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Foreword

A picture of the world as a finite number of speech communities, each
speaking its own language, is an appealing picture of the world’s language
situation. For the linguistic theorist and language typologist there would be
a finite—though presumably large—number of languages whose charac-
teristics could be checked against hypothesized general principles or
parametric settings. For the proponent of vernacular literacy as an em-
powering mechanism for human communities, one could simply check
whether each community had an acceptable writing system for its language,
and, if not, proceed to language description, orthography creation, and
literacy training. But of course we all know that this picture is wrong in
many respects.

Many communities are multilingual: they use several dialects of the same
language or several different languages in their everyday communication.
Also, we know that vernacular literacy is often resisted or, even if tenta-
tively accepted, fails to take hold. Furthermore, linguists have no adequate
professional consensus as to what constitutes “a language” as opposed to
dialect variation and no satisfactory measure of just how different any two
languages are. And the fundamental linguistic questions remain un-
answered of how individual competence relates to community conven-
tionalization and how this relationship changes over time. Finally, speakers’
attitudes toward language and toward particular variant forms of language
varieties are widely acknowledged to be involved in questions of mutual
intelligibility, dialect variation, and language change. Nonetheless no one is
yet clear on just how language attitudes affect language structure, language
use, and language change, and even the best methods of collecting valid
data on language attitudes are not yet understood.



X Windows on Bilingualism

Fortunately, linguists of the Summer Institute of Linguistics (SIL) not only
recognize all these theoretical and practical problems in understanding the
nature of human language and the difficulty of predicting language change,
but they are also steadily accumulating experience in dealing head-on with
these issues. General linguists must be grateful for the commitment of SIL to
make Scriptures available to everyone in his or her own language, for this
means the SIL linguists must constantly search for answers to such basic
questions as these: how different must two languages be in structure, use,
and attitudes before there is a need for translation into both instead of just
one? What information must be collected in order to reach a reasonable
decision? How can a language survey be carried out effectively with a
minimum of time, effort, and funds? What measures are most useful in
testing for mutual intelligibility of two dialects? How does one determine the
incidence of competence in different codes throughout a community and the
relevant attitudes of members of the community toward them?

The papers in this volume report on SIL experience with measures of
linguistic distance, mutual intelligibility, and language attitudes as well as
the necessary information about principles of statistics to deal with such
measures. The language situations and the research efforts reported on are
quite varied. Ethnographic methods of participant observation are dis-
cussed along with analysis of responses from self-report language-
competence questionnaires. For linguists unfamiliar with field testing of
this kind, it is impressive to see comparisons of cognate counting, sentence
repetition testing, intelligibility testing, and the SLOPE approach to
proficiency testing. Reports deal with the problems of differentiating be-
tween “inherent intelligibility” and the intelligibility that comes from
exposure to another language (i.e., partial bilingualism).

Most of the papers included were presented several years ago at an SIL
conference on the Pacific area, so they refer more often to language
situations in the Pacific than elsewhere, but all of them have implications
for cases of societal multilingualism anywhere in the world. In this sense,
the papers do indeed offer “windows on bilingualism” and though many of
them seem overly concerned with the practical techniques of measurement
and with speculations about how to predict the success of vernacular
literacy in various language situations, they all serve to remind those
interested in linguistic structure of the complexities of human language and
the enormous difficulties for predicting changes in patterns of language
structure, language use, and language attitudes.

Charles A. Ferguson
Stanford University
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