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Abstract: Linguistic literature has long established that all languages vary, because their usages
orient to and is oriented by different social-political factors. In this sense, the purpose of this
essay is to discuss how important it is to admit language variation, inside and outside the
scope of one language only, though commenting primarily on Brazilian Portuguese. Then, this
essay raises awareness to how language and culture are intrinsically connected, since the ways
we perceive ourselves and the world are linked to both language and culture. Finally, the role
of English as a lingua franca in promoting cultural contact is briefly demonstrated, considering
its centrality in a globally connected world.
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Resumo: A literatura linguistica estabeleceu, ja hd bastante tempo, que todas as linguas
variam, pois seus usos orientam e sdo orientados por diferentes fatores sécio-politicos. Nesse
sentido, o propdsito deste ensaio é discutir a importancia de que se reconhega a variagao
linguistica, dentro e fora do escopo de uma sé lingua, ainda que comente, sobretudo, sobre o
portugués brasileiro. Entdo, esse ensaio busca reforgcar uma conscientizacdo de que lingua e
cultura sdo intrinsecamente ligadas, visto que as formas pelas quais percebemos a nds
mesmos e ao mundo se associam tanto a lingua quanto a cultura. Por fim, discute brevemente
de que maneira o inglés como lingua franca colabora para que se promova contato cultural,
considerando a sua centralidade em um mundo globalmente conectado.
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Introduction

When we think of the 21+ century, we are likely to think of a globally connected
world. We owe this, quite broadly, to technology, and particularly to the web;
otherwise communication between people from different places would probably still
take days — or weeks, or months, or longer — to occur. However, if people from
different places, speakers of different mother tongues, can communicate with one
another and share their cultural beliefs and practices, we have language to thank; not
to any and all languages, because, respecting our learning limitations, one language is
necessary to bring people together. Hence, we owe this to English, which seems to be a
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lingua franca (i.e., a language which speakers of different languages use to talk to one
another) rather than the language of specific countries, as the United States, England,
or Australia. In fact, as Celce-Murcia (2014) claims, when a non-native speaker of
English speaks English to someone else, it is highly possible that this speaker’s
interlocutor is another non-native speaker of English.

However, considering that our current, globalized moment in History allows, a
priori, this communicative and cultural expansion, our general posture towards
language seems to lead us in a different direction. Why is this so, and what do I, as a
Language and Literature college student in Brazil, mean by it?

What I and others — such as Roeper (2007) and Bagno (2008) — believe is that
people are still not ready to fully embrace language variation, since we continuously
judge people in terms of how they speak, rather than about what they speak. Therefore,
we fail in actually expanding our communicative and cultural horizons: if we are not
ready to accept that people do speak differently, in and out of their mother tongue’s
sphere, we cannot fully engage in cultural and — why not? — human exchange with
others; we cannot truly embrace different languages, nor different cultures, nor
different realities, for all of these are deeply connected. Thus, we limit ourselves, for we
limit the ways through which we perceive and understand others.

Therefore, in this essay, I will firstly discuss the importance of recognizing
language variation, inside and outside the scope of one language. This discussion will
be carried out by taking Portuguese as example. Then, I will call attention to how
language and culture are intrinsically connected, for both shape and are shaped by
how we perceive and talk about the world and ourselves. Finally, understanding what
it may take for us to recognize and respect people’s different realities, I aim at
demonstrating the role of English as a lingua franca in promoting cultural contact.

Accepting language variation

How could I, a native speaker of Brazilian Portuguese, begin this discussion if
not by bringing Portuguese and my country into it? There is a curious belief among
Brazilians: apparently we do not speak “real Portuguese” — even though it is our
mother tongue — in contrast to the people born in Portugal, who would master this
language perfectly. Most commonly, this is supported by the belief that in Portugal
people speak Portuguese better because they have “invented” the language, whereas
Brazilians defile it. In several ways, however, this claim is hardly true.

Portugal, indeed, brought the core of the Portuguese language to Brazil, back in
the 16" century, when the land was ruled by several Indian tribes, the ‘original
Brazilians’, as we could perhaps call them. The process of teaching Portuguese to the
natives was neither simple nor harmless; it was part of submitting the natives, once
free, to the position of people subservient to Portugal. Therefore, based on Sartre’s
(1968) discussion on colonization in general, by subjugating the natives, their culture —
including their languages — was also drawn to a minor position. And I say languages, in
the plural, because the tribes did not share only one language, which remains true for
the tribes that still exist in Brazil. Nonetheless, it does not mean that the natives’
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languages did not impact Portuguese; they did, as also did the African languages that
were brought to Brazil through slavery.

Actually, since Brazil has not received conquerors only from Portugal, but from
other countries as well, such as Spain, France and Holland, their languages, along with
the natives’ and the Africans’, also influenced Portuguese, the colony’s official
language through the colonizers” perspective. Therefore, there is enough basis for us to
establish that Portuguese, as spoken in Brazil — especially by those who were born in
Brazil after the colonizers” arrival —, could not be the same Portuguese spoken in
Europe. After all, European Portuguese did not have the aforementioned influences.
Curiously enough, though, European Portuguese was also not homogeneous, because,
as Teyssier (2014) demonstrates, the history of this variety of Portuguese, whose origin
comes from Latin, includes contacts with other languages, such as Germanic languages
and Arabic. In fact, Latin itself was not homogeneous, and, as it spread through
different locations (getting in contact with different cultures), it generated other
romances, including French and Italian.

Everything discussed so far was intended to establish that languages, in
general, cannot be homogeneous, due to several reasons; and, though I have focused
on some historical and geographical reasons, we could dive deeper.

If, as already mentioned, Latin was heterogeneous due to the geographic
extension it got spread through, why would this not also be true, for instance, for
Brazilian Portuguese, given Brazil’s large territory?

Empirically, we know it is true; we know that people from the Southeast region
in Brazil speak differently than those from the Northeast, who speak differently than
those from the Midwest. We also know that people from different social classes master
distinctly different varieties of their mother tongue, which connects to distinct levels of
education. We know this, indeed, but, as we can depict through Bagno’s (2008)
thoughts, we are more concerned with establishing a standard variety of Brazilian
Portuguese, than with recognizing the beauty there is in our linguistic differences.

For instance, in 2014, a Linguistic Atlas of Brazilian Portuguese (CARDOSO et
al., 2014) was published, covering differences in our lexicon, phonology and
morphosyntax. But most people — especially those unrelated to the Linguistic Academy
— tend not to know about it, either because they do not care, or because the information
is not available to them.

Camara Jr. (1970) claims that language is a result of culture, a means through
which culture operates, and, simultaneously, a condition for it to endure. Moreover,
Hinkel (2014) says that culture, when related to language, is connected to our
sociocultural behaviors, to how we compose the rhetorical structure of our texts, to
how we transmit and obtain knowledge, among other aspects. Therefore, by criticizing
people based on which linguistic variety they use, we harm communication and fail to
recognize both our culture and history in their entire diversity.

Improving global participation

How then does this connect to improving — or failing at doing so more
appropriately — our multilingual competence, or our participation in a global scale?
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If we understand multilingualism as the use of two or more languages in order
to communicate with others, especially with others from different locations, we ought
to recognize its central role in global communication and understanding. As already
mentioned, English, as Celce-Murcia (2014) argues, has had an important role in
fostering intercultural communication. However, how have we perceived the different
varieties of English — or “World Englishes’, as Celce-Murcia (ibid.) refers to them -
spoken across the globe? Once again, I depart from my reality in Brazil.

The Linguistic Academy has basically established that there is no proper nor
monolithic English, but, rather, different varieties of English — which vary from place
to place, from people to people. This is true for every language, as I demonstrated
above when discussing language variation within Portuguese. When it comes to
English, however, there is a significant distinction. As Celce-Murcia (ibid.) shows, only
380 million people speak English as a native language, in contrast to about 1,500
million people who speak English as their second or foreign language, in somewhat
traditional terms. Therefore, according to these numbers, only 21% of all English
speakers are native users of this language.

This could lead one into arguing that English is not of these 21% to control;
instead, it seems that English — if it does belong to somebody —is more connected to the
other 79% of its speakers. Evidently, these 79% do not speak the same English the other
21% do; in fact, there are already several varieties of English within these 21%. Hence,
the term “World Englishes’.

Focusing once again on the context I write from, Brazilians in general do not see
it this way. In fact, as linguistic prejudice is not exclusive to Brazil, I believe that other
cultures tend to take a similar stance to the one in my country. Sadly enough, it makes
sense; if we do not understand that our own language is heterogeneous, it is hard to
accept that English also is, especially if we have still not dissociated English from being
‘the language of some of the world’s biggest potencies’. If we keep looking for ‘good’
varieties of English, we are going to worry only about the form, rather than about the
construction of meaning. Hence, we fail at improving our cultural and global
knowledge when speaking to others whose realities are different from ours — “simply’
because we are more concerned about how they speak.

Several researchers have already approximated language to culture and our
representations of the world. Moita-Lopes (2006) and Eckert & Mc-Connell-Ginet
(2003), for instance, have demonstrated how we construct our identities, our selves
through language; and, since our identities rely deeply on our cultural backgrounds,
these researchers sustain that language and culture are related.

Moreover, we could take back on the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis (cf. BEDERMAN,
1998), according to which we talk about the world based on how our language allows
us to, given its lexicon and grammar. Therefore, when we talk about reality, we do not
do this objectively, but rather through our — and our language’s — perspective. Last
year, this hypothesis got closer to us through the Oscar-nominated Arrival (LEVINE at
al., 2016), whose core discussion revolves around how language helps shape our
reality, to the extent that it may determine how we understand time. All of this
connects language and culture.
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The point to which I want to get is the following: nowadays, due to technology,
we can share our realities with people from different countries (hence from different
cultural backgrounds), and we usually do that with the help of English. However, if we
do not truly accept that people are, almost inevitably, going to use different varieties of
English — because they come from different realities —, we are not going to grasp all the
knowledge our interlocutors can offer us.

Final thoughts

English — or, perhaps more appropriately — ‘Englishes’ are today the most
practical means through which we can learn more about people from different
locations. This is true because English, in all its different varieties, is almost
everywhere: it is in the most famous movies, in the most famous songs, in the
background of several important books, in academic research, and in advertisements.
If we acknowledge these ‘Englishes’, we can improve ourselves, expand our horizons,
and understand other people’s different perspectives, avoiding what Adichie (2009)
calls ‘the danger of a single story’, thus not telling stories only through the dominant
perspective.

Yet, it seems that, for us to achieve such an understanding of “World Englishes’,
we must be aware that the language(s) we have been speaking since birth — as
Portuguese here in Brazil — do vary, and there is nothing wrong with it. Language
variation is not a hypothesis, but a fact, empirically proved by all research in
Variationist Sociolinguistics developed so far.

We have the means to improve our global citizenship and our perceptions of
the world and of ourselves. We may start doing it by expanding our linguistic
horizons.

Acknowledgements

I thank Professor Vera Lucia Paredes Silva for being not only a kind and
dedicated reader since 2014, but also for being a caring mentor and friend, who has
been expanding my Linguistic repertoire since then. I also thank Fernanda Machado
for promptly — though always mindfully — reading this essay, in order to help me make
this work more accessible for others to read it.

References

ADICHIE, Chimamanda Ngozi. “The danger of a single story.” TEDGlobal 2009. TED,
2009.

BAGNO, Marcos. Preconceito linguistico. 50* ed. Sao Paulo: Loyola, 2008.

BIDERMAN, Maria Tereza Camargo. “Dimensoes da palavra.” Filologia e Linguistica
Portuguesa, n. 2, 81-118, 1998.

102 | Revista Critilo, 10(2): 98-103, dez. 2017



HOW ADMITTING LANGUAGE VARIATION CAN IMPROVE OUR KNOWLEDGE OF THE GLOBE

CAMARA JR., Joaquim Mattoso. Principios de Linguistica Geral. 4" ed. Rio de Janeiro:
Livraria Académica, 1970.

CARDOSQO, Suzana et al. Atlas linguistico do Brasil: volumes 1 & 2. Londrina: Eduel,
2014.

CELCE-MURCIA, Marianne. “Teaching English in the Context of World Englishes.” In:
CELCE-MURCIA, Marianne; BRINTON, Donna; ANN SNOW, Marguerite (eds.).
Teaching English as a Second or Foreign Language. 4" ed. Boston: Cengage, 2014.

ECKERT, Penelope; McCONNEL-GINET, Sally. Language and Gender. New York: CUP,
2003.

HINKEL, Eli. “Culture and Pragmatics in Language Teaching and Learning.” In:
CELCE-MURCIA, Marianne; BRINTON, Donna; ANN SNOW, Marguerite (eds.).
Teaching English as a Second or Foreign Language. 4" ed. Boston: Cengage, 2014.

MOITA-LOPES, Luiz Paulo. “On Being White, Heterosexual and Male in a Brazilian
School: Multiple Positioning in Oral Narratives.” In: DE FINA, Anna; SCHIFFRIN,
Deborah; BAMBERG, Michael (orgs.). Discourse and Identity. Cambridge: CUP, 288-316,
2006.

ROEPER, Tom. “Language Variation: Emotion Overtakes Structure.” In: . The
prism of grammar: how child language illuminates humanism. Cambridge: The MIT Press,

2007.

SARTRE, Jean Paul. “Prefacio”. In: FANON, Frantz. Os condenados da terra. Rio de
Janeiro: Editora Civilizacao Brasileira, 1968.

TEYSSIER, Paul. Histéria da lingua portuguesa. Translation: Celso Cunha. 4" ed. Sao
Paulo: Martins Fontes, 2014.

VILLENEUVE, Denis. “Arrival.” 116 min. FilmNation Entertainment; Lava Bear Films;
21 Laps Entertainment, 2016.

103 | Revista Critilo, 10(2): 98-103, dez. 2017



