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Linguistics

THE QUESTIONE DELLA LINGUA AS AN IMPEDIMENT TO
THE UNDERSTANDING OF LANGUAGE HISTORY*

The reader is asked to imagine an introduciory linguistics/history of the language course
for graduate students in Spanish which also happens to include severai students completing
their degrees in Italian. One of the topics covered during the semester is one that frequently
provokes considerable interest among students in such courses {a noteworthy pheromenon
since Hteratwre students generally tend to find linguistic/philological material tedious):
normative versus descriptive approaches to language. The inierest, the occasionally heated
comtroversy, Hes in the fact that one has to disabuse students of the commoniy held belief
that normative studics of language (i.e. what some think speakers of a given language should
say or is correct 10 say) have litde to do with what people actually do say, The study of the
fatter, descriptive language study, is, properly speaking, linguistics. Normative rules, or
prescriptions, are not properly part of linguistics at all, at least not in this century’s definition
of the term. Morcover, while nomative statements about language(s) may be of historical
interest for all sorts of other reasons, they tend to have little effect on the actual histories of
specific languages.

After initial disbelief and some lingering doubts on the part of the occasional student,
acceptance of the basic principles sets in. Upon examination of the Appendix Probi, the
sudents not only accept the clear distinction between normative and descriptive but begin
to delight in the charming paradox of finding the evidence for real changesin real languages
emerging in the do-not-say column of that typical schoolmaster/grammarian’ Then the final
"Yes, but” cerges from the most proficient of the students, the one who has actually taken
tothe work in linguistics as more than a mere requirement, and, as it happens, is just finishing
ber dissertation in Italian. All of this is well and good, she notes, it all makes perfect sense
for Spanish or English or other languages; but there is ome exception (o the general rule,
Halian, since in Italy, of course there was the questione della lingua. And everyone knows
thai the questione in fact determined what "Ttalian” was 10 be and came to be.

toffer this only partially fictionalized account by way of introduction because it seems
to be reasonably representative of the kind of confusion of obvious and elementary linguistic
principles that takes place the minuie the questione dellg lingua enters the picture. In fact,
the questione, which represents the major or only exposure to "linguistics” most lalianists
have, is certainly not fully enlightening on linguisiic issnes. Well towards the end of the
century in which linguistics established itself as 2 science separate from literary studies the
questione della lingua actoally plays a key role in keeping historical linguistics in Italian
much as it was before the divorce between the study of language and the study of literary
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stylistics took place. Twenty five years after Robert Hall wrote hi.s_sca}thing ipdzctment o;
Crocean or "ldealist” Romance linguistics (i.e. non- or anu-sme‘ngf:c 11ngu.lSU(%S}, many o
its characteristics remain with us in Ttalian. In his uncompromising {dea{:sr'n in .Rom_anlce
Linguistics Hall noted: "When Crocean idealism has ﬁglshed wxlth 1mgu_1smcs, lmg_ulsilcs
itself is finished as a separate discipline, and a linguist without an interesting acsthetif:s has
no place left 10 go. Croce removes the study of lmguggg from the fseiq§ l?oth "of logic ant%
of the sciences, and identifies it with history, literary criticism, and art criticism." (Hall 1963:
33) Althcugh Hall is not, in that particular study, addressmg.the_ problpms presented and/or
created by the questione, and especially by its study by Ilahz}msts: h}s commcn‘ts here are
clearly apposite. It scems possible o me, moreover, thalt mere isa dlsnnct_cal_isal conmnection
between the questione itsell and the particularly fervid _1deal:sm of Iiaﬂhgmst_s, ‘bft before
discussing that hypothesis it is necessary tooutline the sal_wnt fcatur‘cs‘ of ;mgylstm . thought
ag they are generally present, usually implicitly and at times explicitly, in discussions and
i uestione.
Slugl;&;glf)sth :13 most general and elementary misconception evok;d, symbolized a{ld per-
petuated by the guestione is the assumption that !angmge_means writien [angu.age, pmn%nly
literature. It is not because most ltalianists are Dermmideans that they c'lmg o such 2
pre-Saussurian noticn but rather because the whole existence of the guestione appears 10
support that long-outdated notion: The crucial difference bet?veen s;}ok‘en 1anguage (lan-
guage) and its written representation (derivative and mon@ry in Saussurian terms) is rare]);
apparent in the context of modemn discussions of ‘rht_: q_ue{uone, in great measure hecause o
the strongly Crocean tenor of this branch of "linguistics”. Modern dl_scu§510ns or presenta-
tions of the quesiione, in other words, ignore rather than r{?futc tillc pnnmplze of Fhe primacy
of speech, which alone is properly called language, over its wriiten fqrm. This refusal of
one of the most fundamental principles of linguistic thought is inextricably ﬂ?d 1o one of
the other major misconceptions implicit in the questione, namgly ‘rh'at nonmative atqmdes
(what given individuals say alanguage should be) are a r'ca.l and sign _tf icant part of the history
of languages, of how they evolve., Since most of the primary questione d'ocuments address,
at feast at the surface level, the desirable or "correct” forms of the written lang_uage, the
interdependence of the two enets is obvious. Thus all too many people whose _prmmpie or
only exposure 10 "linguistics” in ltalian is the questione, labor Lmder_the dual misapprehen-
sions that spoken and writen languages are more or less the same [J.Img {_qr, pe{haps worlse,
that the written form is the "real” thing), and thai the centw‘ies~lqng discussion of what Italias
ought 1o be is more or less a discussion of the history of the _itahan language. Thus, :?mndard
histories of Italian i use today are strikingly more literary, 1,3.,‘bas§d almost exclusively on
the changes in linguistic patterns in wrilers, than are the histories of o}ller ]apguages,
includin% those of French, Spanish and English, to name only L_hosel with which [ am
familiar.” They also repeatedly focus, not surprisingly, on the questione xts_elf and the many
infiuential writers from Dante to Pasolini who have pronounced on the s_ubjch thus making
the quesione itself appear to be, implicitly or explicitly, a c;mral agent in the process gf the
development of Italian. The net reswlt is that the unsuspecting reader student is quite likely
to0 come ot of the experience believing that, unlike any other Europeap language (or‘any
other natral language for that matter), [taban was and 1s a language decided on and arrived
at by discussion and debate among the Italian intelligemsnia. '
While these are the two major or "gniding” misconceptions about language on which so
much of the discassion about the Halian language seem to rest, Ll.lere are several :)!hers,
subsidiary and interrelated, which are of considerable limerest and imporiance: thg gram-
mar" is what grammar books or grammarians say it is or should be, and that this is the
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property that distinguishes "reat languages” (such as "lialian"} from mere "dialects” {which
have no grammar), that certain linguistic forms are superior to or purer than others, the latter
characterised by errors, etc. It is one of many paradoxes surrounding the questione that it is
precisely in a context purportedly linguistic that notions such as these, which would be
universally rejected by linguists as naive, crroreous, or worse, are in fact perpetated, And
while it is impossible (and should be unnecessary) in a paper of this scope to detail the
refutations of all of the above falfacies (this would in fact amount to an entire elementary
course in linguistics!} certain points here warrant further scrutiny.

The nature of the difference between what is commonly referred to as a dialect, almost
invariably in (pejorative) juxtaposition 1o a language, is of course a particularly vexing one
in the lialian sphere. The very existence of what we call the questione della lingua was and
is dependent on the fact of the italian dialects, which continue to be the native language(s)
of asignificant portion of the population of ltaly. Thus, the supposed inferiority of a "dialect”
vis & vis a standard "language”, and other related prejudices, are far more than interesting
academic, historical questions for Itatianists, and their refutation that much more critical,
There is, of course, no linguistic difference between what are vulgarly differentiated as
language and dialect; the differences are social and historical and invariably accidental, i.e.,
net ted 10 any intrinsic linguistic worth (such as grammaticality, "purity”, “cotrecmess” and
so forth.) Pithy statements on the subject by several linguists seem 1o me to shed much light
on the subject: the difference between a language and a dialect, as per Paul Lloyd, is that a
language is a dialect with an army. (In the case of Ttalian, or of other languages emerging in
the {atter 20th century that might be modified o something like "a language is a dialect with
better p.r. than other dialects.”) At the outset of a course on dialectology, William Labov,
generally regarded as the father of sociolinggistics, threw out all existing definitions of
dialects. He then summarized the impassibility of scientificaily differentiating between
language and dialect by observing, as he put it, that in France a dialect is something to be
stamped out whereas in Haty a dialect is what you s;}eak.4

Closely related to this issue, at times indistinguishable from it, is the question of "emor”
or {its opposite, supposedly) "purity" in language. These are of special interest becanse they
bring to the fore primary issues in histori_al linguistics. The secondary guestione literature,,
as I suggested above, perpetuates the notion, since we accept the documents and writers of
the questione as major players in the historical development of Ttalian, that language change
comes or is set from above, that language is, ultimately, what a ceriain group of people
(invarably the intellectualf social/political élite) say it is. In fact, while there has been a
lively debate among linguists in this century on the purported icleoiogy of language in the
area of historical developments, no linguist I know of would maintain that significant
Hnguistic change is ever consciously set from above. The most recent and by far most
extensive studies ever done of language change in progress, conducted by Labov have shown
that the tenidency is quite the contrary that linguistic change tends to originate from below
{ie., from less-educated, non-élite, cven marginalized, segments of the population) and from
there move upwards through the sociolinguistic hierarchy.

Labov's swdies, of course, strongly support what a more discriminating reading of
purists’ writings on Janguage over the ceniuries reveal: that the pleas and exhortations for
the linguistically (and of course, politicalty and socially} "pure” and "comect” to resist the
onslaught and corruption of the vulgo are overwhelmingly in vain. This is, in the final
analysis, self-evident as well ag inevitable, and it is difficult to muster sympathy for those
who worry and rant and rave about the "corruption” or “decline” or lack of "correctness” of
the speech of other people. After all, those of us who are Romanists are studying and
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sanctifying languages that are quite corrupt forms of Latin and unspeakably corrupt forms o

of proto-Indo-European; borrowings from other langsuages arc barbarisms when L%ley are
first introduced but élile, canonized forms years later.” And, in the long run, no ranting and
raving whetier it is Bembo’s or Safire’s has muchof any effect. To sum up, while all
"errors”, i.e., deviations [rom an existing norm, may not become universal features of the

language and thus end up as a subsequent generation’s norm or "pure form”, the obverse is {4

ariai + all changes in language were once, by definition, error. o
Ccn?tll!:xls)i \:ﬁfl sailz nc1ay bge appropgatcgfor those who apppinl‘ﬁ}emselx"es as li_ngmsuc/c_ulmrai
guardians of the past 1o betieve in such notions as purity, it is manifestly inappropriate for
those who believe themselves to be investigators/teachers to do 50 and to pass them on 10
future gersm*atéons.6 It is, for example, dangerous to accept th_t: evidence of many, perhapi.sl
most grammar books in any straightforward fashion: by their very natare ;hey are mue
more likely to be normative than descriptive, although there are some important exceptions
to this generalizatjon to which [ will retumn. Tl}e probierrll in 19th and 20th century
questione-related studies is that they assume or ratify the notion that grammar books (1.fe.,
logicalty, grammarians,) generate grammars of Eanguz}ges (or the correct grammar o ala(
fanguage), and thal they are the necessary wols for (na_uve) speakers 1o Ef%arn how to sped
{as well as 10 read and write) "correctly”. Clearly, Lh‘13 very popular m:sappre%'llcnsxon is
derivative of the assumptions about linguistic "author.uy" st rgecmd: correct” usage is
established by those who know and others must learn it from zhf:xr examples.

Gramimar books, again with few exceptions, do not necessani?lz accurately represent (let
alone generaie) natural languages but rather idealized, "cleaned up” forms of those languages

and, except when, like the Appendix Probi, they explicitly point out common "errors”, they 2,

may chscure more than enlighien us as to the real forms of a spoken I'angua.ge at a given
moment or over a period of time. From a linguistic (rather than a"socza-l) 1.}'0111[ of view &
grammar is of use exclusively for the person wishing o leam.a foreign or secor}daify
language, i.e., one whose grammar they cannot leamn naturally, Le. by growing up wn.h it.
Or, in a diglossic situation such as Italy’s, they serve © teach the grammar of a }:Jntten
language which is not the "correct” version of what the native s‘p.eaker copimls b‘ut a dx'ffﬁr_cnl
language altogemer.7 For grammar {real grammar, not Lhc_z ability o amculat? it, wmc_ IS;
wholly different phenomenon) is the set of (ever-changing) rules that the‘ commp.mty oh :
native speakers has sub-consciounsly adopled that allow them 1o Eommumcale ws&h eac
other. It is not a "mere” metaphor that we call our first la_mguages mother tongnes”, Qpce
againm, our a-linguistic assumptions about the questione iiead us to several critical
misunderstandings about the history of Lalian: that the normative grammars producgd over
the centuries in aid of one or another point of view in the questione are adequate dcscnpuo'ns
of [ialian at thai time and (presumably, although it is a circular argument) that the community
used these grammars (o fearn the Ialian they actuaiiy Spoks;. _ .

Many of these rudimentary but necessary linguzsmc‘prmc:pl'cs carm, paradoncally,'be {
perceived in some of the primary documents of thcaquemone, which of;ex_i reveal 2 s_tari.iing
degree of "modern” sophistication in these matters.” They do not necessarily reﬂet;t, in thcr
words, the kind of naiveté or ignorance of linguistic fundamentals contemporary discuss:ons

of the questione all 100 often do. In the De vulgari eloquentia, for example, Dante makesa %s

number of these basic issues quite clear: he distinguishes betweex} a rnothcf tongue, lmed f
naturally, and a grammarica, an artificial language which exists for 1'1terary/rhemnclal
purposes and has 1o be learned. It is noteworthy that his assertion that Latin (as he knew it,

codified in grammar books and in literary documenis) was never a real la{\gugge but rat{lcr
an ariificial common writien language, an agsertion that is occasionally dismissed as naive |
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or ignorant on his part, actually reflects a vision of lin%xis:ic reality not far from the one
many Romance linguists have arrived at in recent years.” And part of Dante’s reasoning in
this view of the relationship between grammatica and real, "mother” tongues is that all
natural {living} languages change continuatly and without exception (whereas Latin was
frozen, i.e., artificial and dead).

Giorgio Bartoli, whose Degli elementi del pariar toscano was published in Florence in
1584, nsists repeatedly that writing merely records the sounds which are the real vehicle of
language. No less a believer in the primacy of speech over writing (and the necessary
adaptation of the latter to the former) was Trissino, whose attempts to reform Ttalian
orthography are well known (although they failed). Leon Battsta Alberti, wearing a
grammarian’s hat, (in the Regole della volgar lingua fiorentina) not only insists that his
grammar is compiled from usage (description) rather than being normative but, refining
Dante’s historical argument considerably, asserts that such was originally the case with
Greek and Latin (before they were frozen by grammarians). Cne of the most charming and

telling statements on these issues is to be found in Benedetto Varchi’s Ercolano, worth citing
in full:

Cesare: Perchi si deve dire Greci, plurale di Greco, e non Grechi?

Varchi: Perché in Firenze & una via, Ia quale si chiama da wni Borgo de ‘Greci, non de’
Grechi.

Cesare: E non avete alcuna ragione migliore di cotesta?

Varchi: Nessuna alira, non che migliore: ma sappiate, che niuna pud essere migliore di
questa.

Cesare: O perche?
Varchi: Perchi le lingue cosistono, come 5'2 detto, nello uso di chi te favella '®

It is most unforiunate that the questione della lingua has been misconstrued in such
critical ways: it has been taken at face value, i.e., assumed o constitute part of the strictly
linguistic history of the Italian language rather than as the {intellectnal) history of thought
on language in haly. We have mistaken as descriptive linguisiic documents what are either
normative or theoretical language tracis, In doing s0, we are often in danger of missing some
of the most important and real points that the guestione makes, and a series of intrigning
paradoxes arises. The first paradox, of course, and this refiecis how little real impact the
questione had on the development of Tabian, is that it is Raly’s notorious linguistic disunity
that not only engendered the questione but that has nourished it and kept it alive century
after century, to a considerable extent to this day. Indeed, a questione della lingua can only
exist, in any vigorous form, as long as thers continues to cxist the lack of Linguistic hegemony
that it addresses and seeks to correct. There would be no guesiione and very Himited study,
one can safely wager, if Dante’s and Machiavelli’s and Bembo's dicta aboui what the
national language of Italy should be had, in fact, been heeded and, somehow, been put into
effect. Not even Dante could reconcile theory with practice {or desired norm with linguistic
reality) and Machiavelli’s resuscitating him to confront him with this discrepancy between
theory and practice makes the point quite strikingly. It is perhaps necessary to emphasize
here that the effect of the opinions of the writers in the questione had on developments in
Italian fiterary style is an entirely different issue and one that must be analyzed on its own
lerms, precisely because a written language, and above all a literary language, is such a
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i ity from a spoken language. And even in this sphere, one might well wantto §
g;;f;et?ltaf?lt:eyummate g-?umph ofg a Tuscan-based dialecilas the hLerar_y language ofgc Ly
peninsula was due much more to the impact of the Commedias of Florentines than to the De
W!Igtai?“(:dd that, in the face of what may be one of the richefst b(?dics of pre-m()'d_em writing
on language italianists have so often deait with the questione in such a p_nmm\lfe (fmmz;
lingnistic point of view) fashion, using ii to perpetuate many of the fallacies of anguagel ¢
have outlined abeve. Not that harboring such delusaqns about the nature of language(s)l st;
unique {far from ie): if it were there would be no John Simons campaigning o Testore Englih
to its former supposedly "purer” stake, there would be 0 column by William Safire in the
magazine section of gvery week’s Sunday New York Times, {herc would be, God forb:d,ﬁng
académie frangaise. " But whereas in a few courses on .rhe'hxstory of. the French or Eng sst
languages faught in this country these people z{né institutions are given any .but I‘.ht'i r:;o)
CUrsory attention in passing {and then, appropr:atgly, as examp.les -of normative attifu d:s
the questione, implicitly or explicitly as language history per se,is given CEReT SI2ge Wi ‘;
the academic commumity of italianisd. And, as I ncted _befom, we study it forgetting
lesson implicit in its very first document, the D{: vuigan: or rather the lesson o be dI;awn
from reading the Contmedia, written, of course, in Dante’s lingua madre and pol, as E;mz
the normative grammartan would have had it, i an gbsgact language _Lhat did nof in fact
exist. And those written documents, in any case, are principally parts of literary and stylistic
hls%y of lialianists’ misapprehensions in this regard are sinlﬁlar or identical to those that
caused Hall to take Crocean "linguistics” so severely to task: "Furthermore, Croce and the

idealisis register a retrogression, even with respect o Vico, in treating language as an almost &9

exclusively individual phenomenon. Now, of course, langua'ge‘e exjsts in individuals, asaset §
of habits which each individual possesses (an idiolect); but itis simply not acc:‘irat(? to s&la%e
or imply, as Crixe does, that each individuall creates_hts langugge and his hn.gmst::
expression for himself...." (Half 1963: 34). While Hall is not s!}mlﬁcaﬂy a.ddrcs'smg_ \
quesiione, his comments shed considerable light, for the belief in the Tusiorica} linguistic |
realiry of the questione is rooted in the extension of the Crocean assumption abouF the power
of the creative individual. The gquestione, from that perspective, is a discussion among
individuals who, collectively, can dictate the course of language change much as each
imdividual withi t group can dictate his own linguistic system, .

mdif li{:;u‘:tlorglr}igl?ed%rpc?haps to make an explicit connection between the pervasie ¢

infiuence of the questione and the persistence of "idealism” in Italian historical lnguistic
studies. (Hall, who has written on both subjects lucidly has not, to the best of my knowledge, 3

i i i coTet ( ding the linguisi¢ 4

ade such a connection.) Not only is the major theoretical base (regar
:lllpremacy of the individual) the same, but it is also remarkable to note that of tk'te five figues i
identified by Hall as the "Leaders” of the idealistic movement, three were Faliang (an@ ihus
immersed in the questione culturally): Croce (in Vico's shadow), Bartoli and Bertoni. The ¢

other two, Karl Vossler and especially Leo Spitzer had considerable involvement in Halian

as well as in other Romance studies. And while in Frengh and Spa::_ish chrti are today {ic. 3
rwenty five years after Hall's scathing indictzncnt)_rclauvg!y few u_ieahsts Ieft', the samf _
can scarcely be said for Italian, where Migliorini’s Storia della lmgwlm, Eeqamly b;ur
entitled "Storia deila lingua letieraria italiana” is still not only L_lsed in "history of the
language" courses, but where there are few, if any, qﬂ_ler v:gble opuons.

Where does all of this leave us, then, and what legitimate mtellccu?al purposes are servti:
if we do reject the premise that the questione is the story of how ltalian was "established
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Firstly, as T have noted above, what the questione, and the attraction it has had for many of
Haly’s finest minds, do reflect quite clearly is what is betrayed by the linguistic issues that
in many ways became metaphors; the lack of political, nationat unity. Language, of course,
is perhaps the most powerful of all symbols for a community and, by extension, the lack of
acommon [anguage the clearest indicator and even canse of political disunity and conse-
quent strife, Language is, for a number of different reasons, the ultimate emblem and marker
of racial, social class, and other differences. What, after all, better evokes the often bitter or
violent long-standing problems within communities and countries thag 10 mention Black
English or the French of the Quebequois or, more recenily, Spanish in the states of California
and Florida?!

Clearly, the relationship between linguistic divisions and political or ethnic or social
divisions is an extremely complex one which in great measure scholars in sociolinguistics
are fust starting to address, and the questione, studied from that perspective, provides an
extraordinarily rich body of evidence and material 1o work with. By focusing nat on the
utopic aspects of the questione and its documents, as we have done in the past, but rather on
the subtext, the linguistic fragmentation that engendered it and is intricately tied 1o it, the
history of the Italian Ianguage could be one of the premiere areas of research on at least some
of the many issues that make sociolinguistics one of the most exciting and productive areas
of linguistics in this half of the twentieth century rather than, as is iow o often the case,
a backwater of outdated and often theoretically ill-informed "philotogy”. Currently "hot"
issues such as the power (or lack thereof) of the normative discourse and the instimtional
power of a standardized language, as well as older thegretical issues such as the social
direction of language change, how standardization takes hold (or does not), why some
"errors” become "grammaticat” (and others do not), could find no mere fertile termitory than
Haly’s paradoxical richness of written assertions of linguistic unity and concomitant weaith
of linguistic variation.

There are still other important questions that have been addressed from time to time but
all too often with the soris of misapprehensions about linguistic fundamentals I have
eriticised here, and they 100 would profit from a theoretical reorientation. At the forefront
of these is certainly the question of what effect 3 written standard does have on the spoken
language, what effect, in other words, a nonmative grammar can have on the real gramumar
of spoken language(s), how and when, for example, spelling and writing and literature do
and did influence developments not in the "standard” language but in the "dialects”, the
native fanguages of groups that became bilingual. It would be interestin £ 10 explore, in this
context, the extent to which such effects are comparable, or greater or lesser, than the paralfel
ones in more strongly standardized language arcas. Another obvious area for reexploration
is one of interest not necessarily as a linguistic issue but more as one in Hterary theory: the
effects of linguistic theory on writers of literature, particularly those, Dante, Machiavelli,
Manzoni, o name but a few, who were engaged in both the theoretical and the artistic
enterprise. Italy, once again, indisputably offers the greatest number of such cases, and the
potential wealth of insights, most of them theoretical, has been much diminished hy
approaching the question without as strong a grasp on linguistic theory as seems to me (o
be required.

Finally, and for some most importandly, there are indications, emerging from the work
of a handful of scholars, that many of the most important theoretical tenets on language and
iis nature which are considered "modem” are in fact o be found guite well articulated in the
writings of many Italians so concemed with the questione, particularly those of the Cin-
quecento, but certainly also inchuding Dante, The history of linguistics or linguistic thought
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is a relatively new discipline, whose birth is easily trac_eab[e to the inwrest. spa{kc?d by
Chomsky's assertions of theoretical filiations with Cartesian thought and the linguistics of
Port Royal.]3 1t is increasingly evident, thanks to the work o_f scl}o{ars such as Hali, Tzz0,
and Ward, that a ceniral and eritical chapter in the history of linguistic thought in Europe is
to be found in the writers on the questione, not because they helievpd that they were really
able 1o determine or establish what Italian was but, in some ways quite the contrary, because
studied from a less simplistic perspective, their writingg reﬂeq all 100 clear_iy that the
language question was far too complex, and from a normative point of view 100 intractable,
for such efforts 10 reafly succeed. To study the Italian questione de_lla {mnga fmm that
perspective would be to contribute substantially to the very far-reachmg inquiry into how
thought on the nature of language has evolved in Western philosophy.

Maria Rose Menocal
Yale University

NOTES

* A preiiminary version of this paper was presented at the AATS meetings _in *\pﬂl of 1987. T am i:_-ldehn:d 0
Naney Dersofi, Herbert Izzo, Deanna Shemeck and Ginseppe Mazzotta for their criticisms and suggestions.

1. The Appendix Probi, a 3rd ceniury document, isa schoohnas'ter's 1ist of Yinpuistic do's al.1d dont’s, a Hist
probably compiled (although there has been some discussion about this) 10 correct very conmmon mistakes smde..n;
were making in Lakin. As such, because of the don'f's list, it 15 2 goifi mine of lingnistic evidence for that peri
of evolution from Latin to Romance, since it is the common errors being corr_ecmd by the teacher that reflect‘ what
is really happening in the language and which reflect the direction or specific changes that would result in the
Romance ianguages. For a fuller discussion and numerons examples see Eico_ck 1960: 28-34,

2. | am referring to the Derridean construct of a primary writlen tex1 1o wluc‘h spoken iang_u:fges are sec‘cmdal:y.
For fuller discussions see, among many currently available, Culler 15?82 and %,c_m:h 1_?83. This is 2 suggestion rich
in possibilities in lizerary discourse and with admirable antecedents in kabalistic writing, but apt to be rejecied as

inguistic development per se.
: Lh;(?go:?;:gid overview zi'ntlhc siu: of affairs in histories of the Spanish Janguage, o take Y.hal cxan}pic, secthe
hack-to-back reviews of two recent books on the subject, Nuesse] 1987 and Hartman 19§7, which also d:lSCuSS some
of the many other such manuals and histories produced in the last several vears, most if not all of which ane quie
isii theoretical Jinguistic point of view, '

sop}:.sgz?:dhf::?;n;p]:}silion of Gzigs, as WEE as other basics in linguisl.if:lchang.e,'see Lloyd 1987, cspcc:tlally ih_c
chapter "On Sound Change”. The clear lack of any linguistic basi.s forl d{ifere.nnatmg S lapguage from a dlalec_ll;s
apparent if one considers it from a hypothetical anthropological -linguistic pont of view: if one were 0 transeri
and analvze standard Ttalian as spoken by sorne native informant(s) and do the same wsh any of the ftalian dizlects,
there would be o linguistic features that would emerge from such a "biind” ana.lysas that _wnuld tell someone not
familiar with the specifics of historical reatity which one was the Iangugge and which Lk_:e .dla.lec!. Ground blre.aklmg
work in sociolinguistics can be found in the classic Labov 1972; lthose mter:zsted only in its relevance w historical
linguistics should see Chapter 7 "On the Mechanism of Lingistic Change. . - .

5. Chavez 1987, abrief anticle in the Timesentitled "Struggling 10 Keep Spanish Pure” gives a charmmg example
of this principle: the "language authonity” interviewed decres the use _of "carpeta” (lq mean Mg or carpet} in mode_m
Spanish "because Spanish already has a word for it - alfombra.” It is unclcfxr to this reader whether 'f}“’ auLhoply
is aware of the exquisite irony of the exampte he has chosen since "alf) mera tsall too clearly an Arabic borrowing
and undoubtedly at one time considered a barbarism much as "carpeta” is seen lod.tay. o 7

6. See William Safire’s "On Language” column of March 1, 1981, for a brief description c?f 'the kinds 9f
confusions that have come to exist between the fole of a Hnguist, 2 scholar andfor teacher .who is 1pmmsled in
linguistic reality, and whatever it is that one wanis to call those w_ho want 10 promo_te or esmhlgsh certain nonn;. 3
key text in the dispute and ensuing confusion was certainly Merriam We'bs?er 5 Tfurd -Imcnmuunal which d}:c& -
{and it was certainly not the {izst) to "go descriptive”, seeing that as s dictionary’s primary role, anrtl thus incly .
itemns such as "ain’t", indisputably pare of linguisiic reality. Many tock, a:}d ake, ttqs as an expression of what is
desirable or acceptable rather than a mere description of fact: the s’umdard J.oke that cm:t}laled for some years after
the publication of this "revolutionary” tome was that upon calling Metriam Webster's and asking 10 speak to
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someone not there at the time, a caller was told by the secretary, "Sarry, he ain't here.” The joke is perhaps on the
person that assumed that those compiling the dictionary did not know the difference between saying "ain’t" and
saying "isn't" and thus assuming a dictionary should not include the former.

7. The classic anicle on diglossia is still Ferguson 1959. Although the case Ferguson exasmines is that of Arabic,
where one language is written and a variety of related languages are the spoken nomms, the parallels to both the
histericat situation in Romance before the codification of the vemacular seandarnds and to Itaty until the present sre
striking.

8. The bulk of work in this area has been done by two scholars, Halt (1936, 1939, 1942}, and Tzzo {1976 a and
b, 1982, 1984) and also, most recently, by Ward 1986,

9. See Pulgram 1975, Wright 1976, and Lioyd 1979 for lucid discussions of the question, but more difficult
thazt it would first appear to be, of just what what wrinen/standardized Latin vis 3 vis what was being spoken.

10. This passage, and other aspects of Varchi's quite "modern” iinguistic theories, are discussed in considerable
detadl in 1770 1576a.

11. See one of the few even-handed discussions of the history and actual state of linguistic "purist” activism i
Nunherg 1983,

12, The ubverse can also be rue: where strong political andfor refigious pnity isoverriding linguistic differences
may disappeas from sight. Thus, in the Arabic-speaking world the throny question of dizlects and their purported
infericrity vis & vis the standard does not arise (although linguistic differences are as great as they are among the

Halian dialects) and im Spain, where dialecial differences are 2 old and as deep as in the lalian peninsuia, it is only
in the case where political separation is an imponant historical isste that the "language question” cemes 1o sthe fore.

13. The primary lext is Chomsky 1966, Two clear general expositions of the contraversy and fertile research
provoked by Chomsky are Aarsieff 1970 and 1971.
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