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WHAT IS AN
INSTITUTION?

THE CASE
OF LANGUAGE |

WE HAVE PREVIOUSLY DEFINED institutions as regulatory
patterns, that is, as programs imposed by society upon the conduct
of individuals. Probably this definition did not arouse resistance on
the part of the reader, since, while different from it, the definition
does not seem to offend directly against the common usage of this
term. In common usage the term means organizations that somehow
“contain” people—such as a hospital, a prison, or, for that matter,
a university. Or it refers to the large societal entities that are seen as
hovering almost like metaphysical beings over the life of the indi-
vidual—like “the state,” “the economy” or “the educational sys-
tem.” Thus, if the reader were asked to name an institution, he
would very probably come up with one of these cases. He would be
right, too. This common usage, however, is too one-sided. More
precisely, it associates the term too closely with those societal enti-
ties that are recognized and codified by the law. Perhaps this is an
example of the influence of lawyers on the way we think. Be this as
it may, for our purpose here it is important to show that the mean-
ing of institutions in the perspective of sociology is not quite this.
For this reason, we want to take a moment, or a short chapter, to
show that language is an institution.

Indeed, we would argue further that language is very probably
the fundamental institution of society, as well as being the first in-
stitution encountered by the individual biographically. It is funda-
mental, because all other institutions, whatever their various pur-
poses and characteristics, build upon the underlying regulatory
pattern of language. The state, the economy and the educational
system, whatever else they may be, depend upon a linguistic edifice
of classification, concepts and imperatives for individuals’ actions
—-that is, they depend on a world of meanings that was constructed
by means of language and can only be kept going by language.

Also, language is the first institution encountered by the individ-
ual. This statement may surprise. Probably, if asked about the first
institution the child experiences, the reader will think of the family.
Again, in a way, he is right. For the great majority of children pri-
mary socialization takes place in the context of a particular family,
which in turn is a case in point of the broad institution of kinship
in that particular society. And, of course, the family is a very im-
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stabilized in the experience of the child. We have already talked of
roles in connection with the child’s learning to take the role of the
other—-a crucial step in the socialization process. The child learns
to recognize roles as recurring patterns in the conduct of others—
the experience that we have previously described with the phrase
“here he goes again.” ! This recognition becomes a permanent fix-
ture in the child’s mind, and thus in his interaction with others, by
means of language. It is language that specifies, in a repeatable
way, just what it is that the other is at again—"Here he goes with
the punishing-father bit again,” “Here she goes again putting on her
company-is-coming face” and so on. Indeed, only by means of such
linguistic fixation (that is, giving to the action of the other a fixed
meaning, which can be repeatedly attached to each case of such ac-
tion) can the child learn to take the role of the other. In other
words, language is the bridge from “Here ke goes again,” to “Watch

out, here I come.”
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As father goes through his punishing bit once more, we may as-
sume that this performance is accompanied by a good deal of ver-
biage. As he punishes, he talks. What is he talking about? Some of

1 The definition of role used here is guite conventional by now, not only in
sociology but in the social sciences generally, Compare the following definition
by Ralph Furner: “In . . . most . . . usages, the following elements appear in the
definition of role: it provides a comprehensive pattern for behavior and attitudes;
it constitutes a straregy for coping with a recurrent type of situation; it is socially
identified, more or less clearly, as an entity; it is subject to being played recogniz-
ably by different individuals; and it supplies a major basis for identifving and
placing persons in society.” (Article on “Role: Sociological Aspects,” Interna-
tional Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences, Vol. 13 [New York, Macmillan,

1968}, p. 552).
2 We are here combining the concept of role with that of representation, as

coined by Durkheim.
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instance, of the state. All the same, if such a general statement,
even if appropriately modified to cover a different institutional
case, makes no sense at all when applied to language, then there is
a good chance that something is badly wrong with the statement.
Institutions are experienced as having external reality; that is, an
institution is something outside the individual, something real in a
way (one might say, in a “hard” way) different from the reality of
the individual’s thoughts, feelings or fantasies. In this characteristic,
an institution resembles other entities of outside reality—even
trees, tables and telephones, all of which are out there whether the
individual likes it or not. He cannot wish a tree away-—nor an in-
stitution. Language is experienced in this way. To be sure, when
someone is speaking, he is, as it were, “throwing out” something
that was previously “inside” himself—not just the sounds of which
language is made up but the meanings that language is intended to
convey. Yet this “throwing out” (a more elegant term for this is
“externalization”) is in terms of something that is not the idiosyn-
cratic creation of the speaker. He is, let us say, speaking English.
The English language, though, was not created in the depths of his
particular consciousness. It was out there long before this moment
at which he is using it. It is as something out there that he experi-
ences it, as well as the other he is speaking to, and both of them ex-
perienced the English Janguage as such an outside reality when they

first learned it.
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certain way. The last point is impor-
tant. There is correct English and incorrect English—and this re-
mains so, objectively so, even if an individual should think that the
rules determining this are the height of folly and that he would
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dle-aged professor, who tries to ingratiate himself with the young
by speaking “their language” and who, of course, is always at least
two years behind in the latter’s rapidly shifting orthodoxies, his en-
counter with the coercive power of language reaches the pathos of
Sophoclean tragedy.
To recognize the power of institutions is nof to say that they can-
not be changed. Indeed, they change all the time—and must so
change, because they are nothing but the inevitably tenuous prod-
ucts of innumerable individuals “throwing out” meanings into the
world. Thus, if everyone in America stopped speaking English to-
morrow, the English language as an institutional reality in America
would abruptly cease to exist. In_other words, the objective exist-
ence of the language depends on the ongoing speech of many indi-
viduals who, in speaking, are expressing their subjective intentions,
meanings and motives.* It is clear that this kind of objectivity, un-
like the objectivity of the facts of nature, can never be a static one.
It is always changing, is in dynamic flux, sometimes goes through
violent convolutions. But for the individual it is not easy to bring
about deliberate change. If he is by himself, in most cases, his
chances of succeeding in such an enterprise are minimal. Let the
reader imagine himself in the role of grammatical reformer or of
innovator of vocabulary. He may have some success in his
immediate micto-world. Indeed, he probably had some such suc-
cess as a young child: his family may have adopted a couple of his
more outrageous baby-talk creations as part of the family’s in-
group language. As an adult, the individual may have similar
mini-victories as he speaks with his wife or his circle of close
friends. But, unless he is a recognized “great writer” or statesman,
or unless he goes to incredible efforts to organize masses of people
around his banner of linguistic revolution (one may think here of
the revival of classical Hebrew in modern Zionism or of the less
successful effort to do the same for Gaelic in Ireland), his impact
on the language of his macro-world will probably be close to nil on
the day he leaves this vale of words.

4 The differentiation between language and speech is derived from Ferdinand
de Saussure, a linguist greatly influenced by Durkheim.
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past. Thus the speaker of contemporary American English is reiter-
ating, without knowing it, the verbalized experiences of generations
of dead people—Norman conquerors, Saxon serfs, ecclesiastical
scribes, Elizabethan lawyers, not to speak of Puritans, frontiers-
men, Chicago gangsters and jazz musicians of more recent times.

Language (and, indeed, the world of institutions generally) may
be seen as a broad stream flowing through time. Those who sail on
it for a while, or who live alongside it, keep throwing objects into
it. Most of these sink to the bottom or dissolve right away. Some
coagulate in such a way that they are carried along, for a longer or
shorter period. Only a few make it all the way downstream, to the
point where this particular stream, as all others, ends in the ocean
of oblivion that is the termination of any empirical history.

An Austrian writer, Karl Kraus, has called language the house in
which the human spirit lives. Language provides the lifelong con-
text of our experience of others, of self, of the world. Even when
we imagine worlds beyond this one, we are constrained to put our
intimations or hopes in terms of language. Language is the social
instituition above all others. It provides the most powerful hold that

society has over us.

RECENT WORK

In this chapter language has been discussed in the singular—language as the
basic institution, language as the house in which the human spirit lives, and so
on. In terms of the points to be made, there is nothing to be corrected there. In
actual fact, of course, thers are many languages—and thus, for different indi-
viduals, many basic institutions, many houses of language. This is obvious if one
compares the languages of national cultures. The world in English is different
from the world in French, and markedly different from the world in Chinese.
Linguists, historians, and cultural anthropologists have gome to great pains to
understand these differences. Sociologists have been more interested in language
differences within a culture. The language of the lower classes differs from that
of the upper class, for instance. It may be assumed {(precisely on the basis of
what has been discussed in the preceding pages} that this difference is mot
merely linguistic, but that it reflects a difference in fundamental social experi-
ence—a, difference, that is, in terms of “world.” But how? And why?

A focus of recent work in this area has been differences in language between
different classes. An important impetus for this work has come from England,
where Basil Bernstein has been studying the special characteristics of working-
class langnage. Bernstein came to the conclusion that working-class and middle-



AL S W W R S

class people in England essentially speak different languages, each of which
conveys a very different experience of the world, Bernstein’s key categories are
“elaborated code” and “restricted code,” pertaining to middle-class and working-
class language respectively, Supposedly, the “claborated code” is much better
suited for abstract thought and nuanced expressions of experience, while the
“restricted code” confines its users to a more concrete, narrower range of ex-
perience. Interestingly, Bernstein’s position has had different political repercus-
sions. Thus some people with a radical approach to contemporary society have
welcomed Bernstein’s findings, citing them as evidence that, on top of all their
other deprivations, the lower classes are also linguistically deprived, Others, with
the same political approach, have criticized Bernstein for looking at the working-
class through (distortive) middle-class lenses, In this country, both Bernstein’s
approach and the politica] interpretations related to it have been applied to the
question of linguistic differences between whites and blacks, -

The following articles, all by Basil Bernstein, contain the principal formula-
tions of his approach:

Basil Bernstein. “Some Sociological Determinants of Perception.” British
Journal of Sociology 9 (1958):159¢F. Different linguistic training of middle-
class and working-class children. :

- “A Public Language.” British Journal of Sociology 10 (1959):3111F.
This “public language” is the language of the middle clags, According to
Bernstein it tends, among other things, to encourage conformity and to sup-
press the expression of tenderness, .

R “Lénguage and Soctal Class.” British Journal of Socielogy 11 (1960):
2718, A concise statement of the basic position.

. “Aspects of Language and Learning in the Genesis of the Social
Process.” Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry (1960):3136. The
“public language” of the middle class supposedly fosters impersonality, which
in turn protects social statns, ' :

- “Lingnistic Codes, Hesitation Phenomena and Intelligence.” Lan-
guage and Speech 5 (1962):31f Statement on the two codes, with relevant
empirical data.

. “Social Class, Linguistic Codes and. Grammatical Elements.” F.an-
guage and Speech 5 (1962):221F, More of the same.

- “Elaborated and Restricted Code.” American Anthropologist 64
(1964):6. A usefully concise statement on the two codes.

- “A Bociolinguistic Approach to Socialization.” Tn Frederick Wil-
liams, ed., Language and Poverty. Chicago: Markham, 1970, The two codes
related to early socialization.

The following is a mélange of articles on related themes:

Martin Deutsch. “The Role of Social Class in Language Development and
Cognition.” American Journal of Orthopsychiatry 25 (1965):78ff. Data tend-
ing to confirm Bernstein’s approach.

Doris Entwisle. “Developmental Sociolinguistics.” American Journal of
Sociology 74 (1968):37F. Data tending to disconfirm Bernstein: White sium
children were found to be more advanced linguistically than white suburban
children.

. “Semantic Systems of Children.” In Williams, Language and Pov-
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A recent book offers a useful summary of the Bernstein controversy an
rece ” . -
pléces it in a broader context of political sociology:

icati : ford Uni-
Claus Mueller. The Politics of Communication. New York: Oxfo

versity Press, 1973. . ‘
The Reader suggests quite different texts for this chapter:
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