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AfricaniWolof society is divided into a number of

ranked status groups or castes, the largest of which is the
high-ranking noble caste. Wolof conceive of two styles of speaking,
the restrained or noble-like and the elaborated or "griot"-like, and
the two styles are connected by the presence or absence of "kerse,"
honor and self-control. The linguistic phenomena.relevant to social
rank are found in all aspects of speech performance: paralinguistic
henomena (such as intonation), phonology, syntax, and lexicon.
intonatiohal features provide the most striking differences in style.
Phonological differences seem to be related to differences in speech
tempo. The griot style uses syntactic devices that lengthen the total
| ___utterance but add little or nothing to its meaning, while the noble
style uses shorter, blander forms and intentional errors as a sign of
high rank. The variants can also signal high ‘and low rank within a
caste, The use of intentional error can creaté confusion between a
high-ranking individual and a linguistically ‘incompetent foreigner.
The linguistic system as a whole may have shifted in the direction of
the high-status variant, and the reduction in surface elaboration is
consistent with high-rank restraint and nonfluency, possibly arising '
from the general population's desire to appear more high-ranking.
Thus the cultural valuation of speech can influence both the form and
the direction of language change. (MSE)
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Antroduction
Wolof society is divided ?nto a number of ranked status groups, or
castes,] The largest of these is the high-ranking noble caste, about
* 70% of the popuiatlon, while the resy of the population is dist:ibuted
among various .non-nobhle groupa; including the former slaves and the several
]
artisan castes, FEach group has an occupational speciatizatlcn, Of the low-
ranking groups, the most numerous and comspicuous is the bardic caste, or
griots, whose spgc%ali;qtion is public speech-mal:ing. To some extent,
however, speech-making 18 a prerogative of all noé-noble castes because
all of them can substitute for griots or participate In this activity
upon occasion, .

So there ias among the Wolof a d;vlkion of labor that corrgsponds to'a
. division of soclety into ranked statés groups; and In that division of labor,
.speaking plays a fundamental part, Thils paper cuncerng the relation of
speaking and lingUAgeﬂto gtatus differeiices, The crux of that félatfonéhip
lies 1; the ideology of the caste s&stem and the cultural premises that are

found there, We will see, too, that these attitudes toward speaking influ-~

ence the form of linguistic varlation, In a fairiv concrete way.

A Eﬂlﬂi Ideology

Looking first at the ideology of the cagte system, the following points
emerge, Wolof informants claimed that people are inherently nnoqunll having
different cssential natures that make them behave in differgnt Wnyé.
fhuse different behavioral dispositions pive rise to Jdiffering but comple-
mentary forms of. “iction, whence the occupational specialluntions of the caste
Putting this another way, personality is thought to be inheritable;

svatem,

40 personality diffefﬁncea will follow the lines of caste endogamy, A
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L . Let us look mor:

person's Sirth, 0¥ cu;te identlty, determines the personality, the dis-
position to-actloﬁ, that iﬂ_the source of-htn caste's uccupution.- A cenbral
Wolof concept sums up this ldea of lnhwerited behavioral disposition: 1t
is the notlon of kerse, a worq 1 tramsiate as "honor" but that cuould also
.ukg,9§}154;§E}§f§°QFr9¥f Feﬁneqr_ﬂfor_ongsflf ;nd othersa), or a sensé of
shéme. We can think of this as a pérsonnlity or behavioral correiatg of
cﬁate purity, The presence or .absence of honor is supposed to underlie
caste differences in character, motivatlions, and behavior.
The most important difference betveen persons vho have great kerse
.nnd_pcrsona who liave not concerns engagement In physical activity. Kerse
1s & dispositlion toward restraint and control‘of physical m;vements and
processes; lack of kerse is a dispositlon toward unreatrniﬁed, excegsive
activitv, A pérson with kerse -- a high noble -~ is supposed to be rela-
utlvel& restrainéd} and’phyalcally Inactive; a person lacking'ggggs (a non~
qthg;_espeqtakly a griot) s Suppdseq to be physically active, bhustling
,"9bqu;ﬁ unresqu}ned or elaborate in moyemedt llost Important for us is

!
that :these attitudes toward activity Include attitudes toward speech:
i/ .

$ﬁeech {s seen as a speciﬂl'kind of action, whose variation ls patterned

In the same way. . !

Iclpsely at the way spealing relates to the ldea of
kerse or honor. An Informant told me, "kerse is what makes u noble relic-
tant to say bad things," Actually, the need to be caveful about what one
savs is magnified into a reluctance to say anything at all ~- a restraint

* on gpeaklng in general, 1t ls a fundamental Wolof{ assumption that gpeech,
especially in quantity, ls dangerous and demeaning; tt is likely to be

) b
" -
faloe or at least frivolous, The tongue is "danpercus as a tlon™® =

out ol respect -for othorg and for himself, a1 noble must not speak too
/

much, .

! ' (4)
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The dangers of speech have a double basis. Flrst of all, talk

is_dangerOua to the apeaker, since the person to whom he tells a
' /

secret might do harm with it oc¢ at least tell it to others. Second,
} ’

~ speech 1s dungerous to the hearer, because It mey be untrue and tryiug to

deceive him. If you talk a lot, it is only to persunde someone to helleve

something that is false ~- if féu really kﬁe@ the truth, yag'wou18*35£ need

‘to talk about it, Villagers often quoted a'proverb that affirms this

attitude toward speech: "Speecﬁ will deceive people -~ the manner may be

pretty, yet the content L8 ugly." The more elaborate and pleasing the

\
rlietoric, the more false or harmful the content,/ Nobles claim that the
. . S
J -
lower castes, who lack kerse,\gre particularf} given to empty rhetoric.
.The nobles' kerse, then, makes them relatively silent, comparcd to

the non-nobles. In public situations especlally, nobles mnke a special

effort to speak less than the non;noblea,,und 0 to distinguish themselves = .

from the lower castes. Relative silence {s a means by which nobles can
set themsclves off from non-nobles. For example, 1f a high—rﬂnkihg person
needs to communiédte gomething to the public ovr to a large grnﬁp, he will
resort to an intermediary, usually s griot, to do ao for him, The noble
says sumething quietly to the griot, whispering It In his car; the yriot
tlen rupeats the mestage loudly, relaying it to its intended recefver(s).
Somet imes two nobles wili hold a conversation through double intermedluriﬁs»;—--
their-priots do most of the talking, cdnvcrsing with each ether on thelir '
nobtes' behalf.

Hote that these norms that make # noble sllent ax soft-spoken handi-
cap him when a real communication must be made. The high~ranking person is
dependent on the lower runks,-especiully the griots, to speak for him.
(This 18 how speech enters into the caste system's division of labor.)

1

(5) '




attribute of low caste. . ¥

The resttaint In speech that Is supposed to'chavactirlize nobles

and thelr kerse has its complement tn the style of spe:iking associated
with griots, and (to.a lesser extent) the non-nobles Ln general, Noblen
say, for Lnstance;-thﬁt the griots talk too mach, and that thelr speech

is too long and too fast, They complain that gpriots make too much ﬁolse,

that they shout and quarrel all the time. YNobles also criticlze the con-
tent of griot speecli, branding it as lies or empty wordsv- They See!thc
griots as too much concerned with surface elahoration, at the expense of

content, Griots agree with much of this description of thelr Speéch;

but they tend to evaluate it differently, stressing a positive aestheric

in an elaborate and persuasive performance,

There i3, then, a certain Wolof style of speaking that . is thought of

as grlot-like; it is speech that is characterized by its relatively-high

‘speed, quantity, volume, and pitch; its semantic content I suppomsed to be
"less" (relativ'iy meaningless) or "bad" (false, or harmful). Criots are

- the typical spdakers-to use this style, so anyone else who uses it will he

called "like o griot," But the same criteria are sald to describe the
speech of othdr low~status catEéories of speaker, The same contrasts

. e _ :
that differentiate '"noble" speech from "griot" speech also diffcrentiate
men's from women's speech and adults' from children's, 5o although Holof
describe this klnd of speech as "griot-like,” using caste referents, it is
actually an attribute of low status in a more general sense, not just an

'
\

\

iwo Linguistic Variants

In sum, Wolof concelve of two baslc styles of speaking: the réstrained

or "noble-1ike,"

and the elaborated or "griot-like," anl these two styles

(r)
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are conected to the presence or ahsecnce of kerse, honor and seif-control,

In high~ and. low-ganking groups, We can now describe the formal charac~

teristics of the two styles, Wolof themselves point out Intonational

and semai.tic features that distingulsh the two types; wost of these features,

plus some others that {nformants do not mention, can casily be observed in
the actual speech of members of the two castes.

The linguistic phenomena relevant to secial fnnk are to be found in

all aspects of speech performance: pdaralinguistiec phénomena (such as

. intonation), phonology, svntax, and lexlcon, 1 will cunsider the first

three here very briefly -- some of this {nformation is swmarized on

the attachgd Tables.,

Intonatfon. Intonatlonal features provide the most striking differences

between the "griot-like" and "noble-like" styles of speaklng. These fea-

tures are pummarized in Table 1, MNow thesc are linguistic plienomena that

- are often omltted Erom formal description of a language, but here trey

carry a very distinct afguificarce in differentiating the twq SFQtPH,, 7
varianta., They are 0196 fmportant berause fn thelr extremes tﬁey can be
as much a barrier to undergtanding as a chauge of the éntfrv code might be,
For instance, 'on one occasion a noble listened to-a qulte clear recording
of a griot from his own region, but only on the tenth hearing could he
decide that the grlot was speaking Wolof and not Manding, a quite different
Language,

Phonology., Fhonoluglcal differences hetween the two speech styles
suem éo be related to difrereuces In speech tempo (see IntOnutioﬁ). Phonol-
og& may be affccted elther by the haste of extremely‘rapid gpeech or by the
drawl of very slow upecch: Taking the speech of casual conversation as a

standard, the very rapid griot performances tend to alter phonology in the

by
(
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vays listed iu Table 2, An vppusite set of variatlons occurred ate the . differences and social boundaries have a common Wolof conceptual basis,

other end of the social scale and the other st&lc of Spuakinﬁ, {u the speech : Cultural asaumpLLoﬁs about the inherent nature of persons of different
of the few h‘181189'2"1‘'dlnkim?. nobles In the village, There, thu gﬂuurul; ) caste underlie a divislon of labor tﬁat includes speaking. And these under-’
effect ls.of{drawi and low~pltchad mumbling, exaggerated by éertain Pabi;sr - lying assumptions do not just bheing about the exlstence of linguiatic
such as holding the hand over the mouth while talking., .o C . differences to currespond with social g?oupinga, bu; they also Lnfluence

: ) ‘gﬂu;éigéélégi a&ﬁA;xﬁyAx 1abJL 3 rcprcscntq cé}tuin synLaLtic IOrms- S o '7- thé parkiéﬁlér-férm thsﬂe.Aifﬁérences é;ké; Thuﬁ the'poiﬁf;-tﬁac &1;tzﬂéﬁi;ﬁ:~" )
that occur mostly in the speech of grlota -~ that is, grlots greutlj ' . éhu high—cﬁstc variang from the low-caste one are unified 1n5rg§tgainl
exceed nobhles in these usages. These are all asyntactic devices that 1eﬁgthen . - and :he minlmizing of surface einboratinh.

"the total utterance but add little or. nothing to its meaning. The use of
' Code-Switching and the Direction of Language Change

, wrammatical emphasizers, too, 1s consistent with the griots' emphatic intona- :
\

. . Finally, let us consider the two speech variants in relation to the
tion. In contrast, nobles tend to use forms that are short and bland. The )

o
. individual speaker's linguistic competence, and his ability Fo use language
fable also shows a kind of grammatical variation that s associated with ’

. . to manipulate social situations to his own ends. The two vadiants. | have
extreme nobillity -~ informants reported that the king, at the plnnacle ’ . \

. . ) described are assocliated with caste, but actually (nn mcntion*d before)
- - of- rank, had-a-kind of competence for error: he must make mistakes in ' - ' :

they refer to high and low rank in a more gener:l sense, Phu% the varidnta
minor polnts o[ grammar, because correctness in these .points would be : ’

can also mark relatively high and low rank -within 4" caste, Any individual -
an unnecessary frill, an nmphasis on fluenLy of performance or performince :

will have some control over both varlants, and he switches hetwken them.as
rnr [rs owm aake that would not be apprupriate to thlg highest of nobles.

i the particular situatlon and his own motives dictate. For lnatﬂnce, a
‘fistakes in the noun class'syatcm were especially singled out. 0Of course,

. young tnioble may use the low-status style when speaking to an older noble,
theve 'is no longer a king and 8o one cannot prove whether he actvally spoke '

. but he will switch to t?e high-status atqu when speaking to pfiot.
this way, WNevertheless {t {s cledr that many modern Volot (in the village

An lndivlduul s lingulstlc competence, then, includes both Variants.
where 1 vorked) belleye he did so, and that ervors such as the minuse of

but the nature of these Wolof speech varlants glves the phenomenpn of

noun class markers can be a slgn of highest rank. ' !

code-switehing a spaecial twist, The cultural definition of thefhigh-rank
We have been able to characterize two Linguistic variants, variants . : /

varlant as "competence for error” makes fot a potential confusion between
recognlzed by Wolof informants, that are assoclated with different soclal

. tha varlant and the lncompetence of a foreigner or a moron. There is a
status groups, But the asgocilatlon of the two variants with vertaln status ’

. kind of lingulstic double standard here: "error" in grammar, or slurred
groups Ls not arbltrary, This ls not just a marking of status differences

. . pronunclatdon, may show extremely high rank or it may show incompetence.
thiat exlat ludépendently of languige., On the contrary -- both Linguistic ! : :

) (8) : (9)
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Ehunological and syntactic "vorrectness" may preserve one from beiﬁg
thought a foreigner or a mentai deféctlve but may tend to identify one with
4 low rank, This linguistic double standlard shows up, in barticular, lnA
speakera! uncertainty,>even anxlety, about noun class markers. (The
Z,Lf;noun;classAsystem,was something informants singled out as an appropriate
place for high~easte "error.") Informants often said they were uncertain
what class a noun belqnged in, and they declared fﬁ&t‘the assignment of .
noun classes was something "difficult" about speaking Wolof proficlently,
Mow {t seems to me that the social aspiratiouns aud fecars of speakers
are bound to affeg@ tWe long~term fate of a grammatical form consciously
single&m;;; in this wﬁy as a marker of social rank.. Aud in fact we know
that the noun class system in Wolof hag been undergoing rapid change.
Linguistic materlals of 50 and 100 years ago are precise enough to show thalt
bé&weenrthen and 5ow there has been a sharp reductlon in the elaboration of]
-:‘ghe noun class system, .And in general, modern Volof shows a broad reduction
in -Burface -elaboration, when compared with related languages.
What I want to suggest ls that the llngulstic system as a whole may have
shifted in the direction of the high-status variant -- that the definition
of grammatical "correctness,' though never ldentical with the most soclally
prestigious speech, has tended to follow affer it. The reduction in' linguistir
surface elaboratlion is consistent'with the restraint and non-fluency in
performance that higher ranks are supposed to show. This linguistic trend
could arige Efom a social situatfon in which everyone vas trying to appear
higher-ranking than others In his caste -~ a social situatlon that I have
;rgued elsewhere {s In fact the case. . 0

_Tn short: we have seen that cultural valuation of gpeech, and assump-

tions about the relatiom of apeech and rank, can influence the form of

| o
1)
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Africaine 61:32-67, (1967), \

linguistic Qariation. They can perhaps also influence the direction of

linguistiec change,

" Footnotes

1. The.fleldwork .on which tids paper-is based was carried out” {n=1970-71= -—== -~

under Field Training Grant Number 1 FO 1 H47638-01 from the National

Institutes of Health. Research centered on a Wolof village in the Kayor
region of Senegal.

2, Though I am quoting my own informant, the same simile i8 to be found in

Baboucar Ly, "L'Honneur dans les sociét@s Quolof et Toucouleur,", Présence
—=2BRtE

1
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(1)

Ly




Table 1. 1lntonatdlon,

"NobJe-11ke speech" "Griot-1ike speech”
Pitch: Low : High
Volce; , " Breathy Clear
Volume: . So Loud
Contour: I Pigch nucleus last Dynamic and pitch
. ) nucleus first
e TEMPO T L Slow . ’ . Fast

Table 2. rhonoiogy.

"Lenfs" final stop In unstressed syllable g~

Unstressed syllable CVF - ¢ff (each speaker always maintailned a
. . contrast in vowel length even if some
of the short vowels had to disappear

|
|
"Griot~like speech': '
altogether)

Infttial %] In unstressed syllable — [7]

Some vowels fronted and raised: [I], [gy], and luy] raised toward

1

"roble-like speech':

Vowels drawn out (distinctions of vowel length, very important {n
e - - Wolof, tend to disappcar as short vowels are
extended almost as much as long vowels,
‘griot apeech, where these contrasts are clearly
maintained in spite of a different phonologlcal

realization,)

Non-nasal stops become affricated and/or nasalized: e.g.,

[pi > (2]
[b] 5 [F1, (™), [np]

Table 3, .Morphology and Syntax.

"Griot~like speech':

Ipderting forms like ngga ham n# '"you know"

se ol demonstratives and other emphaslzers, e.g. bit, hee, booha
(dLmonstratlveb for the bi noun class), de lndeed . dnll
- "only"

A
Parallel and repetitive constructions, e,g.:

{a) nyu yobbu ko, nyu yobbu ko dikk bu nyu wah Cateen
*"They brought her, they brought Ter to a town that
they call Gateen."

(b) . nyu-i laaj tyosaan-i retw ml, di laajte it, lan my am tyl
ﬁgw mi tyi santlr, ak yli gitarist ak yil wahkat yu baah
ak e fégka yu nekk vu nekk fi
TThey were ‘asking “(about) the traditions-of the- country, -~
they were asking also, what there 18 in the country, in
the centers (singers?). vith the guitarists, with the
speakers who are good, with the drummers who are here.’

Use of the continuative verb form with the auxiliary di
-

Use of certain forms o tobiculization by fronting: fronting an
object NP, and substituting a Pronoun in the original VP. ‘Thus:
radyo bi, dégg naa ko "The radio, I listened to 1t", instead
of other syutactie possibilities such as dé naa adxo bi
"I listened to the radio" or udxo bi laa degg "The radio is
what I listened to."

"Noble-1like speech"

Extremely high~status speech:

Short, bland constructions (opposite of the above) :

Incomplete agreement of adjectives and pronouns with nouns in classes
other than the bi class (tendency to use bi pronouns throughout)

hS

"Error" in assignment of nouns to ¢lasses -~ use of wrong noun’
class markers. : -

(13)
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