the extent, content, and the very nature of 
literacy in a given community. Seemingly identical issues 
are diffemntly emphasized in litemte and non-literate 
communities; abilities and objectives vary between the two 
(as, indeed, between any number of sub-divisions of 
each). Types of emphasis put on communal issues, soci­
al objectives and aspirations determine the content of 
literacy, and the motivations for or constraints on its 
spread. Linguistic communities are variously stratified: 
there can be, and often are, socially marked strata, with 
o.r without overtones of prestige or social gradation ; 
there can be occupationally determined diversification; 
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where education is widely prevalent, there can be uni­
fying infiuencfls, based on models of excellence and on 
modes of imposition that are characteristic in educa­
tional systems, which may open new roads to standar­
disation and its consequences. The values attached to 
different forms of linguistic behaviour are not the same 
in every community: it cannot be said, for instance, 
that the speech habits of, say, the artisans is regarded 
as sub-standard or inferior (or standard or superior, for 
that matter) the world over. Likewise, not every commu­
nity automatically looks upon its literates (if there are 
any1literates) for models of excellence: in some socie­
ties it is not easy to distinguish between a literate and 
an illiterate individual by means of their form of speech 
alone; the crystallization of such notions as 'educated 
speech', etc. is the product of long periods of literacy 
and education and of educated leadership. 

Even in the same community, values attached to 
speech types are not always static; they change along 
with changes in other political and social values. Let me 
give an example. In the case of Tamil, the speech of the 
Brahmin community had enjoyed some regard and es­
teem until very recently. The changes in the political, and 
concomitant cultural, values have relegated the Brah­
mins to a less prestigious position in the Tamil society. 
As a consequence of this political and cultural change, 
the high or formal variety of Tamil has been stripped of 
Brahman (=Sanskrit) feature~, and the 'high' feature 
slots thus vacated, have been filled with seemingly 
'pure' Tamil characteristics discovered in the classical 
Tamil usage. I have already said that similarity in 
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socin,l stratification does not in itself gmnt the same 
stn.tns to compn.rn.ble speech styles. That is to sn.y, the 
fn.et tlmt the high caste speech is prestigious in one 
community does not in itself predict thn.t in n.ll caste­
based societies the high caste forms will be regn.rded n.s 
pmstigious ·ipHo faCto. For instn.nce, even during the 
time when the high caste speech wn.s regarded with 
respect in Tamilnn.du, Sinhalese speech habits were 
never strn.tifird for prestigr on a caste-scn.le. The criteria 
a community may choose for defining Linguistic prestige 
thus depends on the community's own sets of values 
which mn.y change and be moved up or down along the 
parameter of prestige. While linguistic Rtrn.ti:ficatio.n is 
symptomatic of socin.l strati:fica,tion, a,nd linguistic pre­
stige is symptomatic of the transie~t notions .of social 
prestige, the concept of literacy and, indeed, the content 
of literacy are symptomatic of the entire complex embo-. 
died in this sociolinguistic activity. 'The study of lite­
racy in the context of its relation to sociolinguistic com­
plexities is still virgin territory. 

A society's a,ttitude to literacy is dependent upon n. 
number of factors. The most signific:.ont of these, for 
the present purpose, are the following: the presence or 
absense of n. sense of prestige with which certn.in forms 
of linguistic behaviour are held in the society; the asso­
ciations people may find necessary to make between pre­
stigious speech behaviour a,nd good written language; 
the presence or absence of any strong movements dedi­
cated to puristic endeavours; the social desire to either 
dP-limit the domains of literacy for the creation of an 
elitist minority or propagate literary activity beyond 
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such limits to produce universal literacy ; the extent of 
freedom and influence the writers and the written word 
may enjoy in a given community; the types of pressures 
brought to bear upon the learner as well as the learner's 
capacity to cope with such pre_ssures; and, perha~s abo­
ve all, the society's own thinking as to whether hteracy 
is desirable or not. 

All these complexities are well demonstrated in 
diglossia communities. I have, therefore, made an atte­
mpt in this book to interpret the meaning of literacy in 
diglossia circumstances with reference to three diglossic 
communities namely the Kannada, Sinhalese and Tamil , , 
speaking communities of South Asia. As for as I know, 
~his is the first attempt to study problems of literacy or 
I~terpret the implications of literacy from this point of 
VIew· Owing to this pioneering nature of my survey, 
therefore, it will be required of me to justify further my 
·choice of diglossia (as opposed to, say, bilingualism) and 
then why I choose these three particular communities; 
for it has been suggested (if only by those whose re­
search has not been in the area of in-depth analysis of 
P~~blerns of diglossias) that diglossia is a miniature 
blll~gual situation and that problems of literacy in dig­
losslas cannot be any more intricate than or different 
from those in bilinaual situations, and that the latter are 
s.lready known. Li~guiRtically, most studies of diglossia 
t?at are available in print are largely typological compa­
nsons_ of the high and low features with little reference 
to somal correlations and motivations; this approach 
has nut helped our understanding of diglossic behaviou; 
as a particular sociolinguistic issue distinct from bilin.;. 
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gualism. In short, the theoretical relevance of diglossia 
has not been studied very much. I shall, for this reason, 
now take a very brief excursion into the nature of dig­
lossia dealing particularly with the functional dissimi­
larities between diglossia ctnd bilingualism, as well as 
between diglossia and 'dialects' ; as a continuation of 
this I shall discuss in th'9 next chapter, again briefly, 
the nature of writing conventions and their potential 
capacity to foster diglossic behaviour. In these introduc­
tory discussions, I shall also examine the beliefs that sus­
tain diglossia and endeavour to relate these beliefs to the 
notions that are held about literacy in such communities. 

The much quoted definition of diglossia that Charles 
A. Ferguson provided in his classic paper (Ferguson 
1959BJ) reELds ELS follows: 

Diglossia is a relatively stable language situation in which, 
in addition to the primary dialects of the language 
(which may include a standard or regional standards), 
there is a very divergent highly codified (often grammati· 
cally more complex) superposed variety, the vehicle of a 
large and respected body of written literature, either of 
an earlier period or of another speech community, which 
is learned largely by formal education and is used for 
most written and formal spoken purposes but is not used 
by any sector of the community for ordinary conversation. 

(p. 236) 

Ferguson refers to this superposed variety BIB the high 
variety or H, and to the 'primary dialects' as the low 
vELrieLy or L. For the sake of convenience, I shall use 
the fiame labels in this essay to refer to the appropriate 
var~eties. E.x~epting in cer~ain n:atters o~}~WJI.:;~rg~­
son s defimt10n fits the d1gloss10 co;pni~ni.tuu(.:_'!lb~':e · 

,. ... . -.,. r;--: 
;.:," /- ' r. .. 

~{·,(.·~,. --· :'J'·l~ (l q<f~ 
'- •!:<!J./. ••..•.•• \~ 

i:;-: j;.. : : 1-
j._t=J 



22 Diglossia and Literacy 

chosen to investigate; the minor modifications to this 
definition which might be required to accommodate my 
communities will become apparent in due course. 

A comparison with the functioning of bilingualism 
and dialect diversity, as well as with register or style 
~istinctions obtaining in almost all linguistic connnnnit­
Ies, Would reveal that, in its functional statns, cligloss1:t 
presents a phenomenon which has characteristics unique 
to itselL 

There are, undoubtedly, some similarities between 
the vari t' . . . 

e 1es 1n a d1glossm and the two (or more) 'lang-
uacre' com 1 b · · · b'l' l ( 1 'I' 0 P exes o tammg m a 1 mgua or nm t1 mg-
~·~) setting. rrhere are, however, significant functional 
/ .erences betweeu diglossic situations and bi- or multi­
Ingual situations. The main difference is that, in a 
non-diglos . b'l' . . th . a· . :) I h f . Sic 1 mgual situatiOn, e m IVlCLUa as a 
an degre f - ~ , 

ana • e 0 freedom .of choice between language 1 
sant ~~nguage 2 '; if the participants are equally conver­
sit . Ith both lan·guages, either mn.y be used in most 

Uations I . . .. a· ·a l' h . gu · n this sense the in IVI ua s c owe of ' ln.n-age 1' , · - . . . 
det . or language 2' 1s not necessanly somally pre-

ernnned. . . . . 
1·8 In ·relat10n to the situatiOn mvolved. There no 8 · 

either l:Cla.l restriction, for ins~an?e.' again~t the use of 
to e nguage by a bilingualmd1v1dual when he talks 

quany b'l· 1 · f ·1 I a· · on th 1 Ingual members of ns ami y. n 1glossia, 
variet~ other hand, the functions of the high and loW 

. 1es ar 
high v . e soc.:ially determined, so that the use of the 
(i .. ~r~ety in normal family conversation is disallowed 

. e. It Is n h 'k . f th l · ot t e done thing"). L1 · ew1se, the use o 
e ow v-areity in circumstances for which the high 
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vn.riety alone is socially prescribed is not generally tole­
rated. Fishman (1967), therefore, concludes that 

bilingualism is essentially a characterization of individual 
linguistic behaviour whereas diglossia is a characterization 
of linguistic organization at the socio-cultural level. (p.34) 

Rather than being a subsidiary of bilingualism, 
diglossia can co-exist with it, so that, as in the case of, 
say, the educa.ted Sinhalese-Tamil bilingua.l, the indi­
vidual is required by the social conventions to make 
appropriate uses of the high and low varieties appropri­
ate to each community as necessitated by situations and 
circumstances. Fishman explicitly admitted in 1967 that 
a co-existence of diglossia and bilingualism would be 
entirely feasible, and in fact demonstrated this in the 
title of his paper, namely 'Bilingualism with and with­
out diglossia; diglossia with and without bilingualism'. 

Stewart (1962) makes a pertinent distinction bet­
ween bilingualism pe7' se and diglossia ; this I quote 
below as a particularly rPlevant point for our present 
purpose: 

Situations involving bilingualism can be expected to be 
fairly unstable and to eventually result in the dominance 
of one of the languages over the other. In contrast, a dig­
lossia situation is one in which the juxtaposed linguistic 
systems are sufficiently alike in some ways to encourage 
their structural fusion at certain points. This, in turn, 
allows for enough mutual identificatiott of the two systems 
on the part of their users that they may function as situa­
tional variants of each other. Such a functional comple­
mentation of two linguistic systems is characterized by 
more stability than is usual in other kinds of bilingualism, 
so that diglossia situations may endure for considerable 
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stretches of time without any serious encroachment of one 
of the lauguages upon the domains of the other. (p. 149) 

As Ferguson has himself shown (in the above quo­
tation from him for instance), there is a significant dis­
tinction between normal or commoner garden din,lect 
diversities obtaining in linguistic communities and dig­
lassie distinctions. For one thing, dialects, when they 
are defin9.ble, are recognized on social and geogrn,phicn,l 
parameters, so that they contribute to the organisn,tion 
of multimorphous communities rather than unified ones 
tending towards identical verbal behaviour. In the case 
of diglossia, however the use of the high variety is not 
re t · ' s l"lcted to any one geographical area or any one social 
class; every person is required to learn and use it for 
the PurposeH for which it has been prescribed by social 
con~ention. The educa~ion system ensures that the high 
van t . . 

. e Y Is taught to everyone who goes through it. Here, 
\ snnilarity might be seen between high varieties and 
s andard usages. both have a unifying influence ; both 
are . · .. 

educatiOnally inculcated; and so forth. The differe-
nce bet . h f . . 'fi ) . th Ween these two (whw , or us, IS Engm cant 1s 

d att While the high variety in a diglossia has socially 
e errn. 

not Ined domains of function, standard languages do 
al necessarily have such delimited functioning. Note 

so the following comment by Stewart (1962): 

~~ situations involving different geographical or social 
Ialect d' 1 · · c s, each linguistic sub-system, or 1a ect, IS m most 

d ~sels Used by its speakers to the exclusion of other 
Ia ects f · k d'ftl 0 the same type. That 1s to say, spea ers of 

h 1 erent geographical or social dialects do not normally 
d ~e cornmand of each other's linguistic systems. Dialect 

1 erences, far from being part of the productive 
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linguistic repertoire of the ml!mbers of the wider 
speech community, are historically imposed upon 
individuals by their geographical provenance or group 
membership. (p. 150) 
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As Str'lmrt lms shown on the sn,me pn.ge (f. n. L1), 

It is possible for originally defferent geographical or 
social dialects to come to be used coterminously in a 
diglossia relationship. But when this happens, the 
speech forms cease to be geographical or social dialects as 
such, and become instead the potentially common pro­
perty of all members of the speech community. 

The phenomenon that is closest to diglossia 
behaviour is the defferentiation of styles or registers in 
linguistic communities [of course more particularly in 
complex lingnistic communities (Gumperz 1962)]. We 
have shown thn,t the use of language 1 or language 2 is 
not necessarily socially pre-determined for the bilingual 
individual. He may choose one or the other, or switch 
from one to the other, depending upon the partici­
pn,nt'R command in the t'l'l·o languageR in question. Every 
individual, ho"iYever, keeps the defferent styles apart 
most of the time, under normal circumstances: he does 
not, for example, use in fan'1ily conversation a style of 
speech appropria.te for public speaking. This mutually 
exclusiveness in the fnnctions of different styles is closely 
parallel to the similar distinction obtaining between the 
high n,nd lo"' vn,rieties in diglossia. There are, however, 
at least two important differences between style diw~rsity 
per se and diglossia defferntin.tion. Firstly, style diversity 
is a characteristic of any dialect irrespective of whether 
the linguistic community is diglossia or not. \Yhere the 
community is diglossia the high variety is shared by all 
irrespective of their dialect differences, and functions, 
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in this sense, as a pervasive ' style' distinguishing 
itself from other styles. Secondly, n,nd as Ferguson has 
himself shown, the high variety in diglossia is gramma­
tically more complex and reflects an allegiance to anti­
quity or literary usage. Consequently, the high va.riety 
in a diglossia is of a defferent order and distinguishes 
itself in its make-up both from the formal styles of 
speech obtaining in non-diglossic communities as well as 
from the diverse styles that are avn,ilable in the low 
varieties in diglossias themselves. It can be argued, as 
indeed I shall do later in this essay with special reference 
to literacy problemf:i, that unlike the normal dialects and 
styles a person may master for his own use, the high 
varieties in some diglossias never appron,ch the likeness 
of a component of the user's linguistic competence. In 
other words, they continue to retain their superposed 
chn,racter. 

. I bave shown, I hope convincingly, that while it does 
In some ways resemble bilingualism, dialect diversity 
and mutually exclusive style functions, diglossia is a 
phenomenon different from a.ll three of them. Diglossia, 
thus, emerges as a linguistic institution which is worthy 
of Rtudy in its own right. Not all languages are diglossic, 
and therefore: a number of questions remain to be answ­
er~d. For example: Why are only some languages diglo­
SSIC? What motivates the emergence of diglossia? What 
are the implications of diglossia on linguistic theory as 
\Vell as on our understanding of linguistic behaviour;.> To 
~'l~at extent is diglossia a stablelanguage situation, and, 
If It e\·er breaks down in a so~iety, what ,motivates its 
dissolution? The beliefs in and ideologies about literacy 
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in diglossic communities (which are by and large used to 
literacy) must be coloured by the issues that would erne· 
rge as ans,vers to these questions. I shall attempt to give 
brief answers to these questions and examine the views 
on literacy held in the chosen diglossia situations and 
the extent to which these views and expectations are 
compatible with the actual acquisition and maintenance 
of literacy. 

From what I have said so far, the reader will have 
seen that diglossia is not merely a linguistic matter invol­
ving two formally different varieties. This point is very 
important. It is true that many studies of diglossia which 
are available in print concentrate solely on the formal 
linguistic aspects Nevertheless, such formal linguistic 
differences are symptomatic of particular values, such as 
the concept of prestige, held as salient components in 
the social organisation. Ferguson's own original inten­
tion was to bring into focus the sociolinguistic aspects 
of the phenomenon. Notice his subseqeunt statement. 

The original definition of diglossia was based almost 
completely on factors outside pure linguistics. That is, they 
were social factors, or factors of function rather than struc­
ture. And I would stand by this approach to the prob­
lem. As soon as we try to define socio-linguistic situations 
in terms .of linguistic structure, we find that the same kind 
of structure can be used for different purposes in different 
communities, and vice versa. 

(Ferguson 1962 a : p. 173) 

'This brings us conveniently to the issue of the indi­
vidual in the context of social expectations and demands, 
in relation, of course, to the perpetuating character of 
diglossias. There is a communal belief inrdiglossias that 
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the high variety is somehow more correct and more 
elegant and presents a respectable medium for the proper 
conduct of formal affairs. In this sense, the high variety 
is seen to embody some sort of law and order externally 
imposed upon the individuals in the society. This doe~ 
not mean, however, that every individual is capable of 
adhering to the normative rules of prestigious conduct; 
nor does it mean that all those who profess to adhere to 
them do so with equal accuracy are the same degree of 
dexterity. 'I1he illiterate sections of these communities 
would openly declare their ignorance of the high usage 
and confess to the incorrectness and inelegance of their 
linguistic use; there could be, even among the public 
personalities, a small number of individuals, \Vho might 
enjoy a high degree of popular esteem and respect, but 
who, owing to their lack of formal education or book­
experience, would not att~mpt to use the high variety 
but conduct all formal activities in, at best, a somewhat 
tidied-up version of their vernacular usage. Both these 
parties are forgiven by the society. A peasant cultivator 
in India or Sri Lanka, for instance, would never be 
publicly denounced for his ignora.nce of the high lan­
guage. Likewh;e, a public personality (like, say, the late 
K. Kainaraj of Tamilnadu) would never suffer a setback 
as a result of his apparent lack of mastery in the high 
usage: I cite the instance of Kamaraj because it is well 
known that he spoke a low variety Tamil in public. This 
degree of tolerance is built into the desire to maintain 
group standards, for, as Sprott (1958) says: 

It is true that groups vary in the 'tightness' of their stand­
ards; some are more 'free and easy' than others, and some 
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members may be tolerated by a group even though they 
behave, from the point of vieW of the group, very 'oddly'. 

(p. 13) 

29 

Such tolern,nce would not be shown to the member 
ship in between, who profess to be litern.te and conver­
sant with the stratified usage. They are the custodians 
of the prestigious standards. While all individuals are 
aware of the availability of 'respectable' standards, it is 
this middle group that advocates their use and profess to 
be proficient in it· and ironically, it is their position that , ' 
is most vulnerable in the society, for their inadvertent 
terrors' of conduct are rarely tolerated or forgiven. Spe­
cial forums are held for instance, to denounce the occa-

' sional violations of literary rules by writers who, natu-
rally, belong to this middle group membership: in Sri 
Lanka there is an annual convention for this! 

Ferguson has shown on n. number of occasions the 
extent to whieh myths build up about the excellence of 
the prestigious usage (e. g. 1959a, 1959b, 1962b). The 
perpetuation of diglossia rests to a very large extent on 
these myths and beliefs. Anothercomment on group stan­
dards that Sprott (1958) makes may be quoted in this 
regard: 

Because numbers of groups conceive of the standards of 
their groups as outside of them individually, because they 
can be put into words and communicated to a stranger 
or to a new member, and because they can be a matter of 
reflection and discussion, one easily gets the idea that they 
really do come somehow or other from outside. The indi­
vidual may have intentions of his own which conflict 
with the standards of his group and he feels 'coerced' 0 

The standards may, indeed arouse such reverence that 
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their origin is attributed to some supernatural . being · · · 
When group standards are thought of as somethmg apart 
from the interacting of the ~roup members, we t.en~ to 
think of them as somehow 'imposed' upon them. Thts gtves 
rise to the notion that man is naturally unsocial, and that 
law-givers or moralists must come along and rescue him 
from his nasty brutish ways. (p. 14) 

It so happens that even where the normative rules 
are explicitly laid down in grammar books and these 
grammar books are recognized for their excellence by the 
community at large, a fair proportion of writers rarely 
succeed in performing in full accordance with these rules. 
·where the high variety is not recommended for spoken 
purposes but is limited for writing only, the degree of ho­

mogeneity in accuracy is even less marked. In an attempt 
to classify the various ,..,-n,ys in which the vernacular 
interferes with the hirrh usage, I have examined olse­
w~ere (De Silva 1974~) some of the 'errors' made by pro. 
illlllent Sinhalese writers. In spite of the persistent belief 
that all educated Tamils keep the two varieties apart 
and follow the literary rules correctly, there is evidence 
from modern writings and formal spoken usage that the 
actual pra t' h ( c Ice falls far below t e expected standard. 
~ee Shanmugam Pillai H.l65, 1972.) The same is true of 

ha~nada. The present situation with regard to rrelugu 
w 1Ch is th a· 

b.1. e culmination of a long ~alogue on the advi-
sa 1 1ty of . . . . 

k mamtammg a cleavage between literary and 
spo en Usag b d' . 1 . 
t . es and which em o 1es a semi- eg1slative 

a t1tud · · · 
C :(}., .. to the,.problem (I refer to the Telugu Languaae 

ommflit• o 
A db . ~ee Report, 1973, and its acceptance by the 

n ra Go\Ternment of which more later) illustrates an 
approach towards relaxing the disparity where its obser­
vance has more often failed than been successful. 



3. '1lllRITING AND 
DIGLOSSIA 

The choice of one form of ln,nguage for formal 
usage and another, or some others, for informal purposes 
does not depend on the availability of a written litera­
ture alone. In a society, however primitive it may be, 
all speakers may, as an established tra,dition, choose to 
speak on formal occasions like the richer members, the 
more aristocra.tic members or the members of the ruling 
class, thus reserving the langua.ge of their best fluency 
for daily informal behaviour. In doing this, all speakers 
do not ac:hieve the same standard in the formal usage: 
what matters is that they believe that tliey shift their 
registers appropriately. The pal'ticipants in a formal 
situation expect in such societies that the speakers should 
use the form of language reckoned to be prestigious. In 
this regard, I must relate an anecdote to prove my point. 
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Tamils make a distinction between formal and informal 
usage. It was reported to me by two Tn.mil univ_orsity 
lecturers that when they were invited on one or.cn.s10n to 
sp~<Lk on sorne vital matters (perhn.ps reln.ting to n.gricul­
tural economy) to a gn.thering of illitern.te pen.sn.nt cul:i­
Yators, they decided to speak to them in the colloquml 
'l'n.mil language which the ·whole n.uclience knew rather 
than in the formal variety of Tn.mil whirh wonld h_e 
alien to them. They obviougly R.ttewpted to coJutlllllll­
cato with these people in the most effective wn.y. rro 
their dismay, however, everyone in the audience got up 
and walked away, laughing and commenting. Upon in­
vestign.tion, tlwy dir;;covorcJ thn moml of the n.nuienm~ 
which nmy ho hnr.t. r;mnuu~riHt'!l n.H "H O\Y Oll!TI thry It nip 
IH\ with 0\ll' a.grieultnnd pt'fRUitB IYIIOn they en.nnot r.ven 
"Pr·n.h our lu.uguu.Kc!" lL i;-; tlighlj' llnltliOJ)' tJmt, bfling 
illitemte, n.nd so forth, any of them would hH.ve hren n,ble 
tc, "·Pf'rtk I:lit:;li Tu.1uil JnspiLe Ll1eir r.lnim for nn 'our lrtn· 
guage'. Many are the momls thai can be dmwn from tllis 
for our uudersta.ndiug of langu:tge in relation to its 
conunnnic:ttive potentin.l, systemieity, belief-governed 
(thn.t is, rather than entirely system-governed) n.cccpta­
bility, concepts of perfrction, n.nd Ro on (~ntl so [orLh. 

The availability of a written literature n.nd n. 1itPrn.t.c 
~rgment in the popnln.tion docs, however, reinforce n,nd, 
m some sense, stabilise cleavages such as formal versus 
informal, prestigious versus ordinary, and the like. Pn,rti­
cularly where the varieties of usflge involved are belived 

to be forms of the 1same language', as in the South 
Asian languages examined in this essay, the prestigious 

variety is invariably supported by some form of 'classical' 
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literary norm accepted within the community as represe­
ntative of the glorious heritage of the nation or race. 
r_rhe stabilization of diglossia, to the extent that it is 
possible to speak of a stabilization in changing linguistic 
behaviour, and at times the rise of diglossia, stem from 
tlw availa.bility of literature and literacy in the commu­
nity. r_rhe simple reason for this is the relative permanence 
of the written record and its effect as a model for those 
who wim wt B11fegn11rcling 11nd 11ocompliBhing tho m11rlm 
of excellence in usn.go. I propose, therefore, to examine 
at this point the types of writing devices which can in 
themselves be instrumental in the creation of diglossic 
llf>flo(;~OR. ]~'<•l'g'UB011 1 R 0\\"11 aoftnition of clig\ORBi::t pre~nppO­
ROR n, lihwn.tP Rocioty (n,\t,hongh n.\\ momhcwR of t.lH' Ronoi­
ty need not bo literate). 'l'he converse, however, is not 
trnF>, t.hn.l; ;.,, tinh n.l\ lilorn·R.t-.e .,..-.,-,; .. ~;;,.., n.rf' nr>ne.,.,n,rily rlie;-

lassie communities. It is,threfore, expedient ::tt this point 
t,o nxn.rninr 1-.hn rnln,tionnh1pR 1-.hn,t. n~ iRt, hot"\Yrnn vn·it-.t.rn 

and spoken representations o£ languages and which of 
those relationships qualify as capable of causing diglo­
ssic clen.vages. 

Where a language with no previous history of writ­
ing is analysed and reduced t.o writing for the first 
time (by a linguist or some other person), and where the 
resultant phonemic (or any other) script is used to record 
faithfully what is spoken by the people in question, a 
one-to-one relationship naturally emerges between the 
spoken language and its written representation. Such a 
correspondance is an ideal one to have, but it is often 
inexpedient and inefllcient for practicu.l purposes n.nd is, 
therefore, g~nerally shortlived. The inexpediency arises 
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out of two factors. For social, political and cultural rea­
sons, people regarcl diverse forms of linguistic behaviour 
as components of the same language; such diversities are 
then referred to as dialects and registers. A written repre­
sentation which fits one dialect in a one-to-one relation­
ship would not necessarily fit another dialect in the sa.me 
way. 'This is especially so if the writing systrm is alpha­
betic. In order to endow the entire language with one 
written form, therefore, exercises toward standardisation 
are undertaken. ThiH results in the drifting away from 
the one-to-one relationship to a more distant relation­
ship between writing systems and speech behaviour. 
This distance might be reflected not only in the symbolic 
representation of sounds but also in the gramnmr and 
the lexis. Secondly, people, as a rule, change their spoken 
linguistic behaviour more rapidly and more frequently 
than their written language. The reason for this is 
obvious. Because of the availability of a more stable 
model to which reference can be made for authority, the 
written usages are maintained more conservatively. It is 
true that, when too wide a gap is caused by the chancres 
. b 

In the spoken lanauaae and the conservatism of the writ-a o 
ten, the written form is modified in the direction of the 
spoken: this accounts for the differences between, say, 
written Old Tamil and written Modern Tamil or written 
Old English and written Modern English; however such . ' 
Innovations are exercised on the written language with 
much care and deliberation in order not to alter the form 
of the written representation any more than is absolutely 
necessary for maintaining a certain degree of comprehen­
sibility. Because of the tendencies towards standardisa­
tion and conservatism a gap begins to appear between 
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the spoken bngnages and their ·written representations 
almost from the time of the first codification. 

The nature and intensity o[ the resultant divergence 
between the written and spoken varieties of ln,ngua.ge are 
not always the same. Bron.dly speaking, it is possible to 
distinguish between four types of divergence. 

First, there are the writing systems like Chinese. 
Here the writing represents language not alphabetically 
or syllabically-i.e., not as linear successions of sounds or 
syllables, but ideographically ( or logographically or 
morphographically or lexigraphically)- i.e., using one 
symbol for one idea (or one word or one morpheme or one 
lexeme). Being in some sense stylised pictographic repre­
sentations of concepts, the symbols used in snch writing 
systems have an air of timelessness about them. Spoken 
languages change and diversify; and consequently diffe­
rent persons (in different areas and so forth) may acquire 
different linguistic expreRsions for the sa.me concept; but 
the ideograms being symbolic representations of concepts, 
diversification of speech will not necessarily promulgate 
alterationo in the writing systrm. Different persons may 
read ideograms each in his own pronunciation and each 
imposing upon them his own grammar. The semantic 
values of the ideograms are equally shared by all irres­
pective of their dialectal differences which are reflected in 
their speech habits. In these instances the acquisition of 
literac:y is a cumbersome process: it is said that a Chi­
nese has to master as many as three thousand symbols 
to become literate; but the number of symbols is kept in 
humanly manageable proportions by representing the 
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world view through a complex organization of concept­
symbols devised stylistically to portray a subtle system of 
categorization. From the point of view of the relationship 
between speech and writing this kind of writing appe:trs 
to be an ideal one, for it can alw:1.ys be said that the 
writing system is, in a, sense, a true representation of 
each person's verbal behaviour. Here, the written form 
does not exercise a direct influence on the spoken 
lap.guage; nor are major changes promulgated in the 
writing system by the natural changes in spoken verbal 
behaviour. This is a case where the writing system does 
not motivate the creation of a diglossic situation. 

In eontrast to these ideographic or logographie wri­
ting systems there are the syllabic and alphabetic writi.ng 
systems. Syllabic and alphabetic systems have spec·ifie 
implications of utterance. An Old Tamil text, for instance, 
cannot be read as if it were modern; a passage of Old 
English cannot be read as if it were Modern English. 
In such cases, older texts cannot be read or und(wstood 
by pPople who have not had a particular training in the 
respective older langua.ges. In some situations like this, 
where the disparity between the old and modern forms of 
:language is clearly and unmistakably represented in 
writing, there is a general belief that th~ older written 
language is better and purer. The prestige thus accorded 
to the older form has religious and cultural implications. 
Arabic is an instance of this. The older language, or 
Classical Arabic has been associated with the codification 

' of the teachings of Islam and is, therefore, regarded 
with respect and reverence by all Arabic speakers as the 
pure representation of their language. Different regional 
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varic>ties of Arabie n,re not mutun,lly intelligible, but the 
standard literary langmtge is shared equally by people 
of n,ll regions irrespective of the mutual unintelligibility 
of their vermtcnlar speec·h hn,bits. Thi8 is a dassic case of 
diglossia: the dn,y to day conversations are impracticable 
in the prestigious variety and are, therefore, conducted 
in the vernaculars; all prestigious activities are carried 
out in the high or prestigious variety, ·which is, in the 
minds of the native speakPrs of n,ll va1 ieties of Arabic, 
purer,better and more beautiful (Ferguson 1959a). This 
high or sacred form of language is taught in schools in 
order to train the pupils to write correctly and speak 
suitably on formal occasions. Tamil is another instance 
of this kind. As in Arabic, the high or formal variety 
and low are vernacular variety in Tamil have mutually 
exclusive uses; high Tamil has been preserved for cultu­
ral reasons. 

Then there are situations like the English one. Here 
the written language is not a prestigious model preserved 
from the past for any religious or such other reasons. 
In English writing there are archaic characteristics in so 
f:tr as the t-pelling syf'tem is reminiscent of an older 
pllase of the language. There are ah·o pedantic lexical 
items which are used rarely, if at all, in speech. However, 
the grammar n.nd vocabulary as well as· the phonology 
that the spelling represents can be used in day to day 
affairs if the speaker so wishes. There is, thus, at least 
for a reasonable segment of the population, no clear 
separation between the functions of the varieties. Except 
whP.re it becomes necessary to use dialectal features for 
some effect-for instance, for dialogue,; in novels- the 
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language represented in writing is the product of some 
standardization. It is well nigh uniform and is univer­
sally acclaimed as the standard. Jn situations such as this, 
it is possible to discern a close similarity between n. na­
tionally recognised standard c;~peech and the written from 
(i.-e., the grammar, etc. it represents). It is not possible 
to state a general rule for whether the standard speech 
conditions the writing or viee versa, or even whether the 
relationship between them is one of inter-dependence 
rather than one of cause and effect. This is an aspeet 
which must be examined for each language by carefully 
analysing the various vicissitudes of its history· In Eng­
lish, there is a striking similarity between standard 
English or the educated speech of the southeast and 
the language that is generally written. Because the stan­
dard speech may be used in all situations, there are no 
mn~ua:lly exclusive settings for the prestigious and loeal 
"~neties. For this reason English and other languages 
With si ·1 .. ' l" . • m1 ar characteristics do not normally qua 1fy for 
dio-loss· 

'"' -Ia as defined by Ferguson. 

b We now come to the la!.it type where the divergence 
etween th · · t" · 

d . e vernacular and htarary vane Ies Is of a 
Ifferent d · · A b" T . or er. We have observed that m ra Ic and 
amll the high variety is used on formal occasions as 

Well as fo · · tl d" r wntmo-. In the type we are presen · Y Iscuss-Ino- h t:> 
5 ' owever, the high variety is never used for speakmg 

even ou th · · · d 1 . . emost formal occasiOns: 1t Is use on y for 
wnt1ncr Tl h" · h t · d b th "1 "b . o· lus, t 1s type 1s c arac er1se y · e avai cl.I -
htv of a· t" . 

v 1s Inctly different P.pokenand wntten usages. 
Two examples of this are Sinhalese and 'felngu. I shall 
have occasion to talk about certain new innova.tions in 
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Telugu usa,ge later on, but in Sinhalese, the high or 
written variety is not used for speech at any time, and 
there are many features in the spoken usages that would 
not be permitted in the orthodox written language. Sinha­
lese (perhaps like Telugu before the recent event::; which 
I shall refer to later on) is a clear case of diglossia, for it 
shows mutually exclusive domains of use for the two 
varieties; it does, however, differ slightly from F'ergu­
son's defining languages in that many normative literary 
rules are not allowed even in formal sp3 ech. The high 
variety here has, in this sense, a more restricted function, 
and consequently the concept of prestige, too, is different 
here from that in Arabic and Tamil situations. 

On tho basis of the foregoing discussion it is now 
possible to say that any linguistic situation which is 
collectively characterized by the following three princi­
ples might be viewed as an instance of diglossia: 

a) There is a superposed variety; the characteri­
stics of this superposed variety have been specified by 
local grammarians and therefore the divergences between 
the extreme form of this ~:;uperposed variety and the local 
or natmal speech habits are statable fairly clearly. 

b) rrhe two varities function in mutually exclusive 
settings, graded in terms of prestige; t,hese settings are 
clearly definable for the most part. 

c) Both varities are socio-cultul'ally recognised as 
functionally distinct, and may be contained in the lingui­
stic behaviour of the same individual in the following 
manner: a person who is a native to such a coummnity 
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and has a mastery of the prescribed use of the high vari­
ety also knows the correct social use of the low variety; 
although the converse is not true, the education systems 
in such communities aim at teaching the high variety to 

all their members. 

It will have become clear from our discussion so far 
that diglossia communities are those which hold rigidly 
codi~.rd Yalues with regard to prestige and propriety 
and which, in the choice of models of excellence, have 
created a renaissance of classical cultural and/or religious 
~riodels are brought to bear upon the society thP- impact, 
If only for certain formal purposes, of the values inherent 
in a supposedly superior or more forceful community. 
Language beincr the most dominant means of communi-

• 0 

eating cultures and vn.lues, the impact of these notion~ 
~f prestige and propriety are most noticed -in the people's 
hngui~tic behaviour. Linguistic choice is, in this sense 
the mo::;t significant sympto"m of this kind of comn1unit; 
?r.ganisation, whence the term '.diglossia' (rather than 
·di-' anything else!). 



4:. SOME LITERACY 
FIGURES 

I hope I have, in the foregoing discussion, succeed· 
ed in isolating diglossia as an issue that is of interest 
to the educationist. I have not yet given the reasons fo:r 
my choice of the Kannada, Sinhalese and Tamil comuni • 
ties for my research; this I shall do at this point, before 
entering into a. discussion of specific characteristics of 
literacy in these communities. 

I have already shown that there are t·wo kinds of 
situation which ~re diglossic. Firstly, tLere are those 
sitnn.tionH where (prestige' is religiously or culturally 
defined; in suoh circumstances the linguistic implications 
of diglossia would include the choice of the prestigious 
norm for tho written usage as well as for the formal 
spoken usage. There, the written and formally spoken 
languages share a fair degree of similarity, at least in 
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grammar; they are governed by norms specified identicn.­
lly for both. Secondly, there are those situations iu whi­
ch diglossia is a product of some type of puristic elitism 
which is not conditioned by religious or broadly c.ultural 
factors; it is a product more of insecurity and insensi­
tiveness to the nature of language as a tool, a means of 
cummunication. As for the linguistic usn:ges in these 
circumstances, the norms specified via classical models 
are only employed for written purpo£es. In these situa­
tions, the pre£;tigious form is virtually the written form 
and, consequently, the formal spoken usage is not gove­
rned by the classical rules. :\I uch has been written about 
the first type of diglossia. The second type has been 
d~alt with much less; Krishnamurti (HJ75, 1976), De 
S.tlva (1967, 1974a) are perhaps the only available mate­
rial. In order to show the similarity between the Sinhn.­
lese and Telugu situations I shall present in a subse­
~u~nt chapter a thumb-nail sketch of Sinhalese diglossia.; 
~n It I shall also attempt to illustrate the role of purism 
ln the evolution of diglossia communities. 

. Arabic and Tamil are AXamples of the first type of 
dtglossia described above; Sinhalese and Telugu belong 
~~ the other type. (11he Telugu. situation is somewhat 

.1fferent from the Sinhalese one 1n that the role of pu­
rtsm has been different in the two: I shall refer to this 
e-ventually; see also Krishna.murti 1976). In this way, 
the choice of Tamil and Sinhalese has enabled me to ta.ke 
account of both types of diglossia in my study. 

Rannada, strictly speaking, belongs with Tamil· 
Howe-ver, the Kannada attitude towards the maintena­
nce of the linguistic duality is ~uch less rigid than the 
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Tn,mil n,ttitude and, as a result, modern Kannada litera­
ture tolern,tes a fair amount of colloquial lexis, etc. Still, 
it is the case, however, that most writers adhere to, Ol' 

profess to adhere to, a vn,riety of language clearly disti­
nct from the colloquial languages, not only in the lexis 
but also in grammatical matters. 

Although n,t the beginnig I chose the Tamil and 
Sinhalese situations as distinct types of diglossia and in­
cluded the Kannada community in 1ny stud)' because of 
its declaredly more relaxed adherence to a Ta.mil-like 
diglossia, I have discovered since I began my survey 
that Kannada presents a further type in the typological 
array of diglossic communities. It is a 'different type' 
not so much because it is different from the Tamil type 
in the separation of the high and low varieties as becau­
se of the choice of au n,pparAnt socin,l dialect for high or 
formal use. I have not gone into this matter fully enough 
to make any bold pronouncements ahout it, but I have 
lea-rnt, on best authority, that the formal lrtnguage of 
many learned KaiJnnda speakers is similar to the home 
htnguage of the Brahmin community of Karnataka. The 
status of caste as a dominant variable in linguistic diver­
e;ification in India ha8 already been questioned (Patta­
nn,yn,k 1975), and so any mention of caste here or else­
where in this essay should not be interpreted beyond its­
face vn,lue. Be that as it may, if the language of a parti­
cular segment of a community is chosen by the rest of 
the community for prestigious usage, the diglossia symp­
tomatic of such a situation would perhaps be based on 
the recognition of that chosen segn1ent as in some sense 
rynonymous with the haritage which initially motivated 
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or was chosen to symbolise the prestigious norm. Also, 
in such a situation, the prestigious segment ·wonld not 
be a diglossic community, for whatever they did "·ould be 
prestigious any way; it is the rest of the popuhttion that 
·would form a diglossic community. 1'he model of excelle­
nce does, in this sense, come from avo,redly the same 
society, all members of which claim adherence to the 
same culture and profess to speak the 'same langun,ge'. 
In the case of Tamil and Sinhalese, all speakers who 
claim to speak the 'same language' use ::tre ::tcknowledge 
linguistic syinbols of diglossia in appropriate circumsta­
nces. What societies like the Kannada one show us is 
that a firm belief in a 'same language' concept does not 
necessarily make all members of such macro-communi­
ties diglossic or non-diglossic. Values ::mch has preotige 
and symbols of such values segment such communities in­
to smaller units. Linguistic communities are obviously, 
not entities which transgress functional diversification. 

I am assuming all along that what I have learnt 
from educated Kannada speakers about this Brahmin 
versus non-Brahmin situation has some truth in it. 
Because of the way it seems to work, the Kannada 
community might even be found to be similar to the 
English one. In the English community, too, a model of 
linguistic excellence is often sought in the realms of 
educated speech in' the South Eastern parts of Britain: 
these educated South-easterners are, then, the British 
Brahmins. Looking at it from this point of view, one 
might even argue that the KaiJ.nada community is not 
diglossic at all, but operates, like the community of 
English speakers, within a standard versus non-standard 
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distinction. Such an interpretation must, however, be 
received with cn,ution, for~ as I have said before, English 
speakers do not make a rigid distinction with regard to 
the functions of the two varieties while, from all account, 
the non-Brahmin Kannadigas do. At least for the pre­
sent I would, therefore, treat the Kannada situation as a 
diglossic one. (See also N ayak HJ67 .) 

The three communities I have chosen do, in this 
wn.y, represent diglossia behaviour in all its ramifications. 
Adjacent geographical areas were chosen primarily for 
convenience; Sinhalese also happens to be my o·wn first 
language. This choice has, however, proved to be a produ­
ctive one rather than merely a convenient one, for the 
attitudes towards and some difficulties in the acquisition 
of literacy can now be traced directly to the nature of 
diglossia behaviour and people's disposition towards 
diglossia. We are in the same cultural area and :ue, there­
fore, able to reduce to a minimum the va1·ious cultural 
variables, which, if the Hituations were ebosen from 
different parts of the world, might have been too nume­
rous to control. 

In all three communities, and indeed in the whole 
of South Asia, book learning is rated very high. Even 
five and six year old children do a fair amount of home­
work in reading and arithmetic each day and the parents 
are forced by the system to help the children with their 
school work every day. Some children know the first 
primer by heart before going to school although they are 
not necessarily capable of identifying individual words 
or pronouncing them in isolation. The teacher often 
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interprets this as 'knowing the test'; the repercusssions 
of this on the child's learning are obvious. The entire 
phenomenon is, of course, circular. The parents expect the 
children to be bught book knowledge at school and the 
teachers set the class work in order to achieve this pare­
ntal objective. The children are not always encouraged to 
discover, make and enquire; this is especially so in rural 
schools, and memorising forms an integral part of learn­
ing even at the university level. A concomitant factor of 
this slavishness and allegiance to the written word from 

, the first day at school is that at school every school child 
is required to read everything that is written in his read­
ing exercises. He is required to pronounce every single 
letter including those that are superfluous from the stand­
point ·of the phonemic structure of his bnguage bnt are 
~here because of its diglossic character. 'l'~e grammn.r, 
L e. inflections and ruleR of concord, <l.tc., being clifforent 
in the Wt•ittfln Jangun.gf', tho chilr1 iR neith"r n.h\ 0 uor 

f\Jl00lll'!1gea to l'llrtd thj:l AP.nfamcos with O.i:l intonf)JHqu '·'II'''' 

Woi1[d bA n.pPI'otwln.le for their spuj\ci1 I'CJl!flL!'l'PUJrtf' tJJil·li 
n. l"f' fA, rn; I; A. I' L-, I~ l hL 1\f a '-'Y i•R· i·ei d;s i un.kc tbcij· el! il <1 r<'· 1l 

lll0IDOl'i~e whole reading passn.ges which 11t s~~qo~ tq,7 
NLttlt~ Off 1JM't·ot~fn.J:~IItott !LbU o.l1:1o extremely f11st, Tlw 
WrittAn [ . l· · . .:\i"'H;;c~, fi-uiit i-i~r. q:'!il "'J".uhr" ·· !LOQ:tHl.!'P ,c,lnl" ' · , .... , , 

w.:n.a·g. foF whioh he ~l~~.tqt'!\llY htt~ HJ uood mt~; ti1P b~aAwr 
is ofLeil Ubu,lJ)e tq icJelJ~ity ~hB nronurwirtt.ir,., P1'1'Ci1'~ in 
d,;...,.."" t' . .. . " .. ·KpP,1'1-enEo harll .,] .• ' 'h I . ' a - ... , .. ~, "!-'i'f''tH-l~'l{ f~!J ~'acJu · u · ·e 11 !:i fohown t at iH , 
number Of im;tftnCeB whore the tAn.cher hu.s cou£csacd. to 

hn.ving heard tho distinct but related pronunciations 
prescribed for different letters the pupil has never made 
such a distinction in his pronunciation: I refer particu­
larly to the various sibilants, the nasal consonants and, 
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in Tamil, the r-type sounds. These ferLtures I ha:e des­
cribed in this prLragraph are, probably, symptomatiC of aU 
dicrlossic cornmtmities; they must not be interpreted as 

0 . • 

an implied criticism of teaching techniques m general. 

I have given this preamble in order to focus on the 
important place reading has in the Indian child's early 
learning. The only language that the child is made to 
read and write is the literary variety. (Some sentences 
in the Kindergarten readers may contrLin a few sentences 
which resemble the colloquial variety, but they are only 
an e~tremely small proportion.) During their thirteen or 
fourteen years at school before going to university and 
then for three or four years at the University pupils are 
exposed to a great deal of high language. They read it 
and, when they write in their mothertongue, they write 
it. The irony, however, is that, in spite of this extensive 
trrtining, it hCLB boon fonnd thn,t thoRo proplo rtrn not n.l­
WIU}'R 11blo to portorm in fllllltooonln.pcn with ~hn 1wrnni 

pl'f!Q(Il'ibPd for tlt~ liLBmry n~fl1gB, .In tiinlmlmH) tlli§ lm§ 
boflll uotioQd Hny frQQlWntlv. ruml DHri~t~ lmvn eritioi~eu 
the uniVOl'B1ttol1 tor not giYint; tlwir qnf\oq;rn.(lU!\o\•tln t>\\fl\-

oiemfi tmining in narnmtire m~~ge, wJ.1eR J Wll,s I! 1~pt~p·er 
n.t the Univel'f;ity of Ceylon (now ~ri Lrtnlm) tho Hertd 
gf the .IJrprurtmuqt Hf ~i'HF''i"'~"' ~·cqH\fP!l Hs ~-<'l \·'J·!~~ p 1ip 

"·" tj !'<Pl'L:;!l~ d1'ibini!'lm. l~ I Rll\.1~ uilG\\lll ill D~ §il'Jl1 
{10'1.1,;\, ~hH·o n.re n.\"'o :('>ht~ b.mon~ Rinh!t\(\M \\'\l;ttW\1. 

,vl10se command of tho 1H8Pll.PJ1 HDPDJQ 8DDUQi8BUJ1.V fllJtDf~. 
Aa I h[~Vo au.iJ boforc, tho K11nnn.dn, AtLtmtion is a Rlighlly 

relaxed one .and one could, in such a context legitimately 
expect a wnter to represent the colloquial gmmmar ajnd 
phonology in his writing. In TRmil, however, the cleavage 
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is very rigidly upheld and it is genemlly believed that 
secondary school children and university stnclent.s clo not 
violate the normative literary rules. Despite this belief 
experiments have shown that even Ta.mil language gra­
duates violate specified norms and in fact Shamnugam 
Pillai (1965) shows tendencies to,\·ard a merger between 
the two varieties in certa,in circumstances. 

What all this means is that the maintenance of the 
linguistic duality involved in these instances is an extm 
burden on the learner. Notwithstanding this, many na­
tive spea,kers of these languages \rant to restrict the 
term 'literate' only to rPfer to persons who are abl0 to 
read and write corrPctly. By correctness they mean the 
ability to observe the normative literary rules with rega­
rd to spelling and gran1mar. The opinions, however, 
vary in the three communities in a significant way: this 
variation seems to be a result of the differences in the 
definition of pre:-;tige in the three communities (De Silva 
1974b) and hR.s an influence on the degree of 'correct­
ness' that peoplf~ are able to observe in their reading and 
writing. In a survey conducted to study the social expec­
tations of literacy (and thereby the social definition) I 
have obtained some revealing results which I sun1marise 
below. The persons chosen for this survey had all com­
pleted their secondary school education and ranged from 
the B.A. first year (in India, the so-called pre-university 
first year) students to professionals holding doctoral 
degrees, including some Ph.D.s in the language in ques­
tion. They belonged to different occupational categories 
such has clerks, ·teachers, lecturers, businessmen, civil 
servants and university students. 'They had all gone 
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through the mn.ehinery for acquiring suffieient literacy as 
required by their communities. Between sixty and one 
hundred were questioned in each community. Illiterate 
persons and school children were not included in the 
survey: among other things the illiterates are not able to 
pass judgement on matters like literacy and would gene­
rally be happy to be guided by established opinion; school 
c·hildren would not always be able to give dispassionate 
answers because they live in the midst of prejudices for 
or against matters pertaining to their school curriculum. 
The percentage of results with regard to correctness 
were as follows: 

1. 'Literacy' is the ability to 
read and write correctly 

2. 'Correctness' means the 
correct rules of spelling 

and grammar 

3. 'Literacy' is the mere abi­
lity to read and write 

4. Unable to decide 
between I and 3 

Tamil 

100 

99 

0 

0 

Kannada Sinhalese 

50 30 

45 15 

50 50 

0 20 

As the above figures show, 100% of the people 
questioned in Tamilnadu wanted to define literacy as the 
ability to read and write co?··rectly: correctness was defi­
ned by 99% as correct adherence to the rules of spelling 
and grammar as specified for the high variety. ( The one 
per cent that differed was concerned with correct spelling 
only ). Ideas \vere less settled in the Kannada community. 
In Karnataka, 50% wanted to define literacy as the 
ability to read and write correctly, defining correctness as 
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the correct adherence to the normative litemry rules. An 
equal proportion was, however, happy to settle for tho 
mere ability to read and write the letters of the n,lphabet 
as the definition of literacy. Among those \\·ho defined 
literacy as the ability to read and write correctly, the 
majority ( 45% of all those who were questioned) wanted 
the literates to observe correct rules of spelling as well as 
grammar while 5% was happy to restrict the meaning of 
correctness to spelling only. This divergence of opinion 
corresponds to the more relaxed attitude to diglossia 
among the Kannada speakers. In spite of this attitude to 
conectness, the overwhelming majority wants to retain 
tho teaching of the high variety in schools. Contrasting 
with both Tamil and Kannada the Sinhalese response 
was divided significantly in favour of the mere ability to 
read and write rather than the ability to read and write 
correctly: while only 30% wanted correct reading and 
writing ability, 50% wanted no more than the ability to 
read and write as the attribute of a literate individual. 
Even among the conservative 30% there was no unani­
mity on the definition of correctness. One half of them 
implied by correctness (correct Sinhalese usage' ( not 
specifying it as literary or colloquial ) which is not adul­
terated by foreign language influence. They were parti­
cularly concerned with the influence of the English 
idiom on Sinhalese usage through the Sinhalese writings 
(and the Sinhalese speech) of the English-educated per­
sons. All in all, then only 15% wanted the literates in the 
community to be proficient in the normative literary 
usage. It is significant that 20o/o felt that, in the climate 
of present day polemics on the subject, a decisive answer 
was not possible. 
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The reader might find this vast difference between the 
Tamil and Sinhalese attitudes surprising, eonsiclering 
that high Sinhalese is n. specifically written vn.riety, 
which hn.s, therefore, to be learned with particuln.r care 
for that purpose only. In the case of Tamil, the high 
variety is spoken on formal occasions and, while the 
learning of it is reinforced by this oral-aural use, the 
divergence between the two (see Shanmugam Pillai 1965, 
1975) might have forced people to give their answers in 
favour of communicn.bility rather than the preservation of 
the dnality. To a person who is aware of the different ways 
in whieh linguistic prestige is defined in these commu­
nities, however, these results would not come as a shock. 

In rramil, the ability to use the high variety is 
3Jssociated with Racial superiority and intimacy with the 
Tamil heritage. Formerly, the high variety of Tamil was 
almost identical with the formal, educated speech which 
showed much Sanskrit influence. The Brahmin speech 
has also been defined as highly Sanskrit.ized. Since the 
ascendance of the Dravida M unnetra Kasagam (DMK, 
the ruling party in Tamilnadu) the Brahmins have been 
forced out of their prestigious place in the society and, 
along with this the high language has been stripped of 
some of its Sanskritic lexis; however, this has not made 
the langua.ge any closer to the colloquial speech, for more 
archaic features have been introduced into the language 
by the DMK philosophy in its quest for pure Tamil cul­
ture and language. The diglossic character has, therefore, 
not been affected by the state's political changes, and the 
high variety is still looked up to with the same respect 
and awe. (As I have reported before from the experience 
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of two persons, even the uneducated people would not 
take people seriously when they attempt to address them 
in public using the colloquial language known to the 
audience.) 

The Sinhalese practice is different from this. Not 
being a spoken language, literary Sinhalese has no class 
or caste or any other similar overtones. Although histo­
rically speaking, litemry Sinhalese is a resurrected varie­
ty of language that belonged to the 14th century (De 
Silva 1967), the polemics on the (purity' of Sinhalese 
have ensured that the literary variety is not widely recog­
nised as the symbol of the Sinhalese heritage. In the cir­
cumstances, the ability to use literary Sinhalese correctly 
only reflects the person's erudition in the Sinhalese langu­
age. Among the Sinhalese educated elite there are at least 
three points of view on the character of literary Sinhalese. 
There are the purists who clamour for the use of (pure 
Sinhalese' phonology and lexis in the framework of lite­
rary grammar(for the implications of the term(pme Sinha­
lese' see De Silva 1967 and chapter 5); while the purists 
want the Sanskritic and other foreign elements ont, there 
are others who have no aversion to Sanskritic lexir.; and 
phonological representation, and would in fact encourage 
them, 'but within the accepted normative literary grammar; 
there is, in addition, a third group that regards the special 
literary features as irrelevant and cumbersome and, there­
fore, campaigns for the abolition of the present lingui­
stic duality. Unlike in the case of Tamil, the ability to 
use the literary variety correctly is not assoc:iated with 
an intimate knowledge of, or a passionate belonging to, 
he glorious past culture of the people. The indecision 
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reflected in the n,nswers given by 20% is a, direct result 
of this lack of unanimity among the Sinhalese elite on 
this matter. 

I have said earlier on that a situation akin to the 
Sinhalese one existed in Telugu a little while ago. In 
r_relugu: the opponents of the classical or literary gra­
mmar have won their battle, at the recommendation of 
a Telugu Language Committee the use of the classical 
language for teaching and examination has been relaxed 
in the univesities and the secondary schools. The Telugu 
J.Janguage Committee Report (1973) discusses the history 
of Telegu diglossia and the circumstances that culmina­
ted in the Committee's recommendations. As in Telugn, 
the only prestige thn,t literary Sinhalese enjoys is that it 
merely symbolises a particular type of learning, namely 
the learning of the classical usage. Before I leave the 
Teluge Language Committee Report, I must hasten to 
add that the main reasons that seem to have influenced 
its recommendations are the absence of any substantial 
social prestige associated with the literary language and 
the difficulties in the teaching and the learning of an 
extra grammatical complex for a restricted -purpose. (For 
more details see Krishnamurti 1976.) In the Sinhalese 
community there is, as I have mentioned before, a camp­
aign against literary grammar, motivated by the same 
rea.sons. Although this campaign has not sueeeeded in 
abolishing the existing linguistic duality, the statements 
that have been made in answer to my questionnaire re­
flect somewhat the present-day thinking on the subject. 

My questionnaires were in the respective languages. 
Among other things I was interested in finding out to 
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what extent the people's definition of literacy was comp:t­
tible with their own performance in the literary vn,riety 
(e. g. did those people who expected the literates to know 
the 'correct' usage and professed to know it themselves 
actually perform 'correctly'). With this in view, I desig­
ned some questions to elicit long answers (of the type 
'why do you think so', 'explain why', 'what is your own 
opinion', ete.). The answers I received to such questions 
contained two to five sentences each and the total number 
of sentences formed a fair quantity on which the subje­
cts' capabilities in the language could be assessed. 
What these sentences revealed \vas that people's expecta­
tions of literacy and their educational (1uali:fications \Yere 
not clear predictors of their own proficiency in the lita­
rary language. A person may declare that litern.cy is the 
ability to read and write correctly according to specified 
norms; he may say, with some pride, that he experi­
enced no difficulty in mastering the literary grammar 
at school in a short span of, say, two years; he may 
posse~s a B. A. degree in the respective language; he may 
be one who has little patience with those who violate the 
normative rules of literary usage: yet he can make :tn 
average of one grammatical mistake for every two sen­
tences and a spelling mistake for every three sentences. 
The following is a summary of such errors (the mistakes 
I have counted are those identified by groups of teachers 
who served as assessors during my survey). 

Tamil: 
100% wanted the literates to know the correct usage. 
Total number of sentences written in answers: I 70 
Average of mistakes - grammar: 1 for every 4 sentences 

- spelling: 1 for every 3 sentences 
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Kannada: 

50% wanted the literates to know the correct usage. 
Total number of sentences written in answers: 121 

55 

Average of mistakes - grammar: 1 for every 2 sentences 
- spelling: I for every 3 sentences 

(There were 8 instances which appeared to be spelling 
mistakes but might also have been inadvertant slips of 
pen due to the similarity in shape of some letters of the 
alphabet. I have not counted these.) 

50% did not want correctness to be part of the definition 
Total number of sentences written in answers: 108 
Average of mistakes - grammar: 1 for every 2 sentences 

- spelling: 1 per sentence 

Sinhalese: 

30% wanted the literates to know the correct usage. 
Total number of sentences written in answers: 88 
Average of mistakes - grammar: 1 per sentence 

- spelling: I per sentence 

70% did not want correctness to be part of the definition. 
Total number of sentences written in answers: I02 
Average of mistakes - grammar: 3 forevery sentences 

-:- spelling: 1 per sentence 

I shall postpone the discussion of the theoretical 
implications of these errors till the next chapter. What 
is significant in these figures is that even among those 
who profess to know the correct usage and to follow it 
there is a fair number in whose writing various types 
of mistake occur and certain types of mistake recur. It 
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is necessary to enquire into the reasons for this. The 
primary school teachers in these languages are not unani­
mous on the time a child usually ta.kes to master the 
literary grammar and spelling, but they all agree that, by 
the time the child is ready to leave the primary school(i.e. 
age 11), he will have mastered the rules of grammar and 
spelling, leaving only the lexicon to be acquired gradually 
as he goes along. rrhe above figures based on the performa­
nce of adults contradict this belief .In the primary school 
there are five standards or grades. Some teachers believe 
that the child is capable of manipulating the literary 
variety in the third standard, some the fourth standard 
and some the fifth. These Htatements are very much tied. 
to whether the teaching of the language in the primary 
school is in the hands of one teacher or many teachers. If 
the responsibility is in the hands of one teacher, he or she 
usually plays safe by raising the time to the fifth Rtanu _ 
ard. vVhere the responsibility is shared by many, the 
cuRtomary thing is to pass the buck: statements like 
'it will be done next year', 'it should have been done last 
year: it is too late now', etc. have often been made. I do 
not think that t.hese attitudes necessarily reflect the tea­
chers' incompetence or indecision; the teaching of the high 
variety has been done for decades and the textbooks and 
the teaching methods have envolved alongside this expe­
rience. The problem, as I shall attempt to show in my 
analysis elsewhere, is rather due to the relationship of 
the literary variety to the child'~ spoken usage. I do not 
wish in any way to put the entire blame for all problems 
of literacy on the diglossia character of these languages, 
but I am convinced that diglossia makes the acquicision 
of literacy more difficult than it ought to be and causes 



Some Literacy Figures 51 

indecisions and diffidence in the use of language which 
inhibit the child's free expression and creativity. 

I have attempted to assess the prima,ry school chil­
dren's proficiency in the literary usage as well as the 
rate of increase in their proficiency by giving them five 
tasks, namely, reading of known texts, taking dictation 
of unseen texts and writing of free compositions. These 
tests showed not only that the children were not any­
where near full proficiency in the literary language by 
the time they were 11 or 12, but also that their rate of 
progress was slow in comparison to their rate of pro­
gress (that was more easily assessable), say, in mathema­
tics. As an illustration of the errors the fourth and fifth 
standard children made in these tests, I have taken, at 
random, ten one-page free compositions written by them 
in each language and tabulated the errors as follows: 

Tamil: 

79 errors 

Wrong spelling 40 
Wrong inflection I 5 
Wrong word 6 
Wrong grammar or colloquial grammar 6 
Colloquial words 12 

Kannada: 

156 errors 

Wrong spelling 85 
Wrong inflection 15 
Wrong grammar or colloquial grammar 23 
Colloquial words 24 
Wrong word 6 
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Sinhalese: 

197 errors 

Wrong spelling 92 
Wrong inflection or wrong postposition 26 
Wrong word 2 
Wrong grammar or colloquial grammar 49 
Colloquial words 28 

Before I leave the subject of free composition, I 
must define what free composition means in these 
school situations. Free composition here does not mean 
writings of children's own choice and imagination which 
would give vent to their innovative nature. In my expe­
rience, the teacher first sets one or more essay topics 
(e. g. the coconut palm, the happiest day in my life); 
then he usually writes on the blackboard some useful 
(literary) expressions that may be used and also some 
notes on concord, etc. Some teachers give a skeleton of 
the essay on the blackboard. The entire operation appe­
ars not so much an exercise in creativity as an exercise 
in literary usage. The mistakes I have counted as above 
were made in spite of this training. 

If, after thirty or forty hours a week of exposure 
to a variety of language for over four years, the average 
performance of a child is no better tha,n I have found 
and described; if the social expectations of literacy are 
not altogether compatible with the performance of the 
literacy learner, or indeed of the proponents of the high 
literacy ideals; if a social attitude enmeshed in such in­
compatibility creates a state of tension (De Silva 197 4a; 
197 4b; Shanmugam Pillai 1972) that is not in the 
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best interests of creativity; then the system that gives 
rise to these circumstances might not be the ideal one to 
perpetnat8 for the a.ccomplishment of lite1·acy as •a.n 
n,bility to express oneself articulately for a. va.riety of 
purposes, socia.lly, intelectually and vocationa.lly both in 
speech and writing; to command a capacity to rea.d for 
information, enjoyment and enrichment and to respond 
sensitively and intelligently to what is said as well as to 
what is written' (Goddard 1974, p. 21). The teaching 
methods in these communities might need revision, but 
it would not be realistic to apportion full blame on the 
teaching methods or, indeed, the syllabuses. It is my 
contention that the circumstances and conditions of 
usage are not favourable enough for most persons to 
internn,lize the litern.ry language (in any sense of the term 
•internali:r,e') to the point of having a full command of 
it. Where a form of language has a restricted function 
in the society, leaYing little opportunity for the learner 
to use it fully, frequently and in a wide va1·iety of cir- · 
cumstances, that language will always be comparatively 
alien to him; his personal spoken language which he 
constantly uses in every no1·mal circumstance will exer­
cise its powers more to block the individual's familiari­
zation with this nlien form than to facilitate it. 
Colloquialisms that have infiltrated the writings of 
1nany authors and the hybridisms created by many in 
their writings ( De Silva 197 4a; Shanmugam Pillai 
1965, 1972) are far more numerous than the literary 
influences on the speech habits of any section of the 
population; a.ny influence of the literary language on 
speech is primarily lexical and is the result of exten­
sive reading. 
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The history of the diglossic situations under survey 
shows that the high varieties in all three are not na.tural 
to the communities but have been imposed upon their 
normal linguistic habits by revivalists who have, in the 
name of cultural renaissance and standardisa.tion, re­
surrected linguistic forms which are several centuries 
older and whose overall structure is outside the lingui­
stic competence that the individuals display in their 
speech behaviour as grown up members of the commu­
nity (De Silva. 1967). Bright (1970) proposes that the 
literary form should be stated as the underlying struc­
ture of the language from which the colloquial form m!ly 
be conveniently derived by deletion rules. It would cer­
tainly be neat and convenient to do this on paper; how­
ever, if a form of language (in this case the literary 
language) is the basis or the cunderlying structure' of 
all speenh acts and is therefore within the competence 
of the speakers, why is it that young individuals (who 
in similar circumstances can master aspects of a second 
language with two or three years intensive learning) find 
it difficult to operate it in full accordance with the norms 
despite their exposure to it for thirty or forty hours a. 
week over a period of four or five years? 

This take>s us on to the subject of competence about 
which we hear a lot in linguistics and which has been 
differently defined by different persons for different pur­
poses (Chomsky 1965; Campbell and Wales 1970; Hy­
mes, mimeo; Le Page 1976; etc.). I propose, therefore, 
to devote the next chapter to a discussion of linguistic 
homogeneity and the notion of competence in some de­
tail, but with particular reference to diglossic situations. 



5. THE NOTIONS OF 
LINGUISTIC COMMUNITY, 
COMPETENCE AND DEEP 

STRUCTURE 

The observations I have made in the last chapter 
and other related observations on linguistic diversity 
and language aquisition compel me to take an excursion 
into the realm of two notions in which modern linguis­
tics is deeply enmeshed. These are the notions of 
linguistic community (or speech community) and compe­
tence. My primary objective in taking such an excursion 
would be to examine if diglossia and its problems as 
narrated in the preceding chapters could throw any light 
on our understanding of the individual in relation to 
his community and, more particularly, if there could 
be a significant relationship between the individual's 
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eornpetencc and •the language of n, community' rts unclel'­
stood by the theoretical linguist. 

The subject matter of theoreticrd linguistics has 
been categorically defined by Chomsky (19G5) in his now 
famous assertion : 

Linguistic theory is concerned primarily with an ideal. 
speaker-listener, in a completely homogeneous speech­
community, who knows his language perfectly and is 
unaffected by such grammatically irrelevant conditions as 
memory limitations, distractions, shifts of attention and 
interest, and errors (random or characteristic) in applying 
his knowledge of the language in actual performance. 

(p. 3) 

Idealization is thus taken a.s a. major prerequisite 
to theoretical investigation. Other lincrnists follow suit. 
N ot~ce following statem~nt by Lyons 0 (1968), n,gain on 
the Idealization of data : 

When we say that two people speak the same language 
we are of necessity abstracting from all sorts of dift'e­
rences in their speech. These differences, reflecting diffe­
rences of age, sex, membership. of different social groups, 
educational background, cultural interests, and so on, 
are important and, in principle at least, are to be account­
ed for by the linguist. However, in the speech of any 
persons who are said to 'speak the same language' there 
will be what may be described as a 'common core' - a 
considerable overlap in the words they use, the manner 
~n which they combine them in sentences and the mean­
mg which they attach to t.he W<?rds and sentences: The 
possibility of communicatiOD depends UpOn the eXIStence 
of this •c·ommon core'. For simp1icity of expositi~n, w_e 
shall assume that the ]anguage we are describing ts um­
form (by 'uniform' is meant 'dialectal1y and stylistically' 
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undifferentiated: this is, of course, an 'idealization' of 
the facts · · ·) and that all native speakers will agree whe­
ther an utterance is acceptable or not 

(p. 140-41) 

63 

These two quotations beg a number of questions 
which can take up many pages of discussion. One is, for 
instance, at a loss to comprehend why Chomsky bundles 
together memory limitations, distractions etc. and errors; 
while I am able to appreciate the meaning of the phrase 
'random er~ors', I cannot see the implication of the term 
'characteristic errors', for characteristic behrwiour being 
in some sense regular for the individual, the branding of 
such phenomena as errors must be motivated not by the 
individual's own judgement, etc. but by the observer's 
use of some external yardstick. Here, we straight away 
resort to the communal or homogeneous usage, irrespec­
tive of whether we can observe it or not. Lyons mentions 
speech differences reflecting differences in age, sex, 
group membership, education, etc. These, according to 
Lyons, are relevant (unlike Chomsky's irrelevancies), 
but he is prepared to advocate that the theoretical ling­
uist may ignore them all the same. What all this actually 
means is that any difference from a hypothetical norm 
is unimportant for the theoretician. This norm is, for 
Lyons, the 'common core' or the 'overlap' 'in the words 
they use, the manner in which they combine them in 
sentences and the meanings which they attach to the· 
words and sentences'. L.yonB's statement may be taken to 
mean that there is a dialectally and stylistically undiffe­
rentiated grammar and loxis which everybody knows and 
which is subsequently differentiated by the introduction 
of features reflecting the social, educational and such 
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other characteristics of the individuals. Or, alternatively, 
given a body of linguistic data, it is possible to abstract 
an idealised common core by subtracting from its 
totality all features reflecting social, educational and 
such other considerations. Such an attitude to linguistic 
data presupposes, to my mind, the availability of a theory 
of language-use which must be far more refined than 
any theory of language-use one can visualize namely, a 
theory of language-use which can predict precisely and 
exhaustively all linguistic correlations of age, sex, social 
group membership, education and cultural interests. 
Without such a theory by means of which the additions 
and subtractions may be performed, we can never see the 
extent to which the linguist's common core is a true 
reflection of the gramatic~l and lexical common eore that 
might be held by all members of the community. 

Linguists have thought for a considerable length of 
time that the content of this common core, or the idea,­
lised, homogeneous, communal aspect of la,ngnage can 
be tested by referring to the native speakers' intuition. 
Lyons asserts in the above quotation that all native 
speakers will agree whether an utterance is acceptable or 
not; Chomsky holds the same view. Much of modern 
linguistics, indeed, depends on the reliance on intuitive 
judgements as a valid testing procedure. It has, however 
been shown conclusively by such linguists as I..Jabov(l970 
etc.) that, while 'generative grammar is the best dis­
covery procedure we have', 'the search for homogeneity 
in intuitive judgements is a failure' (1970, p. 39). It is 
not necessary to go over the ground that Labov and 
others have covered adequately. Suffice it to say this: if 
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the idrn,li.~ation the linguist requires is abstmcted from 
the linguistic goings on in communities, then we cu.nnot, 
in the present stu.te of our knowledge of langun,ge u.nd 
langun.ge-nse, n,bstmct an idealization ·which is anything 
like complete, exact or testable. Gmmmarians who clo 
not wish to tnJ:e note of eli versity (as done in, su.y, Bicker­
ton 107 5) should gear thrir grammars to a highly abs­
tru.ct level: the use of terms like <community', however, 
pulls them down fi'om such heights into conflict '"ith 
issues relu.ting to language-use. 

Idealization, then, is bu.sed on unprovable assump­
tions. Idealization has, however, been taken for granted 
in linguistic science at all times. Every grammar book 
that has been written from Panini to the present day 
is an attempt to describe this idealized system at various 
levels. Behind the stipulation of the idea <one language, 
one system' (remember Meillet : <Chaque langue forme 
un systeme oi1 tout se tient') there is always the notion of 
homogeneous linguistic community. Some grammarians 
have imposed homogeneity upon languages by making 
their grammars prescriptive in character. Following the 
argument adduced by S. K. Chatterji (1960), it may be 
said that Panini's A${Cidhyc7yi is a prescriptive work of 
this sort. According to Chatterji, Panini's grammar 
seems to be the culmination of, or at least an important 
landmark in, an effort to restore the <purity' of the Sans­
krit language which had been <corrupted' differently in 
different parts of the Aryat;a?·ta (Aryan India), in the 
eastward movement of the Aryan immigrants. It is 
understandable why a prescriptivist would choose to re­
present the language deliberately as homogeneous: his 
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aim would be to eradicate the 'vulgarities of the verna­
culars'. Such puristic efforts are known in many parts of 
the world even today. It is one thing to impose homoge­
neity upon languages for prescriptive purposes; it is, how­
ever, an entirely different thing to as~mme homogeneity, 
at the expense of contrary evidence, in what are seem­
ingly non-prescriptive, dispassionate analyses of human 
languages. 'Simplicity of exposition' (see I_jyons above) 
is not in itself a valid goal, for achieving which, facts 
about language must be sacrificed. Where norms are cle­
arly and unmistakably specified, homogeneity (or near­
homogeneity) should be comparatively easy to achieve, 
with the help of the educational system and so forth. 
What one sees in the diglossias under consideration, 
however, is that in spite of the cumulative effect of all 
these circumstances, the individuals' performances are 
not always similar, and a cleavage persists between the 
specified norm and the individual's ability or competence 
as seen through his performance. I use the phrase 'com­
petence as seen through his performance' purposely; for 
it is not possible to brush aside the irregularities in lite­
rary usage, on which I have commented previously, n.s 
products of memory limitation, distraction, and such 
other factors. All situations in which specified norms 
serve as models show us that, while the force of such 
norms is considerable, the people's behaviour continues 
to fluctuate, rarely reaching the norm in its precise 
dimensions. 

The notion of homogeneity is very much related to 
the notions of monosystemicity and internalizability as 
characteristics of each language. Being b~mogeneous, 
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e:1eh hnguage, in its ideali7.ed version, has one system. 
It is known in theoreticn.l linguistics that the speakers 
•internn.li7.e' this system. Homogeneity, monosystemi­
city and internali7.n.bility ensure that those same quali­
ties perpetua.t~. However, if the ln.nguage in some speeeh 
community were homogeneous, and, being homogeneous, 
this langna.ge contained a system that the speakers would 
internn.lize, then these three qualities of homogeneity, 
mo uosystemicity n.nd interna.lizability might be seen as 
having the power to block any change. The belief in 
homogeneity, etc. is, however, refuted by the fact that 
the speech habits in no given geographical area have ever 
remained identica.l in the history of that area. 

It is, of cour::;e, true that people who livein the same 
community and amicably interact with one another, 
speak in a manner which gren,tly resembles one another's 
speech. This is indeed to be expected from the nature of 
the learning resources available to them. First of all, 
being of the same species their biological learning capa­
cities are similar; secondly, being in the same culture and 
environmPnt, their world veiw t<>nds to be simila.r; and 
thirdly -this is very important- thc->y sha~B the . Harne 
linguif;tic dn,tn, pool. In their n.cts of identity and commn­
ni<:m people tend to make unconscious attempts to be like 
tho~=;e with whom they wi~h to be indentified (Le Page, 
1968. etc.), and so, even if each speaker brought into the 
common pool his own personal brn,nd of data, acts of 
sharing one another's features would emerge in the nor­
mal course of event::;. An assimilated form of speech be­
haviour charn,cterising the entire c<;>mmunity is, therefore, 
a natural thing to expect. It is, thus, an accident of 
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history that people living in the flame ethnic, political 
and social communities, where communication with one 
another is essential, come to learn rules that greatly re­
semble one another's. The similarity thus created would 
enable the members of the community to interpret one 
another's rules with some success. If varying speech 
acts, pooled together as a collective data source, by peo­
ple living in the same community, can in this way in­
crease the tendency towards identical behaviotir rather 
than decrease it, that the members of a group should 
have similar rules should not surprise us; for the same 
reason it might also be s~tid that it should not be terribly 
interesting to us. \Vhat is interesting is that, despite the 
nature of the data resourceR, dissimilarities continue to 
prevn.i1, distinguishing one individual from another. As 
history has shown us, the linguistic habits in any geo­
graphical area can change beyond recognition in tl~e 
course of time. No norm, in however much detail it 
may be specified, can block this tendency to maintain 
diversity which cha.racterises all group linguistic beha­
viour. 

A pen:;on's abi]jty to 'understand' another person's 
speech is not in itself proof that they share the snme 

system. Before talking further about this point, let we 
hasten to add that if having the same system ensures 
understandina there could be no acts of misunderstand-o' 
ing in communities which are allegedly homogeneous in 
their speech behaviour. Understanding depends on'' a 
variety of factors, but system equivalence need not be 
one of them. It is reasonable to assume that communi­
cability rests on the listening participants' natural skill 

: . . -_,: 
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to construct simultaneous sentences of their own, against 
which they may map the speaking participants' sentences. 
A one-to-one correspondence between these two is rarely 
achieved. That we construct our own sentences simul­
taneously is proven by the way in which we often fail 
to hea,r things in the utterance which we do not expect 
to hear, and by the manner in which we often complete 
the speaker's utterances for him, particularly when he is 
slow and deliberate (sometimes with disa,strous results!). 

This idea that simultaneous sentence con!"truction 
is a necessary act in communication episodes seems more 
a,cceptn,ble than the belief that communication depends 
on the availability of a shared common core. It is a tru­
ism that the most important requirement in verba,l 
communication is the availability of a shared lexicon 
which contains sufllcient clues for contextualization. In 
speech comruunities people develop their lexicons as verb­
al references for things, events, actions, etc. in order to 
talk about them. \Vhile, in the nature of language as we 
know it, grammar and lexis are inseparably welded toge­
ther, people can get much farther with words n.lone than 
v;ith grammatical patterns alone. vVhere the matter that 
is being communicated- that is to say, the topic of con­
versation- is straightforward enough not to lead to more 
than one interpretation, it is often possible to get by 
with the lexicon, without regard for language-specific 
grammatical organization. I use the phrase •language­
specific' advisedly; if the nature of human reasoning and 
the human ability to think in construction, etc. are reflec­
ted in the organization of human language, it would be 
impossible to utter a completely ungrammatical sentence, 
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that is totally contrary to the humanness of the human 
speaker: the features we refer to as errors are langnage­
speci~c. (Language, here nmy mean the individual's bng, 
uage In my sense or a communal language in the gra, 
mmarian's sense: this does not matter for the present 
argmnent.) 

·Bus-tell-where' •where-bus-tell', and •where-tell-
bus' ar tt ' • a· ' e sentences" which are unlike any correspon mg 
sentences spoken by any Englishman. They are, there, 
fore, ungrammatical with reference to the speech behavi, 
our of the English. These "sentences", however, n.re not 
communicatively inefficient, for it is conceivable that the 
addressee would "understand" the implication of such a:n. 
utteranc A / · · h" b · e. totally unambiguous message 1s one w Ic IE:! 

contextualizable only in one way. Such a message nmy be 
regarded as one which has the fullest amount of under, 
standab·l· l · th" · 1 1ty. •Bus-where-tPl ', etc., m Is sense, contan.l. 
tlU.ff . · 

IClent informa,tion with whiCh the hearer may 
construct a situation. Such a situation need not be pbysi, 
cally Present; if it is not physically present, it must be con, 
~tructable on the strength of the situational information 
1n th 
t e message. The sentence that the hearer may cons, 
r~ct simultaneously with the bearing of this utterance 
:.

1 1 be his own and if the bearer is an Englisbmn,n, 
t~s sentence wili hardly be like the one he receives fro1n 
. 8 speaker. This is an instance which exemplifies the 
lrrelev . . 

d ance of a shared, language-spemfic grammar 1n. 
or er t . . 

0 engage in commumcatlve acts. 

In order to expand some notions I hold with regard 
~ 0 Understanding, and more particularly, to understand, 
mg sentences which are deviant from the point of view 
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of the hearer, I wish to repeat here very briefly the results 
of a rather crude test I have already talked about in De 
Silva (1970). Out of some two hundred people questioned, 
everyone understood the utterance 'me-town-going-bus 
-where-stop-tell' to mean that the speaker wanted to go 
to town and was asking for the bus stop. To the same 
people was put the utterance 'me-brother-rat-kill'. All 
but four people interpreted this to have an SVO order 
as "my brother-kill-rat" (Tense, number, etc. were left 
vague). These persons had been required to give their 
responses immediately after the utterance had been made. 
The 'brother-kill-rat' interpretation was received in 
terms of this requirement. The four people who gave 
different interpretation took longer time: three of them 
took about forty-five seconds and interpreted the uttera~ 
nee as 'rat-kill-my brother'; the fourth one took about 
three minutes and gave the fascinating interpretation 
'my brother is a rat. Kill him!' 

What is the moral of this story? Where the uttera~ 
nee contains sufficient information, given via the shared 
lexis, etc., for the hearer to make suitable situational 
constructs, the simultaneous sentences he constructs 
would provide unambiguous understanding. In this act of 
understanding he disregard::; or ignores the deviances in 
the speaker's utterance. Where the speaker's sentence is 
deviant from the point of view of the hearer's grammar 
the preceptive hearer may, depending on how obviou~ 
the deviances are, recognize the presence of such devia~ 
noel;!; he may, if his memory is as good as his perception 
also identify the exact places in the phonetic sequen ' 

h . h . ce 
w IC are phonetically, phonologically or grammatically 
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deviant. Not every person can, however, repen,t :1 devi­
ant sentence as he hears it, particularly if the devi::tnces 
are more subtle than the ones I have tnJkcd ::tbont. rrhe 
hearer's inability to reproduce all deviant sentences does 
not depend entirely on the subtlety of the deviances; it 
stems, at least partly, from his preoccup::ttion with the 
simultaneous construction of his own sentences n,s a 
necessa.l'y requirement for understanding. 

Unlike the 'bus stop' utterrmce, 'me-brother-rat­
kill' does not contain sufficient situational information 
to facilitate a unanimous interpretation. Where situn.­
tional information is negn.tive or insufficient, a great 
deal of similarity between the input sentence and the 
hearer's simultaneous construct would be essential to 
yield ::tn acceptable interpretation. Any sentence that au 
Englishman would construct to correspond to the uttera­
·nce 'me-brother-rat-kill' would be of the SVO order 

' with the subject-object relationship reflected by their 
positions on either side of the verb. People who are used 
to interpreting NVN as SVO would naturally find NNV 
an ambiguous construction. Why, then, did ninety-eight 
per cent of the people tested give an interpretation which 
would reflect the S VO order as 'my brother-kill-rat'? ]t 

seems to be the case that, in making simultaneous sentP­
nce constructions in order to interpret deviant sentences, 
people only make the minimum disto1'tion to the input 
~entence: one might call this the politeness consideration 
m sentence interpretation in so far as the hearer does the 
lP::tst 'danmge' to the speaker's sentence; more seriously 
spen,king, however, it might be all that the hearer cn.u 
do in simultaneous interpretation, clue to lack of time 
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for more considered and thonght out interpretations. rrhe 
minimum change that can be made in 'me-brother-rat­
kill' to provide an SVO order is to move 'rat' to the 
position after 'kill'. Notice that those four persons who 
gave other interpretations took longer time: 'rat-kill­
my brother' took about a minute and the one person who 
gave a very complex interpretation took much longer. 

Although the hearers' interpretation favoured 'my 
brother-kill-rat', we do not know what the speaker actu­
ally meant. v"lhere situational information is lacking, 
some language-specific gramatical similarity between the 
input sentence and the hearer's construction would help 
greatly . .,Where situational information is present, such 
grammatical similarity would not be of paramount 
importance. \Vhen, for instance, the two hundred persons 
that were tested as above were told that 'me brother­
rat-kill' was uttered with a dead rat in hand, they all 
interpreted the SVO order to be 'niy brother-kill-rat' 
unambiguously. Most verbal behaviour takes place in 
situationally definable circumstances. Uncontextualizable 
utterances are very rare indeed. The need for grammati­
cal identity as a communication requirement is, there­
fore, never very great. 

I hope I have succeeded in showing in the above 
paragraphs that the presence of a langu!lge-speci:fic ~com­
mon core' (outside of lexis) is not always a necessary re­
quiremPnt of communication. (Let me hasten to add that 
my hypothesis is not based on just two funny utterances; 
it is not relevant to produce all my test examples in this 
essay.) This is perhaps a convenient point to examine 
the term 'competence' as introduced by Chomsky (1965) 
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and developed in various >mys by others (e.g. C::tmpboll 
and vVales 1970; Hymes, mimo; LePage, 1973). I h::tve 
said above that, in closely welded societies, individuals, 
by virtue of the availability of the same data resources 
(and other factors), learn to speak more and more like 
one another, and that, yet, diversity persists. The total 
competence that each person has for producing, interpre­
ting and assessing utterances is not necessarily the same 
as anyone else's in that community. Quite rightly, no one 
who has described the notion 'competence' bas found tho 
need to invoke the hypothesis that competence is comm­
unally derived or shared; for all of them competence means 
nothing more than the ind·ividual's ability. By invoking 
the belief t.hat languages in specific communities have 
homogeneous bases, they do, however, imply that each 
person's competence is, by and large, representative of 
the competences within the community as a whole. Chom­
sky's competence is, unlike the Saussurean concept of 
'language', an individualistic one; and as one writer 
puts it, 

The distinction between competence and performance in 
language is sometimes thought to be the same as, or simi­
lar to, de Saussure's between 'language' and 'pcrole'. But 
this is not so. His distinction was between one's stock of 
linguistic materials and the utterances that could be com­
posed out of them. To suppose that this is similar to the 
distinction between competence and performance is like 
treating distinction between dough and loaves as similar 
to that between the ability to bake and baking. 

(Cooper 1975: p. 28) 

Chomsky's definition of competence is very non­
Saussurean in that competence has been shown every-
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where to be the individual's ability rather than a collec· 
tive, social ability. Notice a few of his definitions: 
(My italics) 

Every speaker of a language has mastered and internalized 
a generative grammar that expresses his knowledge of his 
lauguage. 

(Chomsky 1965: p. 8) 

A distinction must be made between what the speaker of 
a language known implicitly (what we may call his compe· 
tence) and what he does (his performance). 

(Chomsky 1969: p. 9) 

On the basis of a limited experience with the data of 
speech, each normal human has developed for himself a 
thorough competence of his native language. 

(Chomsky 1964: p. 8-9) 

Despite this individualist character of competence, 
Chomsky himself does, however, draw our attention, al· 
though with some qualifiication, to the similarity between 
de Saussure's langue-parole dichotomy and his own 
dichotomy of competence and performance (Chomsky 
1965, p. 4). It is a legitimate question to ask "·hy Chom­
skY felt any need for seeing some comparability between 
de Saussure's sociological notions and his own mentali­
stic notions. r:I.'he answer to such a question, it seems to 
111e, is a simple one. Although the notion of competence 
way imply an individual's mastery of his lingui.stic rules, 
Chomsky obviously wanted to see a social basis or social 
justification for it which would incorporate the notion of 
homogeneous community- a notion that is very impor· 
tant in his theory. More regard has been paid to the ho­
wogeneity of the community than to the individuality of 
competence in all Chomskian grammars (and any other 
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grammars) that have hitherto been written. Had the in­
dividual character of competence been the theme of lingui­
stic investigation, the difference between competence and 
performance might not have emerged as very significant, 
and, there might not have been a necessary connection 
between the individual's competence and the so-called 
deep structure of 1the language' which his competence is 
said to portray. 

The question has not yet been answered n.s to how 
far it is reasonable to delve in order to discover the deep 
structure of a language. Lyons's use of the term 'common 
core' is perhaps synonymous with the term 1deep structu­
re'. In order to arrive at the deep structure of, say, 
Tamil, it would be necessary to set up a neutral base in 
which the vertical and horizontal, or stylistic and diale­
ctal, differences would be greatly reduced. Just as spati­
al diversity has to be, in some sense, got rid of, one 
might argue that temporal diversity ought likewise to be 
wiped out in this exercise. A base or deep structure from 
which all Tamil dialects may be derived by the addition 
of variable rules of a more superficial kind, may eqnally 
be the base from which several historical strata of Tamil 
might be derived. Despite this situation, it is the case 
that, while all dialects are said to be of the sa,me langu­
age, the basis of which all speakers possE'ss, not all histo­
rical strata are said to be derivable from the same base 
(unless this base is a very abstract one indeed). The 
question that has not been answered satisfactorily is, 
how far back is it legitimate to go in the history in sett­
ing up a deep structure for a language that would be 
meaningful in relation to the speaker's competences? 



The Notions of Linguistic Community 77 

It so happens that the languages of which the deep 
structures are sought after by the linguist are languages 
identified as a whole, by the people who do so for a var­
iety of reasons. Labels such as 'they speak the same 
language' are not necessarily linguistic labels but reper­
cussions of the social, political, cultural, economic and 
religious thinking of the people. The linguist must, indeed, 
respect the people's wish to identify their verbal behaviour 
and label them; he must not, however, interpret the peo­
ple's beliefs as scientific statements which are linguist­
ically factual. 

The question as to how many strata of 'the langu­
age' the competence of the 'native speaker' should be 
able to generate is an important one, particularly when 
we consider the diglossic situations in question. It so 
happens that, as I shall show in more detail later, the 
high varieties in all three communities under survey 
have been resurrected from the linguistic behaviour of 
several centuries ago. The natives of each of these 
communities believe that the high variety is part of their 
language; some of them, in fact, believe the high >ariety 
to be the real language of \Yhich the spoken counterparts 
:ue inadequate renditions. If we attempt to set up our deep 
structures with a view to accommodating the beliefs of 
the native speakers ( - this being what the grammarian 
seems to do all the time), we have to write our grammars 
to generate sevaral centmies of linguistic usage (or, more 
precisely, the usages of the thirteenth, fourteenth and 
twentieth centuries ) simultaneously from the same deep 
structnre. This is precisely what William Bright (1970) 
suggested as a treatment of Kannada phonology. Bright's 
suggestion, in brief, is this: the high variety is more 
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complex in grammar and phonology. If the underlying 
structure were taken to be more similar to this complex 
structure, then the low variety could be derived from it by 
simple deletion rules. Simplicity would not be the only 
achievement; such a statement would have a historical 
validity as well. This approach that Bright proposes have 
several drawbacks. If historical justifiability is a valid con­
sideration in setting up deep structures, why stop at the 
thirteenth century? vVhy not make the grammar generate 
all known strata of 'the language' from the earliest histo­
rical beginnings of the eommunity:- In addition to this 
arbitrariness of choice (notice that this corresponds to the 
arbitrariness of choice in the creation of diglossias) there 
is the further, and even more significant drawback, 
namely, that such an approach somehow seems to favour 
languages whose historical antecedents are known: ~Yonld, 
for instance, a deep structure written for a language 
whose history is not clearly known, be comparatively 
more tentative~ There is the other theoretical conside­
ration, namely, that a deep structure which may predict 
several centuries of linguistic behaviour in a community 
may also, by the very nature of its rules, be able to gene­
rate linguistic phenomena belonging to quite rlifferent 
communities. From the rules written for, say, rramil, it 
would be possible to derive Malayalam and other Dravi­
dian languages of Sonth India as well as some non­
Dravidian ones. 

If the membership of a community shared an idea­
lised grammar for their speech production, speech inter­
pretation and speech assessment, the competence of each 
member must resemble that of every other member of 
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th::tt community. The indi vidtmlity of competence, how­
ever, contmclicts such a hypothesis, and renders compe­
tence, and homogeneity two concepts whose relationship 
cannot be taken for granted in linguistic studies. In spite 
of the much repeated assertion that individuals master 
the correct gramm::tr from exposure to limited and often 
incorreet data, the nature of ::tn individual's competence 
seems to depend, to a large extent, on the amount of 
exposure he has had to linguistic clata. I.Jet us take one 
simple example consisting of the three sentences 'Give it 
to me', 'Give me it' and 'Give it me'. All so-called n::tti­
ve speakers of English c::tn say 'Give it to me', and may 
be said to have a rule to generate it. Many can sa.y 'Give 
me it' a.nd it may be sa.id that most, but not a.ll, have a 
rule to generate it. Only some c::tn say 'Give it me'; a 
good many English speakers, then, do not have a rule 
for it. After living in area.s where 'Give it me' is a possi­
ble sentence, those whose rules could not generate it 
earlier learn to sa.y it and thereby extend their rule reper­
toire. It may be argued that this is a surface rule, but 
when we ::tre not sure hmv deep we should delve (see 
above) the deepsurface dichotomy becomes less clear-cut. 
I think this was, in part, the linguistic essence of Bern­
stein's original position also. 

What does all this meen for diglossia and literacy? 
In the diglossias under survey, the mere availability of 
a norm specified in great detail does not prevent perfor­
mance diversity at all levels. My observations in the pre­
vious chapter and elsewhere (De Silva 1974a) would illu­
strate this. There are several lessons we can learn from 
these diglossic communities. When a person who has 
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learnt some mode of verbal behaviour, or, if preferred, one 
kind of rule schema, is exposed to further or different 
dimensions of behaviour, he acquires those new modes, 
at least partly, in a form affected by the mode which 
was already known to him at the time of learning; this 
does not account for all types of diversity that prevail 

. in linguistic behaviour but it contributes to the perpetua­
tion of diversity in a significant way. rrhis is, of course, 
the old notion of interference, but I am using it here in 
a wider sense, to suggest tha.t interference of the known 
(tentative) behaviour is a factor that affects the indivi­
dual's learning, even within his own community. 'Vriting 
is perhaps one of the most careful acts of linguistic per­
formance. It may, therefore, be suggested that diversity 
in the grammar, etc. in the written usage, which would 
reflect varying degrees of destance from the specified 
norm, is closely linked with competence diversity. Where 
specified norms or models have functional limitations 
such that the behaviour episodes in terms of that model 
could never match in quantity or frequaency tbP. perfor­
rr•"!.nce phenomena in terms of functionally more produc­
tive varieties, a performance bPhaviour which would be 
an exn.ct replication of the specified norm would be very 

difficult to acquire. 

The individual's rule repertoire is an ever-evolving 
thing. As 1 have said earlier, such evolution depends on 
the amount of exposure to linguistic usage. If a parti­
cular type of usage does, by its very natm·e fail to provide 
sufficient data to outwe1gh in bulk other data to which 
the individual may have access, the individual can rarely 
use it to its fullest extent. The imposition by the society 
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of such a usage which, by nature, is delimited in scope, 
can have an inhibiting influence on the learner, making 
him feel insecure in the domains, for the free expression 
in which, this alien form is the one to nse. 

What I have attempted to show is that, outside of 
the social pressures, there is no justification, particularly 
linguistic justification, for the maintenance of diglossia. 
The high variety, in its specified norm, rarely matches 
the individuals' competence, and the reasons for this, 
which I have briefly outlined above, are justifiable ones. 
Should the society demand a norm-like accuracy from 
the learners in such a situation? A careful dialogue on 
this subject would be sociologically and sociolinguisti­
cally a worthy one to conduct. 



6. N.A. TIVISM, PURISM; 
RELATIVE STABILITY OF 

DIGLOSSIC SITUATIONS 

In the prececding cbapterR, I bn.vA implied that one 
reason for the insufficient skill shown by people in their 
attempts to perform in compliance with specified high 
variety norms is the distance between the high variety in 
~uestion and their nRnal spoken langun.ge: this distrM1ce 
lS not merely a formal one of synchronic nature; it n,Jso 
reflects several centuries of cbronologicrLl distance. The 
major factor that bas motivated the recovery of such an 
obsolete form of langunge as a model of excellence for 
prestigious usn.ge is nativism and, its offshoot, purism. I 
propose to exemplify this in this chapter with some 
landmarks in the case history of Sinhalese diglossia., 
drawing parallels from othPr diglosE~ias, where applicable, 
in order to -establish the general propertie~ of commu­
nity attitudes which give rise to linguistic cleavSJges. 
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All South Asian diglossias are products of a revival 
of learning uncler the influence of classicn.l moclels. In 
this ren~issance, men of letters were required to perform 
in the linguistic form characteristic of the chosen Augu­
stan model. In matters of dispute, the Tamils have lear­
nt to look upto the Toll~appiyarn, compiled in the fifth 
century A. D. The Kannadigas trace their high variety 
of language to the works of the thirteenth century, via 
Keshiraja's grammar, Sa.bdama~.ida1·p~a. In Telugu, 
the best classical tradition was seen in the poetical works 
of the period eleventh to fourteenth century, and in order 
to elucidate the grammar of these works, a compendium 
called the B(ilav?/al~a?·a.narmt was written in the nineteen-. . 
th century. The Sinhalese look upto the thirteenth and 
fourteenth centuries as the period of literary excellence 
and regard such books as the Amavatura., Bnt .. ~a?·a~a. and 
Saddhrtnna?·atnava.liya to be representative of this excel­
lence; the thirteenth cemtury grammatical work known 
as the Sidcdsanga?·ava is regarded as the classical exposi­
tion of the grammar of those works. 

As shown above, each of these communities had, by 
the ad vent of the present century, a compendium of 
grammatical rules which served as a reference work and 
facilitated the renaissance. It is to examine the motiva­
tions for this renaissance that I wish to devote this 
chapter. 

vYhere communities revive older forms of their 
~own langun,ge' for literary (and other formal ) purposes, 
they do so for reasons that are different from those 
which motivate the choice of a foreign language as the 
high variety. Before a community make~:~ effort~ to adopt 
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an archaic form of language for literary n,nd for formn.I 
purposes, thn,t archaic language must be available in some 
describable form; but, not all communities in the world 
which can lay claims to such a heritn,ge hn,ve ehosen to 
revive it for prestigious usage. What, then, is the moti­
vation for this choice? The primary motivation that leads 
a community to resurrect n,n older form of lnngun,ge n,s 
the model of excellence is contained in the anthropologist's 
concept, nativism. All diglossic communities in South 
Asia may be seen as situations characteri;r,ed by properties 
of nativistic revivalism, which Kroeber (HJ"JS) describes 
as follows: 

After two societies have come int0 sufficiently close contact 
for one to feel the other as definitely more populous, 
stronger, or better equipped, so that its own culture is in 
a Process of being supplanted by the other, a conscious 
Preservation effort or defence is produced. Such reactions 
have been called nativistic endeavours or revivals. They 
envelop with a sort of halo the culture that is passing 
away, and attempt to reaffirm or re-establish it, or parts 
of it. (p. 437) 

Nativism when mobili;r,ed attemptR to repln,cP. foreign 
elements with native elemf'nts; in thiR n.ct, the nativiRt is 
not necesRarily governed by the qualitative differences 
between different la,yers or varieties of native elements. 
~he choice of 1beRt of native culture' as opposed to 1na­
ti.ve culture' per se is an extension of the process of nati­
VIsa.tion and it is motivated by puristic endeavours. 
Purism is, indeed an offshoot of nativism and is often . ' 
assoCiated with it, but while the nativist chooses to re-
place what might be called a foreign culture with his 
own, the purist advocates the use of 1nothing but the 
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best' of the nn,tive culture as he defines it. Nativistic 
endeavours n,re nationally (or communally) unifying. 
Puristic endeavours may, however, separate the protn:go­
nists of general nativistic revival from the puristic revi­
valists anclmay, thus, serve, instead, as a divisive force. 
Nativism operates at the national or communal <macro­
level'; purism is a 'micro-level' activity. v\Thile I shall 
not make an undue effort in this chapter to distinguish 
between these two closely related forces, I hope it 
will be elen.r from my historical narration which events 
are puristic and which are non- puristic in the nativistic 
endeavours in question. 

There is evidence of a diglossia,-like behaviour 
even n.s early as the Old India period. Chatterji (1960), 
Pischel (1965), and others, have conjectured that Classi­
cal 8:-tnskrit is the prodnc.t of a revivalist activity, which 
arose as a countermea,sure against the onslaught of non­
Indo-A ryan influences on the Aryan people's linguistic 
habits, and culminated in the writing of Panini's gram­
mar. The Sn.nskrit language, which sorrounds the A~tii­
dhyii)'i. nnd the language of the vedic literature, which 
wn.~ probfi.bly akin to a populn.r usa.ge, show distinct 
dissimiln.rities that point to A. diglossia-like relation­
ship. Effects of na.tivism are very clear in the evolution 
of Sanskrit in this way. Notice also the prestige in 
which Sanskrit was held in the Prakrit age, even in the 
further south where the spoken languages were predomi­
nantly Dravidian. Regarding the prestigious revival of 
Sanskrit, in otherwise Prakrit-speaking communities. 
Burrow (1973) says, 
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After the Christian era Sanskrit too began to appear in 
inscriptions, at first in competition with Prakrit, and 
finally in exclusive use. The inscription of Rudradaman 
(A.D. 150) marks the victory ofSanskrit in one part of 
India. In the South Prakrit remained in use longer and 
was not finally ousted by Sanskrit until the fourth or fifth 
century A. D. Eventually the use of Prakrit was disconti­
nued entirely and from the Gupta period to the Moham­
medan invasion Sanskrit - admittedly often incorrect 
Sanskrit - remained in exclusive use. (p. 58) 

Some reasons for the choice of Sanskrit for prestigious 
use are given by Burrow: 

The growing predominance of Sanskrit as opposed to Pra­
krit in the period succeeding the Christian era can be 
attributed to two reasons, one ideological and one practi­
cal. In the Maurya period the heterodox religions of 
Buddhism and Jainism had attained such influence as to 
threaten the exi!:tence of the old Brahmanical order. In the 
su~ceeding peri0d, beginning with the usurpation ofPusya­
mitra (c. 188 B.C.), ·a reaction set in and there began a 
gradual decline of these systems in the face of victorious 
orthodoxy. This change in the. religious atmosphere was 
reflected in language, and Sanskrit, associated with the 
traditional Vedic religion gained ground at the expense of 
Prakrit. · · The practical reason was that Sanskrit offered a . 

~nJted language for the whole of India. In the early 
Middle Indian period the differences between the various 
local vernaculars were not so great as to preclude mutual 
understanding, but even at this period Asoka found it nece­
ssary to engrave his edicts in three different dialects. With 
the progress of time the differences between the local 
dialects grew greater, so that Sanskrit became a necessary 
bond for the cultural unity of India. Furthermore the 
Prakrits were unstable and subject to continual change 
through the centuries. Any literary language established on 
the basis of a vernacular rapidly became obsolete. The 
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traditional Prakrits in the latter period were as artificial 
as Samkrit, and did not have the advantage of its universal 
appeal and utility. For such reasons alo11e Sanskrit was 
the only form of language which could serve as a national 
language in Ancient India, whose cultural unity, far more 
influential and important than its political disunity, rend· 
ercd such a language essential. {op. cit. P· 59-60) 

I have quoted from Burrow at some length, firstl:y, 
to illustrate some of the motivation~ for choosing a high 
language, and secondly, to show the antiquity of dig­
lassie behaviour in the subcontinent. India illustrates 
that, everything else being equal, diglossia once esta­
blished remains so through the ages distinguishing the 
prestigious from tho ordinary n.nd shifting thA linguistic 
focal points n.ccording to how prestige is defined Despite 
hybridir.n.tion, norms keep being specified. 

Although, for ren.son~ that Burrow outlines, Sans­
krit was revived aR the prestigious language of the coun­
ll'y, later SFLnskrit differ!'! in many ways from earlier 
Sanskrit at all levels. N otiM that in one of the above 
quotations Burrow himself uses thA expression 1incorrect 
S!mskrit', that is, incorrect in so far as the Pn.ninian 
norm bas not been fully met. These errors are largely 
a result of the intPrference of the vernaculars. Referring 
to Buddhist Hybrid Sn.nskrit which is one such1incorrect' 
usage, Edgerton (1953) makes the following comment, 
focussing on its hybrid character which arises out of 
vernacular interference: 

The most striking peculiarity of this language is that from 
the very beginning of its tradition as we know it (that is, 
according to the mss. we have), and increasingly as time 
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went on, it was modified in the direction of standard Sans­
krit, while still retaining evidences of its Middle Indic ori­
gin. In all its texts, even the oldest .. Sanskritisms are 
constantly presented cheek by jowl with Middle Indic 
forms, and often with hybrids which are neither one nor 
the other. These Sanskritisms are much too common to be 
comparable with stray Sanskrit loan-words or loan-forms 
which may have been occassionally adopted in many a 
genuine Middle Indic vernacular. (p. 4) 

Burrow and Pischel make similar comments on the 
hybrid character of the la,ter Sanskrit usage, even with­
in the Brahmanical tradition. All these point to the diffi­
culties in maintaining full normative accuracy in usa,ges 
which are superposed upon communities, to function, for 
whatever reason, as varieties of language distinct from 
the normal vernacular usages that people adhere to in 
their daily verbal behaviour. Where the specified norms 
are not followed to their fullest extent the norms them-

' selves get to be reinterpreted in the course of time. Such 
changes are, however, not tolerated by the purist. Puri­
stic endeavours are designed to ensure that the venerable 
classical traditions are maintained despite the users' 
inability to follow them at all times. 

In the diglossias under survey there is an inherent 
paradox: the variety of language that is believed to be 
inferior, incorrect and inelegant invariably tends to en­
croach upon the superior, correct an elegant model pres­
cribed for high usage, while the reverse does not always 
happen. Any stable separation of the two is only possible 
where the notion of prestige is differently interpreted so 
that the usage in the vernacular tradition is not reckoned 
to be an inferior activity. Swiss diglossia 1s. an instance 
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of this sort. In Swib:erland, Swiss German is not regar­
ded as inferior to the so-called Standard German or 
mainland Gerrn:.un: they are treated as two sepemte usa­
ges with parity of status. The most convenient way to 
illustrate how prestige is defined in Swiss diglossia wou­
ld be to quote at some length from Moulton (1962). Con­
trast this account with the attitudes and behaviour obta­
ining in the diglossias of the subcontinent. 

Every adult speaker is fully conscious of the distinction 
between standard and dialect, even though some do not 
control the standard very well. Further, the more edu­
cated and sophisticated a speaker is, the more he tries to 
make the distinction between standard and dialect as sharp 
and clc::tr as possible ... This complete awareness of the 
distinction between dialect and standard is reflected in a 
number of Phenomena which seem to be unique to Swiss 
diglossia. Scholarly interest by the Swiss in the analysis 
and description of their many local dialects extends back 
over a century and a half. beginning with the work of 
Franz Joseph Stalder. In 1862, motivated partly by a mis­
taken fear that dialect speech was on its way toward extin­
ction, work was begun on a fare more ambitious national 
dialect dictionary. theSchwelzerlsches /dlotlkon. Publication 
began in 188 I. and is still continuing; it is carried on by 
a full-time staff of scholars in Zurich. A landmark in the 
history of dialectol0gy-whether in Switzerland or else· 
where-was the Publication in I 876 of J. Winteler's Die 
Kerenzer Mundart des Kantons Glarus (Leipzig & Heidel­
berg 1876), a work which to a considerable extent antici­
pated modern phonemics and even the theory of the over· 
all pattern. The 20th century has seen the publication of 
large numbers of dialect descriptions, notably the 20 
volumes of the Beltrage zur Schwe/zerdeutschen Grammatlk 
(Frauenfeld, 1910·1941), edited by the late Albert Bach· 
mann; and the 11 volumes-to date-of the Beitrage zur 
schwelzerdeutschen Mundartforschung (Frauenfeld, 1941 ff.) 
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edited by Rudolf Hotzenko.::herle, Bachmann's successor 
at the University of Zurich. As l was writing the first ver­
sion of this paper, 1 received a prospectus announcing that 
the first volume of a linguistic atlas of German switzer­
land, edited by Hotzenkocherle, would soon be off the 
press. 

Works of this type, written for a scholarly audience, prove 
only that the distinction between standard and dialect in 
Swiss diglossia is clearly recognized by Swiss scholars. But 
there are other signs that this awareness extends through­
out the whole population. As early as I 921 there appeared 
a textbook written specifically to teach the local dialect: 
Karl Stucki, Schweizerdeutsch: Abriss e/ner Grammatik mit 
Laut-und Formen/ehre (Ziirich, 1921). (There is, of course, 
no such dialect as "Schweizerdeutsch ", what Stucki's book 
teaches is Zurich German). This was followed in 1948 by 
Albert Weber. Zurichdeutsche Grammatik (Zurich, 1948), 
a work which bears the significant subtitle: Ein Wegweiser 
zur guten Mundart ("A Guide to Good Dialect"). I do 
not know whether this book found the wide popular audi· 
ence which its author hoped it would. But I do find it 
highly significant that the publisher (Schweizer spiegel 
Verlag) was sufficiently encouraged by its sales to follow 
it with several more hooks of the same sort. A guide to 
good Lucerne dialect was published in 1960 (Ludwig 
Fischer, Luzerndeutsche Grammatik); this was followed in 
1961 by a "Zurich German Dictionary for School & Home" 
(Albert Weber and Jacques M Biichtold, Ziirichdeutsches 
Worterbuch fur Schute ur.d Haus); and a combined grammar 
and dictionary of the dialect of the canton of Zug has 
been announced for the near future. 

I mention these various w.Jrks because I gather they would 
be inconceivable in the other diglossias which Ferguson 
describe3. But there is more to come During the 1940's 
there was a succes~ful "Swiss German School" in Zurich, 
where Aus/ands-schweizer (native Swiss who have spent 
most of their lives abroad) and foreigr.crs could learn how 



Relative Stability of Diglossic Situations 

to speak the local dialect. This was desirable from a so­
cial point of view, since only dialect is spoken at norm~l 
social gatherings, whether of humble folk or of the cock­
tail set. But- a very significant point - it was also neces­
sary for more practical reasons. Any candidate for citizen­
ship in the canton of Zurich -and, thereby, for federal 
citizenship-is required, as an earnest of his intentions, to 
demonstrate at least some knowldge of local dialect. Again 
I gather that such a thing would be inconceivable in other 
diglossias. 

All of the things I have described are clear evidence that 
the diglossia of German specking switzerland is extemely 
stable. (p. 133-135) 

9\ 

Moulton's paper makes very interesting reading in 
that it describes the attitudes in a diglossic community 
which does not categorize the linguistic varieties involved 
along a scale of prestige. Purism, obviously, is not a fea­
ture n.mongst these attitudes. Co~trast this with the puri­
stic attitude embodied in the following statements which 
I quote in translation from Sinhalese: 

Is there a grammar in colloquial usage? The correct answer· 
is that there is not (D.V.R. de Silva 1961: p. 97) 

Every language has two styles. The written style is one; 
the colloquial style is the other. The gap between the two 
is different in different languages. In Sinhalese it is fairly 
wide. However, the written style expresses greater erudi­
tion and is more grammatical. (Vitarana, 1969) 

Having thus contrasted the nativistically and puri­
stic:-~.lly motivated diglossias of ours with at least one 
other type of diglossia, and having establiohed that diglo­
ssia-like behaviour is as old in South Asia as the Indo­
Aryan origins, T now move on to describe the Sinhalese 
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case history. As I have said before, in all diglossias 
under survey, the high varieties are resurrected classical 
usages. It is the motivations for such resurrection that 
I wish to examine here. 

Why were nativistic endeavours necessary in these 
situations? All these communities have suffered foreign 
domination, one effect of which has been the enthroning 
of the language of the masters as the vehicle of govern­
ment and education. In the case of Sinhalese, the effects 
of colonialism were seen from the early fifteen hundreds 
for some three and a half centuries. It is significant to 
note that, barring some war ballads, no serious literature 
was written in Sinhalese for about two hundred years 
from the Portuguese invasion in 1505. Although govern­
ment announcements meant for the general public were 
written in Sinhalese from time to time, the grammal', 
vocabulary and the whole style of those documents con­
tained a vernacular flavour, which gave them a different 
character from the classical literary works. Had the style 
of these writings been taken as a landmark in the evolu­
tion of the literary language in conformity with the spo­
ken language, Sinhalese might have emerged without the 
cleavage that prevails today. There was, however, the 
need for restoring the culture of the Sinhalese that had 
been submerged during these centuries. The activities of 
the first movement to regain cultural independence might 
be called the early beginnings of nativism in the Sinha­
lese community. 

What was the state of affftirs at the time the reviva­
list movement began? Buddhism, which had been vertu­
ally the symbol of the Sinhalese nation, had been denied 
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its plftce as the state religion. Customs and manners 
which had characterised the Sinhalese way of life had 
been ccorrupted'. The Sinhalese had taken to drinking 
and gambling, vices which n.re gener::tlly attributed to 
Portuguese influence. Oriental learning, pn.rticularly the 
learning of Sinhalese and the Sanskrit classics, had 
declined owing to the loss of prestige that such education 
had enjoyed before. The Ayurvedic medical system had 
been replaced by western medicn.l practices so that people 
of n.ll levels had started developing a preference for the 
western system. The loss, in this way, of all the salient 
chn.racteristics of the nation, needed to be rectified as a 
prerequisite to establishing national independence. The 
first independence movements were geared tow::trds these 
ideals. It is significant that the nationalist groups that 
hold the destiny of the island's politics even today are the 
custodians of these symbols of the Sinhalese nationhood: 
I refer to the Sinhalese school teachers, Buddhist monks 
and the Ayurvedic physicians who may be regftrded as 
the nationalist triumvirate. 

It was at a time irhen the nation's survival was in 
such jeopardy that the pioneer of the national revivalism 
started his campaign for the liberation of the Buddhist 
Sinhalese culture. He was none other than Valivita 
Pii)<;lapatika Asa.ral)asarai)U.' Sara I) ankara Sanghfllraja 
(1698-1778). Saral)ankara's aims were simple nativistic 
ones. He wanted Buddhism to be gra.nted it.s rightful pla­
ce; manners and customs which symbolised the nation to 
be re-estftblished; and the Sinhftlese language to be used 
for literary activity fllnd learning once again. The impor­
tant point is that Saral):.tnkara never specified the brand 
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of Buddhism, culture or language that be wanted revi­
ved. He was a nativist, but he certainly was not a purist. 
SaraiJ.ankara encouraged the learning of the Buddhist 
scriptures and classical Sinhalese texts; in order to faci­
litate the learning of the classics, he wrote commentaries. 
The language he used in his own writings was, however, 
different from the classical language and, like the langu­
age of the government documents, bore a great deal of 
resemblance to the colloquial language as far as we may 
reconstruct it from our knowledge of the history of 
Sinhalese. 

Saral).ankara, however, produced a very powerful 
band of scholars, with a ~astery of Sinhalese, Pali and 
Sanskrit, to take his lead to co~paign for national libe­
ration. With the discovery that the thirteenth and four­
teenth centuries constituted the Augustan age of ornate 
Sinhalese literature, these scholars aspired that, in order 
to make the renaissance effective, all literary activity 
should follow that model in every conceivable way. In 
terms of this aspiration, they campaigned, not merely for 
the use of Sinhalese as did their Guru, but for the use 
of classical grammar and idiom. Thus, the first stage of 
purism was born, as a development of Sa,ral).ankara's 
nativistic movement. 

In order to elucidate the grammar of classic::tl langu­
age, these scholars resorted to the Sidatsaiigarava. the 
thirteenth century handbook for the versifier, in the belief 
that it was a general grammar of the Sinhalese langu::tge. 
What is important for our purposes is not that the Sida­
tsanga?·ava is a compendium for the poet rath8r than the 
prose writer, but that there was some grammatical work 
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in which the revivalists could take refuge. Notice, as I 
have already said, that all South Asian diglossias have 
evolved \Yithin the availability of a reference grammar, 
even though the1·e may not be a causal connection. (The 
status of the Sidatsanga·rava has been dealt with in De 
Silva (1970b) and will .. not concern us at this point.) It is 
also \Yorth mentioning, ·whether it is significant or not, 
that all these reference grammars dealt largely with the 
lnnguage of poetry, as did the SidafsangarZtva, although 
the rnlc!=i were interpreted by the purists as suitable for 
wider use, including prose work, by the addition of a few 
fen.tures, particuhnly in morphology, to make them more 
general. 

Notice that, so far as I have narrated it, the Sinha­
lese situation follows the patte1·n of other diglossias in 
the subcontinent, particularly the Telugu situation emi­
nently desC'ribed by Krishnamurti (1976). Krishnamurti 
assumes tlmt the spoken and literary Telugu had already 
diverged by the eleventh century. In Sinhalese, one can 
see n.n (mrly divergence between the languages of prose 
and poetry, but there is little evidence to assume any dig­
lossia-like diversification. This is, however, unimportant 
for the present purpose. The important point is that, 
comparable with the Sinhalese situation, there was in 
Telugu an acceptn.nce of the language of the ea.rly poets 
as the model for all later writings. I have mentioned 
above that both the official records and the writings of 
Saral)a,nkara conformed to what might have been the 
spoken language of the day. A similar situation obtained 
in rrelugu, too, during the early period of revivalism. 
Referring to the books written in Telugu at that time 
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(which was later than Sinhalese revivalism), Krishnamurti 
points out that they were written in the same style as 
the ninteenth century local records, which showed some 
classical features, but was predominantly an educated 
colloquial variety. Just as it was left to Sara}) ankara's 
pupils to stage the campaign for pure cln.ssical usage, 
IW('n RO it wn.f.l 10ft, in rl'nlugu, Lo Cl.dnmLyltRHri n.n<l fifWC-

ral o£ his followers to codify the classical rules and make 
n.n impn.ct on tho ln,ngtmgo ILLLiLud.es of scholars in order 

to dcfencl tho classical usage. I dmw these comparisons 
from Krishnn.murti'f:l description of the Telugu situation. 
Similar compillrisona may be drn.wu elsewhere as well. 

From this point on, however, the 'l'elugu attitudes 
began to differ from the Sinhalese attitudes. In Sri l.Janlm, 
tho campaign for the classical usage was contributed to un­
animously by all men of Orientn,l learnincr in tho country. 
r 1 · . o 
I he teaching of Sinhalese, Pali and Sn.nskri t was first in 
the hands of Buddhist clergy and the ~:;umll number of 
vernacular teachers. They had a say in the preparation 
of syllabuses and teaching material. The school inspecto­
rate incbarge of vermwular education was drawn from am­
ongst the laymen who bad monastic learning backgrounds, 
There was, therefore, no occasion· to bn.ve a dialogue on 
the suitability or otherwise of the cla.ssical format, and 
the prestige with which it was held was never questioned. 
The situation in Telngu is different from this. With the 
leadership givon particularly by G. V. Apparao, P. 'I'. 
Sreeni vasa Iyengar and G. V. Ramn.murti, the rl'el ugu 
literati began to question the usefulness of the· puri~ts' 
position on language, especially in the ffLce of the writers' 
inability to perform in the classical idiom in full conformity 



Relative Stability of Diglossic Situations 97 

with the norm. This departure is a very significant one in 
that the origins of the present linguistic situation in the 
two communities may be traced back to it. 

It is not surprising that the vernacular schoolmasters 
were fully dedic:1ted to the classical tradition. I have alrea­
dy Rn.id thn.t tho nn.tionn.l lihern.tion movement was, and 
BLill is, mn.nned by the vernacular school terwherR, whoso 
suhjo0.t, nn.rn0ly t.hf' Sinhn,lese ln.ngnage, had been pushed 
asido hy tho JTIOJ'O proRtigions language of the foreign 
power of the day; tho prn.etitioners of indigenous medi­
cine, whoRO r.fforts had not been recognized amidst the 
advent of western medicine; and the Buddhist clergy who 
have always been regarded as the custodin,ns of Sinhalese 
culture. Of these three groups, most good indigenous 
physicin.ns have always been required to learn Sansl\:rit 
through which alone were the treatises on Ayurveda avai­
ln.ble to them; all Buddhist monks must learn Pali which 
is the language of the Buddhist canon; the linguistic back­
grounds of these two groups, therefore, went beyond the 
limits of the Sinha.lese language. However, the only 
equipment that the vernacular school teacher had to po­
ssess was a knowledge of the Sinhalese language. The sta­
tus of the vernR.cular language teacher has be_en inferior 
to the status of the 1subject' teachers and English langu­
age teachers. It is natural, therefore, that the vernacular 
teacher should defend his expertise, by mR.intaining it in 
its difficult form, making it a hard skill to achieve: the 
more difficult it is to lea.rn, the more specialist the teach­
er would be. The role of these incentives and motivations 
to compel the vernacular teacher to support the classical 
tradition would be considerable. 
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During the early times, literary activity was in the 
custody of a small number of elites. With the advent of 
the novel and the daily press the reading public increased 
in number very rapidly. With this popularization of the 
written word, the literary idiom slackened somewhat in 
the direction of the spoken language and consequently 
the writers began to experiment with the spoken idiom 
in appropriate contexts. The present situation is that all 
sentences within quotation marks in novels are generally 
written in spoken idiom while the rest of the narrative 
is predominantly cast in the classical format. The religi­
ous and literary controversies, too, contributed, during 
the second half of the nineteenth century, to the develop­
ment of the language of Sinhalese literature by allowing 
for the unchecked interference of the spoken grammar 
and idiom. Sarathchandra (1950) refers to this period as: 

a period of controversy which lasted for about half a 
century, the most important out come of which was it 
rendered the language a more plastic instrument for the 
use of the writers of pure fiction, who appeared at the 
beginning of the twentiech century. (p. 41-42) 

He also observes that : 

between the time of the last works of the classical period 
and the controversies, the language had undergone many 
changes, both grammaticaland otherwise and some of 
t?e older controversies provide us with example of the ear­
best attempts to write in the unsettled idiom of the day 

(p. 45) 

Although this period contributed to the breaking 
down of the rigid difference between the spoken and 
literary languages, the trend was reversed by the rise of 
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a second stn.gc of purism as a counteraction against the 
endency towards hybridisms in the literary usage. Puri­
sts once a.gain began to strengthen their stronghold on 
schools and reinforced the teaching of claf;sical grammar 
in the cln.ssroom. The movement was beaded by a popular 
teacher, referred to by his adherents as guru devi 'god 
among teachers', namely, Kumaratunga Munidasa. Muni­
dasa was a ma.n of great lea.rning in Sinhalese, Pali and 
Sanskrit, a.nd was a popular writer, teacher, teacher trai­
ner and school inspector during different periods of his 
life. He is most remembered as the founder of the Hela 
Hu.vula 'the Pure Sinhalese :Movement': Munidasa and 
his followers were obsessed with the antiquity of the 
Sinhalese race and, therefore, the Sinhalese language, 
and were opposed to the belief that Sinha.lese was a deri­
vative of Sanskrit. Munidasa's followers hav~, hom time 
to time, attempted to show that Sinhalese was of even 
greater antiquity than Sanskrit or Greek. In this lingui­
stic fann,ticism, the meaning of the term 'Pure Sinhalese' 
was shifted somewhat, and the elite were split into two 
camps. rrhere continued to be an orthodox purist tradition 
which we may call the 'Orthodox Classicist' who believed 
that the grammn.r of the classical works should be emp­
loyed in all writings and, in order to create ornateness, 
Sanskrit lexis should be allowed unrestricted, written in 
an alphabet adequate for that purpose. There was a rich 
Sinhalese alphabet with which the Sanskritic lexis could 
be written; this was known ::ts the misra sinhala ho~·iya 
(see De Silva 1970b). The Hela Havula purists differed 
on the use of the Sanskritic lexis. They opposed the use 
of any loanwords, and advocated the use of a phonology 
akin to the pre-thirteenth century poetic phonology. A 
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corresponding alphabet, which was stripped of the Sans­
kritic letters like the aspirates, palatal and retroflex sibi­
lants, etc., was always available as a poetic alphabet; 
this was known as the Sttdha sinhala hu~iya (see De 
Silva 1970b). 

This is where the Telugu situation differs from the 
Sinhalese situation. In the Telugu community, the trend 
set by Apparao, Sreenivasa Iyengar, Ramarnurti, and 
others went on uninterrupted, gaining currency as a 
worthwhile movement against classicism. In the Sinha­
lese community, on the other band, even the obvious 
benefits in the use of the colloquial idiom were lost sight 
of with the strengthening of the neo-purism. This neo­
purism split the elites into two camps, but only to the 
extent that they differed in the relative antiquity of the 
desired norm; they were both classicist otherwise. rl'here 
have been in Sri Lank.a, from time to time, various indivi­
duals who felt that the classical requirement was a handi­
cap and an embarrassment, but there bas never been an 
organized movement against classicism. 

Kumaratunga :Munidasa's linguistic pbilsophy, whi­
ch is no different from any other purist's is given below 
in translation. Notice the metaphor of law and society 
in defining the relationship of grammar and language; 
notice also how similar this notion is to the notion of 
group standards that Sprott describes in the paragraph I 
have already quoted from him. Kumaratunga (1492 B. 
E.) sn.ys: 

Nowadays some people seem to think that' grammar is 
irrelevant, To him who suffers from indigestion, food is 
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indeed a nuisance. From the primitive hunter's point of view 
cothes are ,only things to laugh at. When one looks at 
things this way, one is not amazed that there are men who 
hate grammar. In civilized society, however, language 
needs grammar. If there is permission to violate the law, 
it will be two the mirth of the criminal. If, for the happi­
ness and comfort of the criminal, sccial laws were allowed 
to be violated, civilization would begin to disappear straight 
away. If there were permission to violate language rules, 
the ignorant ones would certainly be happy ..• 

It would provide a way to conceal their ignorance ... In 
this country, alas, ignorance is erudition; knowledge is a 
thing to ridicule. An attempt must urgently be made to 
remedy this situation. (lntro p. I) 

'rhe f:1Ct that, during the period of the controversies, 
the classical format lost the prestige it has enjoyed pre­
viously is an important event: for, where there is no defi­
nable prestige associated with the literary form, indivi­
duals are not compelled by any sense of allegiance to 
campaign for the retention of the disparity. Notice that, 
although there is no organized movement against the 
disparity, people, when questioned individually, have 
shown comparatively little enthusiasm for the continua­
nce of diglossia. in the Sinhalese community. The collec­
tive allegiance and individual dissent are· obviously in 
confliet. It is the absence of such a conflict in an appre­
ciable scale that has enn.bled the Telugu speakers to be 
persuaded against the continued retention of the lingui­
stic duality at the secondary and tertiary levels of educa­
tion, as seen in the Telugu Language Committee Report 
(1973). The maintenance of stability in Swiss diglossia 
may also be attributed to this absence of a conflict. It is on 

' , 
the other hand, the presence of such a conflict that has 
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motivated the Sinhalese society to use the written langu­
age in a fluctuating manner and to be undecided in their 
general attitude to the diglossia at the school level. rrhe 
results I have obtained in my survey suggest that points 
of tension are characteristic in the Kannada and rramil 
society also, and it is my belief that a detailed historical 
study would support this observation. 



7. CONCLUSIONS 

Diglossia is not a purely linguistic issue. Diglossia. 
is a characterization of the community, and, on _the stre­
ngth of their stratification, distribution of values, defiini­
tion of prestige, and concomitant linguistic symptoms, 
communities may be called diglossia or non-diglossia. As 
I have been examining diglossia in this essay in the con­
text of literacy, the linguistic symptoms have, naturally, 
been my main concern; I have, however, made brief rema­
rks on social aspects of literacy, particularly socia\ moti­
vations for defining literacy in one way or another. 

There are several· types of diglossia communities. 
The most stable type includes Swiss diglossia, where the 
vernacular usage is not regarded as incorrect or inelegant 
but is, rather, taught, written in and cultivated as a res­
pectable mode of beha.viour. Greek is not like Swiss in 
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this respect, but in Greek, too, both Dimotiki and Kath­
arevusa are written, although with functional differentia 
tion. The South Asian diglossias differ from these two 
in that writing is demanded in the high varieties. In South 
Asia, too, there are more than one typo of diglossia: 
there are those like Tamil, that fall in line with Arabic, 
etc., and derive the prestigious high nonns on religious 
and cultural considerations; there are those like Telugu 
and Sinhalese where such considerations do not n.pply. r.re­
lugu and Sinhalese have gone their separate wn.ys on the 
basis of purism. All diglossic behaviour in which the lingui­
stic usages of the classical times have been revived for pre­
stigious purposes are instances of purism (which differen­
tiates the Swiss situation from the South Asian situn.­
tions). Where the choice of the classical usage has not 
been motivated by overwhelming religious - culturnJ 
considerations, the classical form survives merely as an 
elitist's preference. Puristic efforts of that order, with 
little or no religious-cultural backing, cause tension and 
uncertainty as seen in the Sinhalese situation. In Telugu, 
purism has been so to speak, nipped in the bud allowinO' 

' ' 0 
for a free dialogue. On the advantages or otherwise of the 
classical tradition; it is this non-puristic approach that 
~s responsible for the different situations obtn.ining today 
In Sinhalese and Telugu although they had remarkably 
similar beginnings in the early nativising times. 

I have shown that certain writing systems have the 
potentiality to creat or enhance cleavages between the 
literary and non-literary usages. Although diglossia is 
not entirely dependent upon the availability of a litera­
ture, the diglossias of South Asia are closely associated 
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with litera,ry histories. We do, in fact, see the early ori­
gins of South Asian diglossia as a product of notions of 
literary excellence and, of course, linguistic purity. It is 
not surprising, therefore, that the literary performance 
in these communities is governed by puristic ideals. It is 
in this area that I have attempted to distinguish between 
necessary liter:.tcy :.tnd sufficient literacy. 

Any insistence on normative standards of correctness 
is puristic. One cannot think of any other n:.tme to refer 
to attitudes which embody the notion that the language 
that is spoken by the people in their daily social inter­
course is, somehow, incorrect. Purism, I have said, is 
socially divisive: it divides the community into purists ver­
sus non-purists or into different brands of purists. It 
m:.ty also create an atmosphere, sometimes by threat of 
force, in which people are compelled to declare their alle­
giances to the normative behaviour despite their falter­
ing individual performances. Such a situation is an un­
fortunate one, for, fear of being wrong often deters expe­
rimeutation in creative expression. The teaching system 
tends to abide by the puristic sentiments and to perpectu­
ate normative teaching irrespective of these conseque­
nces. Notice that, as I have said before, I am not intere­
sted merely in people's ability to sign their names and 
fill in a form; my interest is in people's acquisition of 
literacy in terms of Nora Goddard's definition already 
quoted. rrhe tensions that diglossia create seem to be da­
maging in the pursuit of these goals; the damage, however, 
cannot be quantified without a great deal of intensive re­
search involving an interdisiplinary team of psychologi· 
sts, sociologists, linguists and educational theoreticians. 
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I have only scratched the surface of the problem. 

Diglossia poses many problems to the theorectical 
linguist. As I have shown, albeit briefly, even such basic 
assumptions in theoretical linguistics as competence and 
deep structure take different meanings in these contexts. 
The implications of the acceptance of these terms as of 
the same universal validity have been questioned else­
where; I have made some remarks along the same lines, 
but with special reference to diglossias. If diglossia is 
not an institution which is theoretically relevant, there 
is little point in pursuing with diglossia studies. It see­
ms to be the case, however, that diglossia throws light 
not only on social motivations of language maintenance 
and use but also on implications of social norms and re­
lated performance on the formulation of linguistic theory. 
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