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LANGUAGE, IDEOLOGY,
AND THE HUMAN

Language, ldeology, and the Human: New Interventions redefines the critical
picture of language as a system of signs and ideological tropes inextricably linked
to human existence. Offering reflections on the status, discursive possibilities,
and political, ideological and practical uses of oral or written word in both
contemporary society and the work of previous thinkers, this book traverses
South African courts, British clinics, language schools in East Timor, prison
cells, cinemas, literary criticism textbooks and philosophical treatises in order
to forge a new, diversified perspective on language. ideology. and what it means
to be human.

Drawing together the latest research from experts around the world, and with
contributions from across the social sciences and humanities, Language, ldeology,
and the Human: New Interventions provides a view of language, ideology, and the
human subject that eschews simplifications and binary definitions.
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Introduction
Introducing, Intervening, and Introspecting

Sanja Bahun and Dusan Radunovié

In early 2000, mere thirty days after taking up office, the government of President
Fernando De la Rua (Argentina) issued a curious press release. In the release,
reported in an article in the major Argentine daily newspaper La Nacidn on
9 January 2000, the government admits poor diffusion of messages about its
activities and a need to establish “a more fluid contact with the public” (see
frontispiece). Failing to live up to the pre-election promises of battling corruption
and improving living standards, and faced with growing social unrest, the De la
Ria government had recourse to an ancient tool: philophronesis, a figure-mode
of speech in which one mollifies the anger of a superior addressee and creates
amicable rapport by using gentle words, or even a submissive apology. As it
tends to happen with discourses that subsume in themselves conflicting aims and
affects. and get disseminated through a multiplicity of relays, the lack of clarity
is what distinguishes the government’s message, as reproduced in the article.
The apparent irony that the government’s communiqué on communication is so
vague was not lost on Ledn Ferrari, one of the most prominent Latin American
artists and a long-time devotee of transcription and re-transcription of ideological
messages. In his Sin titulo (Caligrafia) (Untitled [Calligraphy]), seen on the
cover of this book, Ferrari transcribes the article in barely legible script, omitting
punctuation, splitting sentences into the smallest conveyors of (non-)meaning,
calligraphically rearranging them so that the words and phrases wash up against
each other, visually commenting on the “fluidity of contact™ with the public that
the government professedly sought to establish with this article.' Belonging to the
visual arts genre of deformed calligraphies that the artist perfected, Ferrari’s artwork
probes the interstices between language. ideology, and their human producer and
re-negotiator. It is these very orifices, and the challenges of navigating them,

| Leodn Ferrari's Sin titulo (Caligrafia) is a mixed media (newsprint and Indian ink on
paper) artwork, belonging to the Escrituras Deformadas series of calligraphies. It consists
of a dated ink transcription (10 January 2000) and the newspaper clipping of the article
(9 January 2000) pasted on the back. The work is owned by the Essex Collection of Art
from Latin America (ESCALA). the University of Essex, on whose web-site one may find
further information about the artwork: <http://escala.org.uk/collection/artists/leon-ferrari/
AUTHI171/sin-titulo-caligrafia/O651>. The editors are indebted to Joanne Harwood,
Director of ESCALA, for assistance and conversation about the artwork.
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Language, Ideology, and the Human

that the book Language, Ideology, and the Human: New Interventions sets out to
explore.

The conceptual cluster at the heart of this book has received much scholarly
attention over the course of last two centuries, that is, since the centrality
of language in shaping the human subjectivity became widely asserted and
vigorously promulgated in the works of thinkers such as Etienne Bonnot de
Condillac, Johann Gottfried Herder, and Wilhelm von Humboldt. At the end of
the nineteenth century, in the wake of the collapse of traditional philosophical
systems and the rise of scientific immanentism, language was dominantly
perceived as a system-tool relatively independent of human will and unaffected
by human activities (thus unrelated to the realm of social ideologies), and, as
such, fundamentally inconsequential to any human project or activity in history.
As the contradictions attendant to this image of language grew in force, so,
paradoxically, did the stature of this empirically inadequate view of language.
While Ferdinand de Saussure’s propagation of a science of language that would
be separate from the field of experience/everyday speech is customarily glossed
as the epitome of such approach, his is neither the earliest nor, as new discoveries
suggest, most representative example of viewing language as an abstract system
of signs.” Nevertheless, the Swiss linguist’s conception of language continues to
be the most inspiring courier of not only objectivist view of language but also
of a particular orientation in the modern humanities, as various discussions in
this volume, most notably the Afterword by Ernesto Laclau, confirm. Be it as it
may, it is interesting to note that the early twentieth century thought on language
actually evolved in two diametrically opposed directions: while a range of thinkers
on language returned to the belief in embeddedness of language in the social
sphere (Valentin Voloshinov is an apt example here), the discussion of language
as a logically structured autonomous phenomenon got a fresh impetus under the
auspices of analytical philosophy. Dominated by the formidable (and changeable)
influence of Ludwig Wittgenstein, the latter direction, however, also tremendously
expanded our view of language as a social phenomenon and thus posed new
challenges to the autonomy of language—from within. (Some of these insights
and challenges are addressed in David Gorman’s and Monina Wittfoth’s chapters
in this volume, as well as in Ernesto Laclau’s Afterword.) In a rather different,
but contemporaneous, development, psychoanalysis—a field of discursive
explorations par excellence—laid its own claims on the matter through the figure

2 For discussions of dominant scholarly and lay approaches to language in Europe in
the long nineteenth century, see Aarsleff; Formigari; Taylor. With regard to Saussure, the
Swiss linguist’s paradigm shifting pronouncements of synchronic linguistics in Course in
General Linguistics seem to be at least partly contradicted by discussions in his recently
discovered “orangery manuscripts.” Saussure’s “orangery notes,” originally dated 1910-11.
and published only in 2002, shed a new light on his views about the linguistics of parole,
concept of discourse, relationship between language//langue and extra-linguistic reality, and
consequently, the structure of linguistic sign (Bouquet 205 passim).
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of Jacques Lacan and his followers, while both structuralism (and semiotics)
and post-structuralism (deconstruction) returned obsessively to the question
of the operation of language in the domain of human action, re-invoking and
re-transcribing Plato, Aristotle, and pre-Socratics or, as we have done, traditional
rhetoric. In the late twentieth century the field also saw a rapid development of
new disciplines and subdisciplines in the humanities, expressly concerned with
this issue: socio-linguistics, anthropological linguistics, cognitive linguistics, and
critical discourse analysis. Disputes about language and the significance and modi
of its social operation continue to permeate the twenty-first century thought and
provide ever-expanding areas for scholarly inquiry.

Together with some sociolinguists (Kathryn Woolard, Bambi Schieffelin,
...), theorists of ideology (Louis Althusser, Ernesto Laclau, Slavoj Zizek. ...),
and cultural studies and critical discourse scholars (Raymond Williams, Michel
Pécheux, ... ), the editors of this volume perceive language and discursive ideological
spectrums in which it is embedded as not only correlatable but also intrinsically
and fully interactive. At the outset, the editors have adopted a neutral definition of
ideology as a conceptual system applicable within a social group: more specifically,
ideology is understood here as a structuration of behavioral and socio-political
beliefs and cultural practices that condition and organize one’s understandings
of, or ideas about, the world and one’s own position in it. The discursive realm,
that is, the modes of perceiving, using, and conceptualizing language, is, then,
seen as the determining, or conditioning, part of this structuration: not only is
the discursive realm socially constructed, but it is only in/through a discursive
space that a palpable notion of the social can exist.* Such open definition was
given to the contributors to probe it, contest it, specify or amplify it. The result
is a productively variegated view of ideology—and of particular ideologies—as
false consciousness or the only possible organization of the discursive field, as
unavoidably totalitarian or covertly anti-totalitarian, as saturated with or empty
of the signified, reflexive or conclusive, and, finally, a category that is necessary
or—as Laclau argues—residual. All of these approaches imply. however, that
there exists an intimate link between ideology and language, and, specifically,
between an ideology within which an individual operates and his or her view of
language. A scholar’s view of language, then, is a language ideology. too. This is
why Language, Ideology, and the Human hosts critical discussions of a range of
theoretical engagements with/ideologies of language: Plato’s, Nietzsche’s, those
of analytic philosophy, of Jacques Derrida and Helen Keller. These are, then,
purposefully intertwined with, or pitched against. the conceptualizations of the
human such as Kierkegaard’s, John Rawls’s, Hannah Arendt’s, and others. For
the patterns of interaction that abide between language and societal context, the

3 An insightful discussion of the history of the concept “ideology™ is given in
Reymond Boudon’s The Analysis of Ideology; for a more ideologically charged, yet still
inspiring, historical survey of the use of the concept, see Terry Eagleton’s Ideology: An
Introduction.




