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Basic English for Workers : i Sy
' A Curriculum for Dominatioi?

i Traditianall_v, language Hhas
been considered a crystal - clear
- and neutral instrument that any-
body can use to ‘understand the
one, unchanging social reality in
the similar way. Language hasbeen
compared to a pair of spectacles
- which reveals life outside with -
. out any distortions to the user
But an - alternative view that is
emerging presently looks at lanzu-
age as a variety of coloured
spectacles.  These spectacles
cnable us to view social life.
only partially, and only from
specific angles. The spectacles one
wears and the aspect of life one

can see depend on the social
background of the user. The djstri-

bution of the spectacles is done
in such manner that groups in
the different rungs of the social
ladder see only what is relevant
. for them and what could also
continue to keep them in that
social position. This means that
the powerful enjoy a view of
~ social reality that keeps them
powerful, and the powerless are
~permitted a view of society that
‘keeps “/thém powerless.  Such  is

Dr. Suresh Canagarajah
Headl ELTC
University of Jaffna

the theory of language outlined
by a variety of contemporary

‘thinkers such as Frenchman Michel

Foucault, Englishman Michael

- Halliday and Russian Mikhail
~ Bakhtin. What does all this mean

for the language used by, used
for, and taught to workers?

A group of linguists in the
University of East Anglia, Britain,
have been doing research on the
language wused in institutions
(such as the University, factories
and mass media), and how such
language hides more than it re-
veals. For instanss, if the boss
in your institution is sacking you
from your job, his letter might
be word in the following way,
“According to section B, para-
graph 2 of the University Commis-
sions Act of 1984 it is being
intimated to you that you are
being discontinued from services
with effect from 09 - 10 - 1992.”
This verbose, Jong, impersonal
sentence gives the impression of
a powerful blow being struck on
you from a mysterious high autho-
rity. - The sentence  also * hides
many . simple details. The passive

.-voice structure hides whe is actu-
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.ally doing ‘the sacking. It is made
-to -appear -as if ‘it ‘is 'the “Act
_of 1984” that is sacking YOU.
‘Since it is impersonal you can’t
argue back with it. Also many
details about who created the
law and for what purposes are
“jgnored. You are simply forced
{0 accept the “fate” ‘pronounced
‘on you. Consider however the:
‘active - voice form of this sentence:
s T, the Vice Chancellor, have
“‘to sack ‘you, Sundaram, today,
‘for questioning the Dean’s order
to you’. Here of course the agents
involved and the reasons for
the sacking are quite clear - giv-
‘ing you the chance of challeng-
ing these facts if necessary. The
sentence also reveals bluntly the
‘power”’ invested on certain autho-
rities. Hence such is not the type
of language preferred by most
bureaucratic institutions!

We bave considered an ex-
ample of langnage used for workers,

now lets discuss cxamples of
language used by the workers.
British sociologist Basil Bernstein
explains that since the functions
of workers are limited to a parti-
cular  range of  activities,
_their language too -is -similary
_Testricted. Because workers simply
_follow -orders :and directives -deli-
~yered to them by their “bosses; it
. 8. such:simple, goncrete directives
_ :such, as -the following that they

~circular to

are most exposed to: “Carry this
the mext -office,”
«Oil the engine at 10.00 AM.”,
¢«Mail the document today.”
Bernstein calls such simple, con-
crete language s“restricted code.”
On the other hand, workers don’t
‘have too many chances forquestion-
ing their bosses, or discussing
extensively the 'rational “behind
‘their -instructions, or the abstract
processes behind certain technieal
_operations. Hence they don’t have
to posses a language ‘that is abs-
tract, complex, characterized by
elaborate ‘sentence structures and
a wider range of vocabulary.
‘Bernstein calls the latter “ela-
borate code.” Such is the langu-
age that bosses use. Bernstein dis-
cusses how this difference in langu-
age influences different thought
processes. While the cerestricted
code” only enables workers to
think concretely about the imme-
diate circumstances of their life,
the “*elaborate code™ of the bosses
provides them the advantage of
‘performing complex, highly ‘abs-
iract cognitive functions. ‘The
language then.ensures that while
workers remain workers, ‘bosses
remain bosses. -

Bernstein _goes on to make a
connection with differential edu-
\cational -eppartunities andisucces-
seq .determined by the language.



Basic English for Workers: A Curriculum for Domination? - 37

The characteristic language pre-
ferred by schools is the elaborate
code. Hence the children from
working class backprounds whom.
Bernstein finds using only the
festricted code of their parents
are in a distinct djsadvantage in
schools. They have to learn an-
other language (‘elaborate cods’)
before: they can perform the funct-
ions  required in schools. The
middle class students, on the other
hand, already possess this langu-
age when they come 1o school,
Hence, again, while middle class
students pass with flying colours
and dominate middle class jobs,
working class children end up
failures and return to their parents’
factories,

The findings of Bernstein leads
us to criticall y examine the assumpt-
ions behind language teachingcours-
es in most workers’ education pro-
grammes, The dominant approach
(including the ome in this Univer-
sity) is based on the idea of
“functional literacy” defined first
by 'INESCO in- 1956, According
to this notion, the proper course
is to teach the particular langu-
age skills that are sufficient for
worker to [unction effectively in
his or her chosen vocation. This
means that we have to teach
the English skills necessary for
a University labourer to be a
good labourer, a hospital techni-
cian to be a good technician,

and a postal peon to be'a good
peon. However, in teaching the
“restricted codes™ necessary to
perform  these routine functions
we are limiting the intellectuay
maturity of the workers and
also their social mobility. Hence
such a course simply ensures
that, again, workers remainworkers
and not compete for the hi gher pro-
fessions or vocations of the “middle
class -

An alternative is the notion
of “eritical literacy” developed
by the Brazilian educationist Paula
Freire. In teaching POOL peasants
in remote villages to read and
write, . Freirz observed that langu-
age teaching enabled these peus-
ants to become more. aware of
their social life and conduct social
relations  with  confidence. and
critical insight.  Freire  thare-
fore links literacy with ‘Cons-
cientization” - that is, through
language teaching he also opens
the eyes of peasants and workers
to how language is used mani-
pulatively by the powerful, how
social life is usequally orgarnized,
how they can question the social
order and democratize it further,
and how they can lead a qualitati-
vely better existence. -

You will of coure wonder
now how the Head of ELTC
can be so hypocritical in devising
a Basic English Course not based






MATHEMATICS - Some outer issues

How Mathematics works:

Every one knows that if you
want to do Physics or Engineering,
you had better be good at Mathe-
matics  More and more people
are finding out that if you want
to work in certain areas of econo-
mics or biology, vou had better
brush up on your mathematics,
Mathematics has penetrated socio-
logy, psychology, medicine, etc.
Why is this s0? What gives mathe-
matics its power? What makes it
work?

One very popular answer has
been that God is a Mathematician,
If you don’t think that dmt},r is
4 necessary hypothesis. you can
put it this way: the universe ex-
presses itsell naturally in the
language of Mathematics. The
force of gravity diminishes as the
second power of the distance; the
Planets " go around the sun in
ellipses; light travelsin a straight-
line. Mathematics in this VIEW,
has eyolved precisely as a symbolic
Counterpart of the universe. Itig
Do wondert hen mathematics works;
that is exactly its reason for exis-
tence. The Universe has imposed
mathematics upon humanity. This
view of mathematics goes well with

S. Srisatkunarajah, B.Sc., Ph.D.
Department of Mathematics.
University of Jaffna.

what is often called the platonic
view. Mathematical piatonism is
the view that mathematics exists
mdﬂpﬂndenll}f of human beings. It
is “out there somewhere™, t‘luatmg
around eternally in an all-perva-
sive world of Platonic ideas.

But there is another view,
related to the opinion that theor-
ies of applied mathematics are
merely . ““mathematical models™.
The utility of the model is pre-
cisely its success in mimicking or
predicting the behaviour of the
universe. If a model is inadequ-
ate in some respsct, one looks
arouud for a better model or an
improved version. There is no
philosophical truth in eith r the
statement, the ‘carth goes around
the sun™ orin the statement *the

sun goes around the earth”. Both
are models, and which one we
operate with is determined by such
things as simplicity, fruitfulness,
etc. This philosophical view has
become increasingly popular, Cour-
ses in increasing number are being
taught under the name ‘‘Mathe-

matical Modelling”. What would
have been taught in a previous

generation as ‘“‘the theory of such.
and such”, now is known merely
as “model for such and such”,
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Varieties of Mathematical uses:

For a thing to be useful is
for it to have the capacity for
satisfying a human need. Mathe-
matics is commonly said to be
useful, but as the variety of 1its
uses is Jarge, it will pay us to
see what different meanings can’t
be found for this word-

A pedagogue-might tell us that
mathematics is useful in that it
teaches us how to think and reason
with precision. An architect or
sculptor might tell us that mathe-
maties is useful because it leads
to the perception and creation of
visual beauty. An astronomer OI
a Physicist will say that mathe-
matics is useful to him  because
mathematics is the language of
scienes. A civil Engineer will assert
that mathematics enables him to
build a bridge expeditiously.

— A mathematician will say that

within mathematics itself, a body.

of mathematics is useful when it
can be applied to- another body
of mathematics. Thus, the mean-
ings of the expression “mathema-
tical utility”” embrace aesthetic,
philosophical, historic, psychologi~
cal, pedagogical, commercial, scien-
- tifie; technological and ‘mathema-

tical elements. : -

Let us agree .tp-.paﬂ. the ‘utility.

that extends all the way to the man
in the street common utility. We

do not suggest that the criterion
of the street should be set upas
the sole criterion for judzing
mathematical utility. It would be
disastrous to do so. But as life
proceeds to a large measure by
the activities of making and con-
suming, buying, selling and exch-
anging, one should have as firm
a erasp as possible as 10 where
one’s subject stands with respect
to these basic activities. Which
applications of mathematics have
utility? The answer is incomplete!
Some instances of common utilit=
are plain. We have clear appliy
cation of mathematics at the
market place, refer to counting,
measuring and pricing ete.  When
one moves to higher mathematics
such applications are harder (o
observe and to varify, An orga-
nization may employ people well
trained in :, mathematics, it may
have a sophisticated computer
system, because the theoretical as~
pects of its business may be cast
in mathematical terms.

All this does not mean fhat
the mathematics being done reaches
down to the level of common
utility. The emergence of mathe-
matics at the level of common.
utility may be blocked or frus-
trated for dozen of different rea-
S0NS..
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With Best Wishes From

Vickna
Tution Centre

Vickna Tution Centre
52, Stanley Road,
Jaffna.

With Beést Compliments From:-

A.S. Arumugam Sons

A.S. Arumugam Sons
&1, Stanley Road,
Jaffna
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2691, Power House Road
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