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Abstract

This article discusses language ideological data from inter-

views and group discussions conducted in a village in Belize.

Speakers here perceive English as a formal prestige language

and link this to the fact that it appears in written form and

tangible materiality – that is, in the form of visual symbols in

text, and in objects like grammar books or dictionaries. This

contrasts with discourses on Belizean Kriol, which is mostly

considered a code for oral, sound-based uses. Kriol is under-

stood as less prone to becoming standardized and more

likely subject to continuous change and creative adaption,

which some interviewees consider an essential, valued char-

acteristic of the repertoire. This shows that repertoire uses

as well as ideologies of stability and ‘purity’ are entangled

withmedia technologies, which have an impact on processes

of norm development. The posthumanist hypothesis that

non-humanelements and technologiesmaybevital in human

concepts is thus confirmed.

1 INTRODUCTION

The special issue this article forms part of aims, amongst other things, at understanding normdevelopmental and stan-

dardization processes within the cultural and linguistic area of the English-official Caribbean. As the editors pointed

out in their call, ‘the evolution of Caribbean Englishes/Creoles is more complex than the traditional evolutionary

path often anticipated in world Englishes models’, and among the influences on prestige formation they mention are
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transnational discourses of value attribution. These lead to ‘norm complexities in that different local and non-local

varieties are of importance’. The fact that we today communicate via particular media technologies is one important

aspect in language attitudes not necessarily being framed in local or national social spaces. At the same time, digital

media not only lead to the interaction of local, national and transnational norms – the changes in interaction practices

and the affordances of digital communication also open our eyes to the fact that media technologies are, and always

have been, co-responsible for attitudes we have towards languages, language norms and our overall concepts of lan-

guage (Ong, 1982). The fact that orthographic standards and national norms as we know them would not have been

possible without the technologies of writing and print comes to the fore. Yet, the constituting role of media technolo-

gies in concepts of language and in the formation of language attitudes has not been a focus of research, even though

the study of attitudes as represented inmedia has becomemore prominent (Lee, 2020).

This article aims at contributing to filling this gap. In the context of anglophone Caribbean cultures, multilingual

andmultivarietal complexities, variable language practices and ‘creole continua’ have been observed and analyzed for

decades (see also subsection 2.2). Language standards are often contested in these settings and are part of debates on

the legitimacy of colonial legacies on the one hand and on post-colonial emancipation on the other (Devonish, 2007).

A consideration of media practices adds to understanding complexities of norm formation and attitude development.

It is here argued that media technologies of writing and print as well as traditions of orality are crucial to understand

developmental and standardization processes, and therefore also language attitudes, within the cultural and linguistic

area of the English-official Caribbean. In this article, I analyze Belizean speakers’ discourses on media technologies

– writing, printing, orality (the communication via sounds)1 – and their role in the formation of language ideologies

and language attitudes regarding Belizean Kriol and English. Media technologies are a vital factor in understanding

ideologies and attitudes, and nationally-shaped traditions of printing have crucially contributed to the stabilization of

standard languages (Anderson, 1985; Giesecke, 1991; Hüning et al., 2012).

In the following, I first define language ideologies and language attitudes (subsection 2.1) and give insights into pre-

vious related research in the Caribbean (subsection 2.2). I then consider work that discusses the role of writing and

print in concepts of language and, with the realization that objects such as the printing press may have an impact on

human concepts of language, this ties in with current debates on posthumanism, which discuss the role of the non-

human in human cognition, culture and society (subsection 2.3). A posthumanist perspective is pertinent to reflect on

how technological practices and culturally specific traditions of dealing with material environments may have shaped

our linguistic discipline’s understanding ofwhat is language –whereCaribbean language realities that imply traditions

of oral culture may differ fromWestern linguistic frameworks. Thus, after a short section (Section 3) on the language

situation in Belize and on methodologies, I discuss data from an ethnographic field study in a Belizean village. This

illustrates that cultures of orality and traditions of literacy here centrally contribute to diverging concepts of prestige,

which exist side-by-side and, as I argue, influence thenon-development of endocentric standards of English (Section4).

In the final discussion, I elaborate on the implications of these observations for language attitude research, for the

study of world Englishes and for the study of language in general as, on a meta-level, we may ask to what extent con-

cepts of norm formation as common in linguistics are part of the cultural legacies of European print andmedia culture

(Section 5). The article ends with a short conclusion (Section 6).

2 LANGUAGE ATTITUDES AND LANGUAGE IDEOLOGIES

2.1 What are language ideologies and what are language attitudes?

Language ideologies and language attitudes are not always clearly distinguished fromeachother and the two concepts

overlap to a certain extent. The study of language attitudes is mostly interested in attributions of value and affective

1 The study of the role of sign language, gesture and body movement in the context of creole-speaking societies is not considered here, even though it is a

lacuna in research and requires attention in the future (on the role of the body and bodymovements in interaction, seeMüller et al., 2014).
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reactions to particular languages or varieties and in the behavior that emanates from these (Preston, 2013). Language

ideology research has similar interests but often has a stronger focus on the ontological questioning of lay and aca-

demic concepts of language (Gal & Irvine, 2019; this questioning may also appear in attitude research, however, see

next paragraph). An example of such questioning is the critical interrogation of the idea that human language appears

in languages that are tied to culturally homogenous and territorially-bound groups (an ideology that may be called

‘methodologically nationalist’; Schneider, 2019). The study of language attitudes focuses on ‘the linguistic clues that

both guide a hearer to a speaker’s groupmembership and trigger the hearer’s beliefs about the group’ (Preston, 2013,

p. 157). Oftentimes, in this line of research, the existence of language varieties and the social groups that speak them

is presupposed and the focus of study is on the stereotyped beliefs of speakers. A questioning of concepts of language

(instead of empirically studying attitudes) may be involved in some approaches (see Preston, 2013, p. 160 on ‘folk the-

ories’ of language in a handbook article on attitudes), so that the boundary between language attitudes and language

ideology research is soft.

Language ideologies have been defined as ‘shared bodies of commonsense notions about the nature of language

in the world’ (Rumsey, 1990, p. 346). Emphasizing the crucial connections between the realm of the social and the

linguistic, Irvine (1989, p. 255) defines language ideologies as ‘the cultural system of ideas about social and linguistic

relationships, togetherwith their loading ofmoral and political interests’. The above-mentioned national language ide-

ologies, which takemonolingual territories for granted, are a particular powerful example of such cultural systems, as,

at least in Western lay discourses on language, it is hardly questioned that nations have ‘their’ languages, that these

should be homogenous and stable and that all members of the nation should be able to speak that language (Barbour

& Carmichael, 2000). While this is a rather normalized ideology in countries of Europe (Blommaert & Verschueren,

1998), cultures of the Caribbean displaymore complex ideologies (Schneider, 2021a).

2.2 Previous research on language attitudes and ideologies in the Caribbean

The Caribbean has attracted attention of linguists for a long time, which is not least due to the fact that we here find

language phenomena that do not fit intoWestern frameworks of modeling the world. Creole languages, as languages

of mixed origin, have fascinated those interested in language formation, in universals of language, in processes of lan-

guage acquisition and in language contact (Velupillai, 2015, Ch. 6). From an ideology standpoint, one can first of all

ask to what extent the notion of creole is a Western concept (Harris & Rampton, 2000; Mühleisen, 2002) that con-

tributes to discourses of colonial othering (DeGraff, 2003).Whether or not one agrees to this interpretation, the term

creole, as a matter of fact, has become part of the Caribbean linguistic ecologies and plays now an important role in

local affiliations and identity constructions across the entire Caribbean region (Carrington, 2001; Devonish, 2007;

Hellinger, 1991; Le Page & Tabouret-Keller, 1985). In the anglophone Caribbean, creoles are in an intricate relation to

English. English is the official language of all former British colonies and is therefore predominantly used in the realms

of governmental communication, education and in formal mass media (TV, radio) (reference even if pretty clear). The

English-lexifier creole languages spoken here also display a large proportion of overlapwith English in terms of vocab-

ulary and grammar (Decker, 2013; Escure, 2013). Difficulties in defining a clear boundary between creoles and English

in these settings have brought about the concept of the creole continuum (DeCamp, 1971; Hellinger, 1998; Rickford,

1980).

The role of attitudes in the anglophone Caribbean has gained considerable attention. We do find earlier interest

in attitudes towards anglophone creoles (Haynes, 1973; Rickford, 1980; Rickford & Traugott, 1985; Winford, 1976)

and research on specific settings in recent years (on attitudes towards BelizeanKriol, see Balam, 2013; Balam&Pérez,

2017; Salmon&Menjívar, 2017; on attitudes towards JamaicanCreole, seeWassink, 1999). The studies show the typ-

ically paradoxical attitudes towards creoles as beloved symbols for belonging and rejected displays of ‘incorrectness’

and lack of education. In the case of Belize, binary conceptualizations of ‘English’ versus ‘Kriol’ are complicated by

the fact that Belize is a highly multilingual setting. Thus, Spanish plays an important role and is the demographically
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dominant language, which has already been discussed in Le Page and Tabouret-Keller (1985) but is also object of inter-

est in newer studies (Balam & Pérez, 2017; Schneider, 2021b; Ravindranath Abtahian, 2017). There is up to now no

research on the English spoken in Belize, which is probably to do with the fact that productions of English here are so

diverse that it is problematic to frame them as ‘Belizean English’, the existence of which is also strongly rejected by

speakers of English in Belize (Schneider, 2020). Further ideological reasons for this will be discussed in Section 4.

The study of attitudes towards standardized Englishes in Caribbean settings is a newer phenomenon (Deuber &

Leung, 2013; Hackert, 2016; Mühleisen, 2001; Wilson, 2017), which is interested in the emergence of endonorma-

tive standards of English and in the attitudes towards them (see Meer et al., 2019 on Trinidad or Perez & Schmalz,

2021 on St. Kitts;). It is noticeable that influences from local, national and transnational spaces seem to intermingle in

these settings, leading to indications of national norms in some settings (potentially in Trinidad; see Hänsel & Deuber,

2019;Wilson, 2017) but also to a lack of clear conceptions of Caribbean varieties as indices of nationality and to pos-

sible simultaneous attributions of value to British, US as well as Caribbean features (Hackert et al., 2020; Mair, 2017,

section 3;Meer &Deuber, 2020).

The influence of UK norms in the Caribbean is clearly based on histories of colonialism, whereas impact from US

standards is more recent, related to economic, political but also technological developments since decolonization

(Wilk, 2006, Ch. 8). The emergence and use of media technologies have contributed to the popularization of US fea-

tures – uses of local and US forms has been observed in mass media, for example, in heterogenous forms of English

on Jamaican radio (Westphal, 2017) or in accents of radio newscasters (Deuber & Leung, 2013). Computer-mediated

communication is an immensely increasing field of interest in understanding attitude development (Hinrichs, 2006;

Dovchin & Oliver, 2021; Lee, 2020). Such research not only shows that media practices may impact on language atti-

tudes within particular national contexts but also leads to the realization that non-national, non-ethnic or diasporic

social structures may gain in relevance (Heyd & Mair, 2014; Honkanen, 2021; Mühleisen, 2021). Overall, we see a

general trend to understand English not only as ‘indigenizing’ in national contexts (Schneider, 2007), with emerging

endonormative standards, but to look at English as a transnational and mediated phenomenon, implying transna-

tional hierarchies (Mair, 2013, 2021) that cannot be ignored as these influence language productions across national

boundaries (for a study that considers translocal influences empirically, seeMeer &Deuber, 2020).

2.3 Language, technologies and discourses of posthumanism

Technologies of writing and print are central in the concepts of language that are now dominant in Western soci-

eties. Writing, printing and reading as cultural phenomena have been studied from different angles, as, for example,

in cultural anthropology (Fabian, 2001), in critical educational perspectives (Street, 1995), or in a cultural science and

historical perspective (Assman, 2010;Ong, 1982).Within linguistic realms, theworkof Linell (2005) on thewritten lan-

guage bias has been influential. It has shown that linguistic methods and theories tend to take writing for granted and

argues that our ‘conception of linguistic behavior is biased by a tendency to treat processes, activities, and conditions

on them in terms of object-like, static, autonomous and permanent structures, i.e., as if they shared such proper-

ties with written characters, words, texts, pictures and images’ (Linell, 1982, pp. 1–2). Even though there is a strong

tradition of linguistics to regard oral speech as primary, the methods to study language usually exploit the use of writ-

ing in presenting as well as in analyzing data; furthermore, the idea of languages as stable, ordered entities that are

homogenous across territories as large as nations is not conceivable without the technologies of writing and print.

From such a perspective, media appear not only asmeans of transport that convey amessage from one brain to the

other via the use of different material means. Rather, whether we create sounds or visual signs on paper and with our

bodies, or whether we make use of computer-mediated interaction, has an impact on our very concepts, in culture as

well as in science (Fassler, 1999;McLuhan, 1964). In the realmof research that is interested in language, this realization

is related to critical views on traditional linguistic concepts that treat languages in an object-like fashion. Decon-

structive views on languages as entities are currently popular, often applying the notion of translingualism (Makoni
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& Pennycook, 2005; Lee &Canagarajah, 2021). These views typically take little notice of actual material elements and

media technologies. And yet, they are part of the environment in which we construct languages as entities. As has

been discussed particularly in research strands interested in human cognitive ecologies (Cowley, 2012), we can there-

fore consider non-human, non-cognitive elements as being part of what we call language, and as being co-constitutive

of our concepts of language, that is, our language ideologies.

A recognition of the role non-human objects and material environments is a central aspect in current discourses

on posthumanism (Pennycook, 2018). Posthumanism is a philosophical orientation that generally observes that non-

human agents – among them, nature, animals, things – play a foundational role in the semiotic assemblageswithwhich

humans create their world and cannot be ignored in semiotic nor in social analyses. In contrast to simplistic lay under-

standings of posthumanism that misinterpret the term to mean that machines will take control over humans, the

overall aim of posthumanism is to de-center the ‘human’ and to consider the ‘limits of previous anthropocentric and

humanistic assumptions’ (Ferrando, 2013, p. 29). Applying a posthumanist perspective to language, ‘we can come to

understand how the social and the real, objects and people, are intertwined’ (Pennycook, 2018, p. 32). Language, in this

understanding, is not something that exists as individual immaterial and cognitive reality – which may be influenced

from ‘outside’ forces – but is taking place in interactional processes that involve human practices as well as material

and technological elements.

Returning to the question of the role of media technologies in language attitudes and ideologies in Caribbean

cultures, we can first of all maintain that standard language culture is intertwined with technologies of writing and

printing. The histories of these technologies, and the role they play in the formation of colonial social hierarchies, are

important in an analysis of the relationship of English and creole languages in the anglophone Caribbean. There is

some previous research on creoles as coming along with conceptualizations of prestige that are distinct from west-

ern ideologies of correctness and that reject constructions of standard language (French & Kernan, 1981; Romaine,

2005). Applying a posthumanist understanding of language, we can consider that material practices of using linguis-

tic resources primarily orally and othersmostly forwritten communication are an important element in understanding

thesenon-WesternCaribbean language ideologies. I illustrate this argumentwith interviewdata fromanethnographic

study on language ideologies of speakers in Belize below.

3 BACKGROUND AND METHODOLOGICAL APPROACHES

3.1 The language situation of Belize

As already discussed in Le Page’s and Tabouret-Keller’s (1985) seminal work, the language situation of Belize does not

allow for a binary conceptualization of ‘English’ versus ‘Kriol’. It is important to emphasize that most Belizean families

are inter-ethnically mixed, do not only use one language but several and do not necessarily affiliate with one ethnic

group but maybe with several or just say they are Belizean (personal communication, see below on ethnographic data

collection); in some cases, siblings declare that they belong to different ethnic groups (personal communication). Due

to its British colonial heritage, Belize is officially English-speaking and today belongs to the Commonwealth (Shoman,

2011). English is thus used in writing and in print. Belizean children are taught to read andwrite in English and English

is the language of education, the government and mass media. Yet, English is not typically used in Belizean families

and there is a large number of linguistic resources that exist side-by-side. Kriol, an English-lexified creole related to

Jamaican Creole and Miskito Coast Creole (Escure, 2013) is conceived as index of being Belizean, is the country’s

lingua franca and may be (non-officially) and orally used in formal realms as in parliament, school or public media

(observation and personal communication). Today, we also find considerable use of Kriol writing in digital contexts,

even though theorthography thathasbeendevelopedbyactivists and linguists (Glocket al., 2001) is very rarelyused in

these settings.Overall, Kriol has a complexprestige that cannot beeasily definedas either ‘overt’ or ‘covert’ (Schneider,

2017b, 2021b).



SCHNEIDER 155

Despite the strong standing of Kriol, Spanish is the language of the demographic majority, due to immigration in

the 19th century and since the 1980s. Related to political conflicts with Guatemala, however, Spanish has low pres-

tige. Even though it is spoken frequently, in some areas dominantly, particularly in private realms, it is constructed

as a ‘foreign’ language and also taught as such in school (Balam & Pérez, 2017; Schneider, 2021b). Spanish is rarely

seen in writing or print. Besides, we see a vital use of various other languages (for example Garifuna, Mopan, Yucatec

and Qu’echí, on Garifuna, see Bonner, 2001; Ravindranath Abtahian, 2017). With a small population of only 360,000

inhabitants and strong ideological and family network ties to the US, the overall sociolinguistic economy (Blommaert

et al., 2005) of Belize is thus complex and slightly different than that of other Caribbean settings. Media practice plays

an important role in understanding these complexities. I approached their study with qualitative and ethnographic

researchmethods.

3.2 Qualitative, ethnographic approaches to language ideologies

In ethnographic field work, it is a ‘primary goal is to understand [cultural] activities and what they mean to those who

engage in them’ (Bailey, 2007, p. 1). Understanding that there are no clear language-speech community mappings in

the context I observed (in the sense of ‘Creoles speak Kriol’, ‘Mestizos speak Spanish’, and so on2), I aimed to analyze

discourses about language and their links to social spaces and cultural concepts in a context characterized by multi-

ple and potentially paradoxical language ideologies. The qualitative,multi-method and ethnographic study of language

ideologies and media practice that I present in this article is based on a three-and-half-months field stay in a village in

Belize that has about 1500 inhabitants. The village is located in the central region of Belize and on an island that can

be reached in a 45-minute boat trip from Belize City. Contact to other places is intense as not only some residents

commute to the city but furthermore a large number of tourists visits the village (about 20,000 annually; Schneider,

2021a, p. 22). The place was chosen because of its strong ties to global discourses, enabled via its embeddedness in

global tourism (Schneider, 2020). The data I focus on in the remainder of this article derives from qualitative inter-

views and group discussions that were part of a larger ethnographic data collection that took place between 2012

and 2017 and also entailed observational techniques in online and offline settings (Schneider, 2020, 2021a, in prepa-

ration). Eighteen interviews of length from 30 to 180 minutes were conducted with residents of the village, which

were recorded, transcribed and coded (with teachers of the village’s primary and secondary schools, headmasters of

both schools, psychologist, university teacher, members of village council, individuals working in the tourism business

(bar tender, tourist guide, dive teacher) and with a non-employed individual); one interview was conducted with an

employee of theMinistry of Education who did not reside in the village but in Belize City. Two group discussions with

pupils (age 14 to 16) of 45-minute length on languages and language use in Belize were recorded in in-class sessions

at school that took place during times when pupils normally would have had their Spanish lesson. One part of the data

collection was a quantitative survey of reported use of languages across domains (short interviews with about 10% of

the permanent village population based on a questionnaire, n = 155) so that some general statements can be made

on village residents’ attitudes towards language, where English, Kriol and Spanish are mostly mentioned as resources

used at home, at work andwith friends.

The overall data collection has been informed by ethnographic theories, which regard the personal experiences

of the researcher and their relationship to those interviewed and observed as crucial element of the data collection

(Blommaert & Jie, 2010). During the entire process of data collection, the researcher documents observations and

experiences in fieldnotes that are treated as part of the data corpus and are interpreted accordingly (Copland et al.,

2015, Ch. 2). The interviews were conducted in a semi-formal and qualitative style by myself, which, in the Belizean

2 Note that the term Creole and Mestizo are names for ethnic groups, where the first locally refers to people of Afro-European descent and the second to

people of Hispanic-Maya descent. These names are discursive categories with fuzzy boundaries and individuals may display shifting affiliations, according to

family background (which very often involves both forms of heritage) but also phenotype or conversational context.
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context and given my social position (see next paragraph), means that they took place in what is locally conceived as

‘Standard English’ (which may or may not entail interferences with Kriol). The interview and conversational data have

been transcribed3 and then coded according to the concept ofGroundedTheory (Glaser&Strauss, 1967/2017), which

aims at developing theoretical positions on grounds of empirical data. To this end, thematerial is coded on the basis of

inductive categories, which means that they are developed from the data and are not pre-defined. The codes are then

categorized into higher-level concepts (Schneider, accepted for publication). Materiality was one higher-order cate-

gory that I developed during this process as the interviewees frequently spoke about writing and speaking in relation

to different languages and language styles. As the interpretation of the data is influenced by the personal experi-

ences of the researcher (myself), which is what characterizes ethnographic research, the data has not been coded and

categorized by a second researcher. Thus, no reliability tests have been made and, overall, the study has to be under-

stood as an interpretative, qualitative approximation with a theoretical focus and not as a presentation of empirical

‘facts’.

In the tradition of ethnography, the social position and linguistic background of the researcher is of central rele-

vance as the interpretation of data relies on these. As a white female European, I was understood to be an outsider

to the community. This brought about a rather formal style of interviewing and the production of formal styles of lan-

guage inmost of the interviews.Mygender and the fact that I hadbrought alongmy four- and seven-year olddaughters

meant that I developed closer personal relationships to some female interviewees who were of a similar age and had

similar family situations than myself. The kinds of information gathered in interviews but also in informal conversa-

tions with these respondents were partly of a more informal type in terms of language but also content. My European

socialization,maybe specificallymyGerman socialization (Germanyholding particularly conservative language ideolo-

gies, see Stevenson, 2015), implies that I have grown up in a standard language culture where monolingual, national

ideologies of language are dominant and where the mapping of national/ethnic belonging with language standards of

one language are understood as the teleological endpoint of a cultural evolution (Errington, 2008). Iwas trying to avoid

a projection of such epistemological framings and therefore had chosen ethnographic methods as these allow for the

study of unexpected associations, so-far unrecorded language ideologies and concepts of language that I had not been

aware of. The ethnographic observations and interviews indeed brought to the fore discourses that had not been clear

to me previous to the study, particularly the central role of orality and literacy in distinct language ideologies, which I

discuss in the following.

4 RESULTS

4.1 English as language of reading, writing and fixity

A central insight from the analysis of interviews in which social spaces, general discourses and qualities associated

with different languages were discussed, is that English is above all conceptually related to practices of writing,

reading and schooling. This contributes to the idea that there is one standardized and correct form and that the

language should be used ‘properly’. The notion of ‘Proper English’ clearly entails a moral evaluation, appears fre-

quently in the data and relates to an ideal of standard and, in the case of Belize, typically exogenous, language use

(Schneider, 2021a). In awritten language policy statement by theMinistry of Education of Belize from1996, English is

therefore (unsurprisingly) associated with official uses. The term ‘proper’ is not used but the status of English as code

for formality is obvious, as well as the fact that English is not a language used in private realms:

Excerpt (1) – English as officially declared language of formality

3 Transcriptswere realized by two student research assistants. Eight transcriptswere produced by aUSAmericanwith a degree inHispanic linguistics. Eleven

transcripts were conducted by a Belizean-Germanwho resides in Germany but has grown up in Belize andwhose parents still live there.
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It is not clear whether the status of the language is made official by law, but English is the lan-

guage of administration, of formal situations and publications and officially the language of

instruction in schools. Although English is not the first language of children born in Belize, it is

widely accepted as the national language. (Narain, 1996)

It is here noted that it is ‘not clear whether the status of the language is made official by law’ but still, English is ‘the

national language’ in the sense of being a code used in writing, administration and in school.

The fact that English is linked to cultures of literacy is also found in the following quote where an elderly female,

who holds a university degree, reports on bygone times during colonization where, according to her, the boundaries

between Kriol and English were clearer than they are today:

Excerpt (2) –Monolingual English in school and in books in times of colonization

1. Once you got into schools and once you picked up a book everything was in English[. . . ]

2. You picked up your book and it was English

3. And it was English until [you?] left at the end of the day

4. It was all English

(Interview4 15,Minute 25)5

English is here associatedwith the practice of reading, with thematerial objects of books andwith school. Even though

this particular consultant is a strong supporter of Kriol culture and also writes poetry in Kriol, there is an element of

nostalgia in her descriptions of the timeswhen it ‘was all English’ in schools in the past. Today, as she later on elaborates

in the interview, uses of English and Kriol are not clearly distinguished, which, as she assumes, makes it harder for

children to acquire the standard.

Despite an overall reported increase of oral uses of Kriol in formal contexts in many interviews, the ability to pro-

duce ‘Proper English’ that is associated with reading and education is still an important element in the creation of

images of social class, as becomes clear in the next excerpt from an interview with two female consultants in their

twenties, both with university degrees:

Excerpt (3) – English, education and reading as resources of power

1. Respondent 1: But within ourselves within the Belizeans there’s this social hierarchy

2. Where if you know how to speak proper English that means you’re going to bewell educated

3. You’re going to go somewhere in this world

4. You’re not going to stay here and become just another you know

5. You’re not going to fit into the cycle

6. You’re going to be smart

7. You’re going to get a scholarship somewhere

8. You’re going to get out of this country

9. To locals it is prestige you can speak English

10. Respondent 2: You read a lot you know a lot

4 Interview’ here refers to an interviewwith a village resident.

5 See below for transcription conventions. Line break new intonation phrase (interpreted on grounds of content and prosody) (.) pause of less than a second

(1) pause with indicated length in seconds/overlapping talk (word?) word difficult to understand, analyst’s guess
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(Interview 12,Minute 59)

The term ‘Proper English’ appears here and the language is associatedwith social and geographicmobility, deriving

from the educational opportunities that competences in ‘Proper English’ allow. The passage appears after the con-

sultants have elaborated on the fact that Kriol is something that is used to impress tourists and other foreigners to

perform ‘authentic’ Belizean belonging. Yet, as stated in this quote, the speakers do not perceive this to be relevant

among Belizeans, where the ability to speak ‘Proper English’ is tied to transnational mobility, which is clearly asso-

ciated with social prestige. The sentence structures and repetitions are interesting as the parallelisms have a poetic

form. The importance of poetic functions and verbal art in Afro-American settings have been discussed (see above

and French & Kernan, 1981), they are not only performed when speaking Kriol and this here creates an impression of

insistence on the genuineness of what is said.

Finally, with no apparent relationship to what was said previously, the second speaker argues: ‘You read a lot, you

know a lot’. In the interview data, there are twelve passages in total in which the fact that someone reads is mentioned

(as in statements like ‘she is an avid reader’ or ‘I grewup seeingmydadwith a book in his hand’). This is explicable by the

fact that reading, in the sense of spending lengthy times of reading texts on paper, is not necessarily a common activity

and thus associated with prestige. In the village where I conducted fieldwork, for example, there was no shop where

local newspapers were sold and the bookshop catered mainly to tourists (for example, selling cookbooks, postcards,

travel guides, and so on). Thus, as is common also in European settings, reading as leisure activity is associated with

social status (which is not least due to the fact that printed products are costly). In the cultural context of Belize, this

prestigious activity is entangled with the notion of ‘Proper English’.

Some consultants clearly associate English with reading and speaking with Kriol, as in the following quote from an

interviewwith a female high school teacher who reports on her language socialization strategies for her daughter:

Excerpt (4) – English for reading, Kriol for speaking

1. I wanted her to embrace Kriol (1,5)

2. Ahm (.) and so I decided you knowwhat

3. I read to her in the womb and I read in English

4. But would speak to her in Kriol

5. (Interview 1,Minute 47)

It is particularly interesting to note that both, the acquisition of English and of Kriol are important to the mother. She

aims to foster a positive relationship to Kriol: ‘I wanted her to embrace Kriol’. At the same time, competence in English

is also important and so the consultant decides to read to the unborn child – in English.

The practice of reading is clearly different from the practice of speaking and for an unborn child (towhich the inter-

viewee refers in Excerpt (4)), this is presumably most marked in distinct intonational patterns and the differences

between monologic and dialogical speech. Linguistic resources that are used in written form (at least outside of dig-

ital media) are not only typically monologic but also more stable and less prone to change than oral, dialogic speech

(Section 2). A concept of language as stabilized is therefore much more persuasive if language patterns are captured

in writing. As Belizeans are confronted with variable forms in oral speech practices, with often unclear boundaries

between English and Kriol (Schneider, 2017a), some interviewees are very aware of the fact that writing produces

solidity:

Excerpt (5) –Writing fixes grammar

1. That<s> on the end of he walks does not belong there

2. It’s the only verb inflection in the entire language
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3. It is a historical (.) ana (.)

4. It shouldn’t be there

5. It will not be there in 100 years time [. . . ]

6. If English was not a written language it would have disappeared

(Interview 12,Minute 67)

It needs to be noted that this speaker, a male interviewee in his 40s or 50s with a university degree, has not been

socialized inBelizebut in theUKandcame toBelize as anadult. Still, theperception that inflectionalmarking inpresent

third person singular verbs is not based on actual usage but kept andmaintained throughwritingmay be attributed to

the interviewee’s exposure to English as spoken in Belize, where this form is infrequent.

A final example of the relevance of practices of reading and writing in language stability is found in the next quote.

The speaker is the same as in Excerpt (2), an elderly female who supports the use of Kriol but is also critical of fusions

of Kriol and English.

Excerpt (6) – Cultures of reading create stability and clear boundaries

1. But English you read

2. And I think it’s also themodern times

3. Because back thenwe readwewere immersed in books

4. Because it was all we had and so when I was (.)

5. And I can remember as a child growing up I’d spent hours in the library at school

6. I hadmy library ticket and I went there and I read and I read and I read

7. And I read Shakespeare

8. And it was all British English wewere reading back then

9. Because there was almost nothing local to read so wewere immersed in British English

10. So we learnt

11. I meanwe didn’t speak it

12. But mentally it became embedded

13. A part of us

14. So that switch [from English to Kriol] I foundwas easier for me

15. I could go from talking Kriol at home to picking upmy English

16. Andwriting good English structurally grammatically

17. My syntax was excellent

18. What I’m saying is our English it wasn’t perfect

19. But it was excellent

20. And it was British and it was standard

21. But kids now don’t

22. They don’t hardly read

23. And everything is so (.) technology and all the (.)

24. Way in which you text and the kind of texting how you use it

25. And all the writing andwhat they are doing

(Interview 15,Minute 10)

The argument here is that keeping media practices apart – English for reading, Kriol for speaking – helps to maintain

a boundary between English and Kriol. The distinction is even described spatially as Kriol is attributed to home and
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English to school and the library. Pennycook’s and Otsuji’s (2014) treatment of ‘spatial repertoires’ comes to mind in

this description, where linguistic resources are analyzed in relation to actual material environments and bodily prac-

tices.Uses of ‘British’ English are idealized as ‘excellent’ and ‘standard’ and associatedwithhighly prestigious literature

(Shakespeare), the activity of sitting in the library, through which these forms became ‘embedded’ and ‘a part of us’. In

contrast, it is argued that younger speakers today ‘hardly read’. What is referred to as ‘modern times’ is characterized

by less ‘reading’ but, instead, by everything being ‘so technology’ (which of course also involves competences in read-

ing, however, this is not often referred to as such). In the last two lines, we find a reference to the practice of texting

and a distancing statement on the technology uses of ‘kids’ and ‘what they are doing’. The cultural practices of the age

of literacy, above all the image of the reader who sits in a library for prolonged stretches of time, is here directly linked

to stable language boundaries. It is assumed that newer language practices that involve writing on smartphones are

associated with a dissolving of a clear boundary between English and Kriol.

Overall, the normed and standardized character of English – the idea of ‘Proper English’ as such – is entangled

with the culture of literacy and with the material objects and bodily practices associated with it, among them books,

libraries, lengthy reading andwriting. The cultural space that is tied to Kriol is distinct.

4.2 Kriol as language of speaking and fluidity

Kriol is openly associated with speaking and with cultures of sound. Speakers are conscious of the fact that the cul-

ture of orality contributes to variation and fluidity, which they value as something positive and culture-specific. This

becomes clear in the following quote, in which two young women (see also Excerpt (3)) display their very high level of

language awareness:

Excerpt (7) – Awareness of non-standard culture

1. Respondent 1: Actually for me the interesting point is rather

2. How do theymanage in the other cultures like in (.)

3. Proper English, German, Spanish whatever

4. To establish a standard because

5. Obviously it must have been the same at some point in history

6. It must have been the same that there weremanymany different

7. Because actually no one actually learns to read andwrite like (1)

8. In themiddle ages or something theremust have beenmany different forms

9. And they also pick one tomake it the standard

10. And just decided this is correct

11. And how this development and how this of course

12. You could ask do you actually want it for Kriol

13. I actually once read an article about somebody arguing we do not want

14. I think it was Haitian Kriol I don’t know some some other Caribbean country

15. Somebodymaking a very strong argument against having a standard Kriol

16. And that the culture of Kriol is to have no standard

17. Because it develops and everyone can be individual

18. And bemuchmore creative with the language

19. Than if you have the actual idea that you have one

(Interview 13,Minute 79)
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The interviewee is clearly aware that language standards are an outcome of historical developments and do not exist

because there is one form that is intrinsically correct. From the variety that exists, someone picks ‘one to make it the

standard’. She thenponders onwhether this shouldbedone forKriol anddeclares that ‘the cultureofKriol is to haveno

standard’. Kriol is described as amore fluid phenomenon that can be appropriated individually and is open to individual

adaptations that are understood as an expression of creativity. The idea ‘that you have one’ – referring to a concept of

having one standard – is not seen as fitting with the culture of Kriol.

As Kriol can be appropriated creatively, some assume that the project of developing a grammar book and a

dictionary for Kriol is misguided, which is brought in relation to the oral and fast changing nature of Kriol:

Excerpt (8) – They created a dictionary

1. Respondent: It’s verymuch oral

2. And [personal name] they created a dictionary

3. I don’t know if you know the/

4. Britta: /I know the I know the dictionary

5. Respondent: Okay okay

6. So they’ve tried to kind of keep some of it alive through that process

7. But in terms of use

8. A lot of the words you find in the dictionary

9. Even these young kids

10. They don’t know how to pronounce it

11. They don’t know how to say it

12. They don’t know how towrite it

(Interview 15,Minute 6)

The respondentdescribes that theoral characterofKriol implies that themeaningofwords changesquickly. Thewords

collected in the dictionary, apparently, are not known to ‘these young kids’, the generation of teenagers at the time of

the interview (2015) who don’t know how to pronounce or write those words that appear in the dictionary (Herrera

et al., 2009). Note, again, the poetic parallelisms in the interviewee’s speech. She then goes on to explain that she

doubts the benefits of the dictionary and the overall plan of stabilizing Kriol:

Excerpt (9) – Standardizing Kriol makes no sense

1. They’re trying to put structure into it

2. And I don’t think it will ever work

3. They’ve got the dictionary

4. And they’ve got all of that

5. And they’re trying to structure it

6. But it provides for somebodywho knows nothing about the language tomake sense of it and use it to some extent

7. But I don’t think it will ever (.)

8. It could ever pay out

(Interview 15,Minute 41)
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According to this utterance, the written documentation of Kriol in the form of a dictionary only makes sense for mak-

ing the language accessible to foreigners. ‘They are trying to structure it’ – the National Kriol Council,6 who have a

‘language arm’ and are responsible for the initiative of codifying and documenting Kriol in books, are indexed by the

pronoun ‘they’. The creation of a dictionary is not only perceived as transforming the oral uses of Kriol into written

formbut is seen at the same time as an act of ‘trying to structure it’. The documentation of semanticmeanings ofwords

in a dictionary is not the same as defining language structures; yet, the interviewee creates a discursive link between

the writing of a dictionary and the ordering and standardization of the language. The above-made hypothesis (Sec-

tion 2) that themedia technology of writing is discursively entangled with cultures of language standardization seems

to be confirmed in this quote.

In groupdiscussionswithpupils in Forms3and4 (ages14 to16), I brought alongprintedmaterials fromtheNational

Kriol Council that displayed short stories written in Kriol and a guide on how to write Kriol according to the ortho-

graphic standards that the Council has developed (Gentle, 2005; Glock et al., 2001). Most pupils had not been aware

of the existence of these artefacts before. While the majority of high school pupils indicated that they used Kriol with

their friends (77%)7 and expressed highly positive attitudes towards the use of Kriol in the discussion, they were crit-

ical of using Kriol in written form in formal publications such as books with fictional text (I have seen a lot of writing

thatmakes use of at least someKriol representation in social media contexts, which, however, usually do notmake use

of the spelling conventions of the Kriol Council). During the discussion, I asked whether they would like to use Kriol in

writing in school. This wasmet with skepticism:

Excerpt (10) – Against standardizing Kriol

1. Kriol would change

2. A lot of people would run into try tomake it formal

(Pupil group discussion 1, minute 21)

As in Excerpt (7), we find a high degree of language awareness in this quote. The pupil assumes that Kriolwould change

if it was used in written form. In the context of school, the effect of writing in Kriol would be that some people ‘would

run into try tomake it formal’, that is, the use of a written code in the context of education implies standardization and

formality – which is disapproved of.

Theoral cultureofKriol is associatedwithnon-standardization andnon-formality and this is positively embracedby

the pupils but also explicitly referred to as ‘inclusive’ by the elderly Kriol poet who spend her childhood in the library:

Excerpt (11) – The inclusive power of non-standardization

1. And I think it’s something positive and very inclusive

2. For the reason that it’s not a standard

3. And that you can use it

4. And no onewill come and say this is wrong

(Interview 15,Minute 45)

6 http://nationalkriolcouncil.org

7 60 high school pupils were asked about their language use at home, at work and with friends as part of the quantitative data collection on language use

across domains (see section 3.2).

http://nationalkriolcouncil.org
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The culture of non-standard Kriol is here described as ‘positive and very inclusive’ for the reason that ‘you can use it’

without being reprimanded for using it ‘incorrectly’.

Overall, we can summarize that Kriol, in the discourses of the speakers interviewed during this research projects,

is described as an oral code, whose fluid and changing nature is perceived as highly positive and associated with inclu-

siveness and creativity. As French and Kernan (1981, p. 238) have observed in their early study on language culture

in Belize, ‘[v]erbal art and performance are highly valued in the Belizean Creole speech community’, in contrast to a

valuation of formal standards and regularity – and, even though the interviews took place in English, we have seen

elements of verbal art within the quotes presented above. The particular poetic, fluid and creative character of Kriol is

regarded as incompatible with cultures of writing, as writing is associated with the development of standardized and

stable language form.

5 DISCUSSION

The above analysis shows that media practices play a fundamental role in the language ideologies in the anglophone

Caribbean setting of Belize. Concepts of ‘Proper English’ are related to an ideal of language appearing in written form

and objectified materiality, that is, in the form of visual symbols in text, and in tangible objects like books or dictionar-

ies. A language ideology that conceives of language as regular and fixed here seems to be intertwined with particular

kinds ofmaterial practices of the age of literacy. This contrastswith discourses onKriol, which display a locally enacted

form of prestige that is not based on formality and standardization but, in contrast, on orality, individual appropria-

tion, verbal art and creativity. Variability and idiosyncratic form are essential and valued cultural characteristics of

the repertoire referred to as Kriol. Despite campaigns of a nationally popular group of language activists, who aim for

makingKriol awritten language, the use ofKriolwriting is contested inmydata set. As the speakers argue, the confine-

ment to oral usesmakes Kriol less prone to becoming standardized andmore likely to continuous change and creative

individual adaption.

Thus, the oral practices associatedwith Kriol may be described as constituting an axe of differentiation (Gal, 2016),

in which language is not evaluated in terms of different degrees of formality, correctness and stability but in its qual-

ity of being expressive, creative and poetic. Exogenous forms of English are described as ‘proper’ and these continue

to fulfil the need for a formal and written mode, which also functions as a model in school. The valorization of non-

local ‘Proper English’ and of non-standardized Kriol impacts paths towards endogenous normativity. The formation of

endogenous norms for English has also been studied in other Caribbean settings, where, similarly to the Belizean case,

the coexistenceof relatively closely-related codes and translocal influenceshavebeendiscussedasproducing complex

norm formation trajectories (Deuber et al., 2021;Hackert et al., 2020;Meer&Deuber, 2020;Westphal, 2017). At least

in Belize, the production of a nation-wide formal norm of English is not perceived to be a cultural necessity (Schneider,

2021a); neither is the idea that the national language Kriol has to be regular and fixed. The strong standing of Kriol as

important, though mostly non-standardized and oral marker of Belizean belonging in a cultural context where Span-

ish is omnipresent and even demographically dominant (Schneider, 2021b) is certainly one reason why English is not

regarded as indexically expressing local belonging andwhy therefore speakers do not perceive a need to develop local

norms of English.

There are various conclusions that can be drawn from these observations. Firstly, in studies on language attitudes

in the Caribbean, the development of endogenous formal standards is not necessarily part of local cultural values in

the region, as for example Meer and Deuber have already discussed for the case of Trinidad (Meer & Deuber, 2020;

see Hackert et al., 2020, pp. 258–259 on the Bahamas; Westphal, 2015 for the Jamaican case; Wilson, this issue). A

desire to standardize local creolized forms or to standardize local forms of English cannot be taken for granted and

thus cannot be presupposed in research designs that study language attitudes in these settings. The emergence of lan-

guage forms that are locally attributed with prestige should not necessarily be understood as a teleological process

towards a stable national language (English, or Kriol, for that matter) as an end point, where we observe that fluidity,
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individual creativity and change is an important element in local language culture, which is increasingly also

implemented in empirical research on language attitudes (see also above sources).

As has been shown in Busch’s work on language biographies (Busch, 2015, 2017), the appropriation and change

of language, in particular by people who have been subject of political oppression, can be understood as a form of

resistance (Derrida, 2003) and as a way of making a language one’s own. The idea that non-standardized language

is inclusive has been mentioned explicitly in one of the interviews (Excerpt 11). At the same time, in an age of digi-

tal communication, local forms of English and of anglophone creoles are always interacting with international forms

of English (Mühleisen, 2002, p. 74). In addition, the affordances of digital writing may destabilize the norms of the

age of literacy (Androutsopoulos, 1998). Taken together, discursive complexity that involves the continuing transna-

tional prestige of exogenous norms of (different kinds of) English and the important functions of Kriol as index of local,

non-Western, non-standardized culture make it unlikely that there will be one national prestige form of language in

Caribbean settings (for empirical observations on the variability of standard forms in the Caribbean, see Hänsel &

Deuber, 2019).

Secondly, on a meta-level, the role of material practices in the form of language technologies like print and writing

has come to the fore in its role in co-producing particular language ideologies. TheBelizeandata introduced above sug-

gest that cultures of writing and print in general are an intrinsic element of language standardization. Formal national

language standards may thus be regarded as a socio-historical and technologically-conditioned concept. Writing and

the visual representation of language in space therefore impact on cultural ideals of regularity and thus contribute to

epistemologies that assume languages tobe immaterial and cognitive (as criticized inCowley, 2012; Pennycook, 2018).

Taking into accountmaterial environments and technological practicesmay illuminate the epistemological groundings

of the discipline of linguistics’ understanding of what is a language – and to thus also critically scrutinize models of

language in world Englishes research, which will have to tackle multinormative language situations (Meer & Deuber,

2020) and the existence of various types of prestige in future research.

The limitations of the ethnographically-oriented study presented in this article are clearly based on its qualita-

tive and interpretative nature, which does not allow for systematic comparison with other linguistic settings in the

Caribbean as well as elsewhere. It is furthermore not possible to say whether what has been discussed here is rep-

resentative of other villages or towns in Belize, where, for example, Spanish may hold a stronger place or contact to

speakers of exogenous English may be less frequent. Further research on the role of media technologies and materi-

alization in relation to language attitudes and for our conceptualizations of language would be welcome, not only in

other cultural contexts but also including, for example, the role of gesture and embodiment. Particularly in postcolo-

nial societies, this may help to overcome Western epistemologies that may be unfitting to understand non-Western

sociolinguistic and cultural contexts.

6 CONCLUSION

The study introduced in this article is based on ethnographic interview data that inspects language ideologies in a vil-

lage inBelize. It points to the fact that local concepts of English as formal prestige normare related towritten formand

tangible materiality, that is, objects in the form of visual symbols on paper or screens and books. This contrasts with

discourses on Kriol, which, even though the language is regarded as a linguistic index for national belonging, is overtly

considered a code for oral and variable uses, inwhich poetic functions play an important role. The conceptualization of

Kriol as oral practicemakes it less prone to becoming standardized andmore likely to continuous change and creative

adaption, which the speakers interviewed here consider an essential, valued characteristic of the repertoire. Overall,

the study documents that a consideration of material language practices and technologies is relevant in understand-

ing non-Western concepts of language prestige, which may question traditional linguistic concepts of the standard

language. These concepts are important to develop culturally sensitive empirical studies on language attitudes in the

context of world Englishes research.
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