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COPING WITH THE LANGUAGE OF MADNESSIN RURAL BANGLADESH:

AESTHETICSAND LANGUAGE IDEOLOGIES

James M. Wilce, Jr.

0. SESSON Introduction

How are we to bridge the fruitful but divergent traditions of work in
phenomenadogy, embodment, and ideologies of language? Linguistic ideologies are more
than rational strategies of metadiscursive regimentation. They are dso metapragmatic
sengbilities. So, how can we present integrated acourts of the aethetic, sensate, and
emboded criteria— aswell asthe rational, cognitive, or paliticd— that often inform
resporses to spekers as ocia adors?

JMW PAPER

This paper addresses two closaly-linked bu negleded dmensions at work in the
lingustic ideologies invoked in the transcript on you handou: embodment and aesthetics.
| cd for aBourdieuvian, habitus-oriented take onideologies of language. To paraphrase
Comaroff, “lIdeologiy is most eff edive when it remais interred in emboded habit.”
Bangladeshi bodes—bath in speging and in shaping interlocutor’ s moves by respondng
to spe&king—become nat only objeds but, in the cae of Olna s mother (described below)
agents of metapragmatic regimentation. | won't be aldressng debates over schizophrenia

asabiologicd condtion, or its putative determining effeds onlanguage. Instead, | trea
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Olna s “language of madness’ as a screen orto which her family projedstheir typifications
of language—and, first, as a playful chall enge to thase typifications.

The transcript on you handou represents an interadion taking dacein March 1992
between severa people, mostly members of Olna’ s family: my field assstant Shapla, who
is halding the mike, her sister Olna (diagnased as “ schizophrenic” by a psychiatrist from
the caital city, and their mother, Mashima. SHOW VIDEO
1.1 ON YOUR HANDOUT

If the transcript, espedally line 11, gives you a sense of presaure uponOlna, it is
because the family’s emnamic and social well-beingis at stakein na only what Olna says
but in her restoration to competencein verbal performance

When | heard from Shaplathat her sister was deeply disturbed, often ureble to
dee, | went to their home for the first time to hea from Olna herself abou her dee
disturbance  Threemonths later the Dhaka psychiatrist put her on an antipsychatic
medication that enabled her to answer some questions coherently. But when | was first
getting to knaw her, OIna s resporses were oblique, so indired asto provoke multiple
repair initi atives by her family.

That obliguenessupset Olna’ s mother and sister, but why? What does Olna’'s
family want her to do? What are the ideds and typifications of speed that inform their
metapragmatic moves? Evidently, they want her to attune to and engage the other, to
complete adjacency pairs, to co-produce meaningful sequences. But let us consider how
Shapla herself bailsall of that down. What they ask Olnato dois bal, sundar kare bal—

‘spedk, speek daing beauty,” * spedk beautifully, speak well .’
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Shapla, inline 9, is quite particular abou the kind d beauty she hasin mind. She
challenges Olna, “Can’t you spe& like you are redting atext?”-- or giving a speed--
which is probably a cdl for aloud ringing larity and stylized intonational contour like
children redting schod |essons, or someone redting a poem or a surah of the Qur’an over
aloudspedker.

The family’ sresporse to Olna' s geed refleds an aesthetic of language widely
shared in Bangladesh, | surmise from comparing that event with severa recorded hous of
domestic conversations invalving Suleyman— an dd Muslim gentleman with symptoms
like bipdar disorder. Hisfamily and reighbastried more than orceto stop hm from
speing in amanner they considered selfishly private and urconventional. They openly
encouraged his desire to spend alot of histime reading— a, more accrrately, redating—
saaed Idamic texts. So it appeasthat, at least throughou that part of Bangladesh, redting
isboth a aethetic ided and a therapeutic prescription.

Olna s mother (Mashima) and sister’s pull ed and pushed her to speek clealy and
referentially, and nd only they but even aneighba boytried (inlines17 and 18 to
interpret Olna’ s words as a proper speed ad (arequest for something), an ad with
stuational y-appropriate sense and reference  If she wanted someone to gve something, it
must have some value, mullo, da\m.). But it seems mideadingto seeour moves (as
oppased to Olna’ s) in that conversation as uncovering something independently present in
Olna' s peeh—meaning, intentionality, or awill to engage others. Rather, we were trying
desparately to pull her into those spheres of meaning-making.

For the most part, however, Olna stsayed in her own semiotic world. She seemed

to berevelingin speed itself— as adevicenat for signification a gain bu for pleasure.
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Inlines 12-13 and 1516, Olna plays with a paradigm of many pcssble derivations and
infledions of the verb “to gve” dik e, dik a da, ay dis eta, dik a ra di, dite balle, outdoing
even us dructuralistsin taking deasure in structure for its own sake. 1n short order, she
produced threeoptatives, avery intimate or demeaning imperative, an infinitive, and—
what is most unusual—the naked roat of the verb “to gve.” The extent to which syntax is
completely absent in these iterations of the verb; the lilti ng intonational contours of these
not-quite-utterances,; and the relaxed, light vocd quality combine with the smileon Olna’'s
faceto gvetheimpresson d playful joy. Compare thiswith what Kristeva has written
(on you handout) abou psychatic speed in relation to jouissance or “orgasmic pleasure”:
that psychatic is not abou meaning a significalion bu abou something more like poetic
artfulnessor play.

Olna s flight-of-fancy contrasts with her family’ s aesthetic of nailed-down
referential clarity. Even her “paradigm play” (not paradigms but syntagms lost)
exemplifies seea pleasure goart from rational-purposive ill ocutionary force In contrast,
her family triesto coax her to work harder to establi sh intersubjedivity, to attune, to
conform to the normative Hindu pradices of sociocentricity and relationality.

I’'m movingto 12 on your handout

Building on &Certeau’ s metaphors of power as gability, | see
Olna's sster occupying such a placefrom which she can exercise leverage on her ever-
shifting sister. In that way, Shapla’ s metadiscursive speed isa dassc case of an
ideology— a stanceinformed by, and tending to reproduce, power. And her family invites
comparison with the lingu stic sensihbiliti es of the staff of a Boston shelter for the homeless

mentally ill as Bob Degarlais describesit. Shelter residents play what they cdl “ragtime”
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with language, but the staff seeks to impase transparent referentiality and incite the desire
for intersubjedivity. Thereisafundamental homology here. Degarlaislocaesthe larger
significance of the shelter staff’ s metadiscoursein itsrelation to the state and itsinterest in
the e@namic productivity of itscitizens. The precaious econamic position d Olna's
family demands that they show a similar interest in returning Olnato econamic
productivity, which to them is apparently homologous with cooperative, mimetic,
conventionali zed lingustic productivity.

Still, Olna’ s family’ s behavior toward her is gentler than the Boston shelter staff’ s
style of working with residents. More remarkably, it also seansto be sustained by an
enduring hope that would be exceptional in relation to a schizophrenic personin the U.S.
How was that possble, when Olna s mother (Mashima) had exhausted all the treament
options she had at hand?

In line 28 we seeMashima cnstructing the situation as remediable and thus
sustaining hope and gentlenesspartly by aform of scafoldingin which she hides Olna’'s
incompetence. Mashima etoes both the words and the head movement of her daughter.
This moment of interadive @tunement is not the sort commonly described: it is not truly
mutual. Mashima’'suphdding d her end hes the forced quality of Western mothers
treaing reonates as if they could manage “adjacecy pairs’ in proto-conversation as full
interadional partnersdo. Admittedly, Olna retains the rudiments of sensitivity to
adjacency pairs (able & timesto exchange phatic moves, but often na getting the semantic
content right). But it is Mashimawho unl aterally constructs her verbal relationship with
her daughter as mutual by her echaings of Olna’ s moves, as if to compensate for Olna' s

failure to echo ahers moves or engage them in any sustained interadion. Mashima's
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behavior reproduces an aesthetic of language as intersubjedive adievement and as
pragmatic order. It enables her family to carry on, glossng ower Olna' s problems, or
providing enoughscafolding to producethe gopeaancethat Olnais doing her share of the

interadive work.

| point you to sedion 2 on your handout, now greatly compressd:

| consider such onthe-groundresporses to speed to be paradigm cases of
lingustic ideologies. At the same time, the term “ideologies’ itself may divert usfrom an
adequate or at least experience-nea analysis of folk judgments of naturall y-occurring

speed. The problem is that embodment and aesthetics may be the last meanings

unreflexively evoked by the term ideologies. Definitions of “ideology’ focus on “the
ideaional dimensions of culture” rather than foregroundng the tait and emboded.

Y et encourtering Olna’ s case and particularly her family’ s metacommunicdive
values leads us to susped that on-the-groundlanguage ideologies are e much concerned
with style, form, and skill fulnessas they are with cogntive precepts. It isin this ®nse that
they are aethetic, but also tadt and emboded; lingustic ideologies aswell asthe speed
they objedify are forms of habitus. The dominance of aesthetic aiteriain Olna sfamily’s
evauation d speed ads— in fad their aesthetic model of language per se— brings us up
short to the extent that our understanding d language ideologies requires them to be
ideaional in anarrow sense.

If we rethink “ideologies’ as gut senses, we shake up ou models of the relations

between ideologies, aesthetic sensibiliti es, and embodment. Work onlingustic ideologies
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hasrightly stressed their positionednessin relationto power; it is useful to bring that
metaphar badk to its emboded groundas prise-de-conscience (Hanks 1996).
| CONCLUDE W/ SECTION 30N YOUR HANDOUT.

This Bangladeshi family’s geed adions entail alevel of socia and linguistic
reflexivity that makes it problematic to trea them only as data, grist for our theoreticd
mill s; they deserve mnsideration as ethnamethods on a par with ou theories, including the
very mode of lingustic ideologies. If so, thisfamily’s organic theorizing keas comparing
to that of Croce and Sapire who envisioned language & cial aesthetic. 1sn’t our sense of
goodlanguage— phondogicdly well-performed, grammaticd, and pragmaticdly
appropriate speet— is built out of tadt, visceral aesthetic sensibiliti es?

Olna s mother’ s use of her bodyto gude Olnatoward attunement—despite Olna’'s
discontnet with its percaved bond—is an emboded mode of adionwith which
Merleau-Ponty, Tom Csordas, Bob Degarlais, and Bill Hanks have tried to make us more
comfortable. If the cnndations of “ideology” appea mentalist and Madiavellian, Olna's
family fallsinto alongline of theorists with a different imagination d what we ae cdling
“ideologies.”

Echoing widely accepted criteria attributes of linguistic ideologies, the words
“Spedk beautifully” do attempt to regiment discourse, and are tinged with power, and are
positioned ain socia field. Shapla s words are redaent with ideology—bu “ideology’ in
anew key that has resonance, perhaps, for al reseach onmetapragmatic regimentationin

faceto-faceinteradion.



