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Week 1 Lecture 1  

• Structuralism (Saussure) and post-structuralism  
• Linguistics in race theory à 19th century Orientalism, 20th century Nazi race 

theory 
• Use of linguistics in determining the origins of asylum seekers.  
• Informed the ideology of Nazism.  
• Language- a way of perceiving the world and reality.  

- Language and languages  
- Language systems and use  
- Language and the person  
- Language power  
- Language and thought  

• Pragmatics- how social interaction/action takes form in the exchange of 
utterances 

• Acquisition of language is a biological endowment, like learning to walk, and 
whether this pertains to acquiring second languages.  

• Does the language you speak influence the way you think.  
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Week 1 Lecture 2  

• Language and ethics 
• Studying language as an object cannot be removed from social and political 

context.  
• Allegory for how language can determine identity: Shibboleth- “an era of 

wheat, or stream.” It’s a Biblical story- Gileadites would capture people trying 
to cross the stream in the shallow areas (fords), and ask them to pronounce 
“Shibboleth”. If they pronounced it “Sibboleth” they were slaughtered.  

• Assam (1979-1985), asked people to count from 1-7 to determine Bengali or 
Assamese nationality.  

• The legacy of the Shibboleth test are found in the White Australia Policy, the 
Dictation Test following Federation in 1901, which formed the legal pretext 
for refusal of entry to people rejected on a “priori” racial grounds. These 
systems deliberately tested foreigners in European languages they didn’t 
know.  

• Egon Kisch from Prague in 1934 passed all the European language dictation 
tests yet was still not allowed in. He appealed to courts that then allowed him 
in.  

• ‘Fruit machine’ used to ‘out’ homosexual recruits to Royal Canadian Mounted 
Police in 1950s. Vocabulary test with electronic sensors to detect anxiety.  
 

• LADO: Language Analysis in the Determination of Origin of Asylum 
Seekers. LADO looks at the trajectory of the person’s biography and whether 
the language repertoire corresponds.  
1. Asylum seeker arrives with claims of persecution.  
2. Interviewed by sociolinguist- speech sample elicited and analysed.  
3. Matched to see if it fits narrative.  



 
• E.g. “The claimant’s linguistic repertoire does not correspond to the linguistic 

repertoire of a person who grew up in X” 
 

• Refugee Convention 1951.  
• Private agencies provide LADO services e.g. De Taal studio (Amsterdam), 

Verified (Stockholm), LINGUA (Switzerland).  
• Abkhazia- proficient at Abkhaz, good knowledge of Mingrelian, proficient at 

Russian, high-level Georgian.  
1. Lexicon: Word choice  
2. Morphology: Word formation  
3. Syntax: Sentence formation  
4. Phonology: Sound choices, stress 

 
• Added complexity of personal journey of asylum seeker.  
• Sometimes national boundaries do not correspond with linguistic boundaries, 

e.g. West Africa.  
• Refugee Review Tribunal- refugee could appeal for a more thorough review.  
• The double-edged sword of LADO: Provides governments with tools to 

successfully identify illegitimate claims, thus enabling exclusion. 
 

• “The terrifying ambiguity of the Shibboleth/A sign of belonging and threat of 
discrimination” à Language polices boundaries and divisions, because 
language is politically entrenched in division.  
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Week 1 Readings:  
 
1. Applied Linguistics and Language Analysis in Asylum Seeker Cases- Diana Eades 
 

• International Association of Forensic Linguists (IAFL) in the early 1990s.  
• Forensic linguistics à linguistic studies in legal contexts.  
• E.g. John Gibbons, 80s-90s, showed how individuals from Non-English 

Speaking Backgrounds would have difficulty with the syntactic complexity of 
the Miranda Rights caution.  

• Asylum seekers who arrive in countries without visas or documentation 
undergo language analysis to ensure their claims are well founded and 
legitimate.  

 
Method:  

 
1. In Australia, this interview is conducted in the asylum seeker’s first language 

with an interpreter. In Germany, an international lingua franca such as English 
is used. In the Netherlands, either method is used, depending on the 
individual.  

2. Tape-recorded interviews are subjected to language analysis.  
3. Sometimes private companies offshore do the analysis; sometimes 

(Switzerland) a section of government department conducts the analysis.  



4. Appeals can often occur, and in Australia the appeal process in lengthy (1. 
Refugee Review Tribunal, 2. Federal Court, 3. High Court) 

 
Concerns:  
 

• It is problematic to make political and/or bureaucratic decisions on the 
basis of what is, primarily, a social matter.  

• Switzerland differs from this method in that it sees that this approach can 
provide information about an individual’s country or region of 
socialisation.  

• The interviewer may not be proficient at the interviewee’s dialect.  
• Linguists working with speakers of pidgin and creole languages from West 

Africa are raising concerns about naïve misunderstandings in interviews 
about the relationships between these pidgin/creole languages and their 
lexifier language, English.  
 

• What qualifies as a “linguist”? Swiss policy is to use analysts with 
postgraduate training in linguistics, although it does make some exceptions 
to this policy. Netherlands government has stated explicitly that it prefers 
language analyses produced by native speakers who are non-linguists to 
those produced by professional linguists.  

 
• There is often secrecy surrounding the identity of analysts.  

 
• There are problems with accuracy in transcriptions, e.g. if audio quality is 

very poor.  
 

• Analyses can be coarse, such as assuming that during an interview the 
asylum seeker should consistently speak only one language variety, with 
no linguistic influence from another language variety. This ignores the 
possible effects on an asylum seeker’s linguistic repertoire of 
movement between countries, or of the difference if linguistic features 
during time spent in refugee camps.  

 
• Erroneous claims that Urdu is not spoken in Afghanistan.  

 
• “Homogeneity”- the idea that individuals are ‘uncontaminated’, 

‘monolingual and a member of one intact culture.  
 

• Responses by linguists: Australian language analysis is not valid or 
reliable, and the chance of succeeding in having an original negative 
decision overturned was very high.  

 
• Linguists should:  

 
1. Raise awareness in immigration departments, and tribunals who review 

their decisions of the complexities involved in determining nationality 
on the basis of language analysis.  
 



2. Encourage the rejection of language analysis reports not conducted by 
trained linguists.  

 
3. Encourage governments not to spend funds on language analysis 

reports being carried out with such problematic assumptions and 
methods as to invalidate their conclusions.  

 
Week 2 Readings:  
 
1. Language Matters- Laurie Bauer, Janet Holmes and Paul Warren.  
 

• Commonalities between Danish and German are not coincidental: Danish and 
German are related languages. Language family trees are not concerned with 
the source of incoming genes, but with the mutations through time, and 
how it ended in a series of related languages.  

• Mutations can happen to the words of a language- they can be lost, replaced 
with new ones. These new words can sometimes arise from the slang of the 
original language.  
 

	


