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Preface

This book is intended to provide students with a basic introduction to most
of the topics dealt with in courses described as either ‘Sociolinguistics,’
‘Language in Society,” or ‘The Sociology of Language.” I have tried to draw
attention to the issues that arise in dealing with these topics and have deliber-
ately avoided giving a ‘simplistic’ account of any one of them. I believe that
students are best exposed to a new area of interest by being introduced to
the problems that make it interesting rather than to cursory accounts of some
local successes. To this end T have tried to show why certain findings and issues
are important, others controversial, and still others worthy of more attention
than they sometimes get. I have also provided a wealth of references since it
is important to encourage beginners to look at the literature and not just take
someone’s word for granted. This edition also includes a set of exploratory tasks
for each chapter to encourage the early development of a ‘hands on’ approach
and the idea that all claims require empirical support.

It is obvious that a book of this kind draws on a variety of sources. The breadth
of the published sources can be seen in the bibliographic information that is
included. T owe a considerable debt to the sources mentioned there. During
the many years I taught, my students also provided me with numerous insights
into what works in the classroom and what does not. My thanks go once again
to Judy Morris and Angie Camardi for all their secretarial assistance with
the first edition. For this edition, as for the previous editions, my thanks go
to all those who provided comments to me in various ways over the years. It is
certainly satisfying to see a sixth edition of this book. I hope it continues to reflect
what is happening in this most exciting area of linguistics, one that has evolved
so rapidly and so successfully. Fortunately, there is still lots of work to be done,
and it is my hope that some of those who read the pages that follow will one
day find their names in books such as this one.
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1 Introduction

Any discussion of the relationship between language and society, or of the
various functions of language in society, should begin with some attempt to
define each of these terms. Let us say that a society is any group of people who
are drawn together for a certain purpose or purposes. ‘Society’ is therefore a
very comprehensive concept, but we will soon see how useful such a compre-
hensive view is because we must consider many very different kinds of societies
in the course of the discussions that follow. We may attempt an equally
comprehensive definition of language: a language is what the members of a
particular society speak. However, as we will see, speech in almost any society
may take many very different forms, and just what forms we should choose to
discuss when we attempt to describe the language of a society may prove to be
a contentious issue. Sometimes, too, a society may be plurilingual: that is, many
speakers may use more than one language, however we define language. We should
also note that our definitions of language and society are not independent: the
definition of language includes in it a reference to society. I will return to this
matter from time to time.

Knowledge of Language

When two or more people communicate with each other in speech, we can
call the system they use a code. We should also note that two speakers who are
bilingual, that is, who have access to two codes, and who for one reason or another
shift back and forth between the two languages as they converse by code-
switching (see chapter 4) are actually using a third code, one which draws on
those two languages. The system itself (or the grammar, to use a well-known
technical term) is something that each speaker ‘knows,” but two very important
issues for linguists are just what that knowledge comprises and how we may
best characterize it.

In practice, linguists do not find it at all easy to write grammars because the
knowledge that people have of the languages they speak is extremely hard to
describe. It is certainly something different from, and is much more considerable
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than, the kinds of knowledge we see described in the grammars we find on library
shelves, no matter how good those grammars may be. Anyone who knows a lan-
guage knows much more about that language than is contained in any grammar
book that attempts to describe the language. What is also interesting is that this
knowledge is both something which every individual who speaks the language
possesses (since we must assume that each individual knows the grammar of his
or her language by the simple reason that he or she readily uses that language)
and also some kind of shared knowledge, that is, knowledge possessed by all
those who speak the language. It is also possible to talk about ‘dead’ languages,
e.g., Latin or Sanskrit. However, in such cases we must note that it is the
speakers who are dead, not the languages themselves, which still exist, at least in
part. We may even be tempted to claim an existence for English, French, or any
other language independent of the existence of those who speak these languages.

Today, most linguists agree that the knowledge speakers have of the language
or languages they speak is knowledge of something quite abstract. It is a know-
ledge of rules and principles and of the ways of saying and doing things with
sounds, words, and sentences, rather than just knowledge of specific sounds,
words, and sentences. It is knowing what is iz the language and what is not; it
is knowing both what it is possible to say and what it is not possible to say.
This knowledge explains how it is we can understand sentences we have not
heard before and reject others as being ungrammatical. Communication among
people who speak the same language is possible because they share such know-
ledge, although how it is shared and, even more so, how it is acquired are
not well understood. Certainly, psychological, social, and genetic factors are
important. Language is a communal possession, but at the same time an abstract
entity. Individuals have access to it and constantly show that they do so by using
it properly. As we will see, a wide range of skills and activities is subsumed under
this concept of ‘proper use.’

Confronted with the task of trying to describe the grammar of a language
like English, many linguists follow the approach associated with Chomsky,
undoubtedly the most influential figure in linguistics for the last half century.
Chomsky has argued on many occasions that, in order to make meaningful
discoveries about language, linguists must try to distinguish between what is
important and what is unimportant about language and linguistic behavior. The
important matters have to do with the learnability of all languages, the charac-
teristics they all share, and the rules and principles that speakers apparently
follow in constructing and interpreting sentences; the much less important
matters have to do with how individual speakers use specific utterances in a
variety of ways as they find themselves in this situation or that. Lightfoot (2006)
rephrases this last distinction as being one between what he calls ‘I-language’
and ‘E-language.’ It is the linguist’s duty to focus on I-language since it is ‘a
mental system that characterizes a person’s linguistic range and is represented
somehow in the individual’s brain’ (p. 7), whereas E-language is ‘part of the
outside world . . . amorphous . . . not a system . . . fluid, in constant flux . . . not
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systematic’ (pp. 12-13). Therefore, we must assume that it should be of much
lesser importance to scientific investigation.

Chomsky distinguishes between what he has called competence and perfor-
mance. He claims that it is the linguist’s task to characterize what speakers
know about their language, i.e., their competence, not what they do with their
language, i.e., their performance. The best-known characterization of this
distinction comes from Chomsky himself (1965, pp. 3—4) in words which have
been extensively quoted:

Linguistic theory is concerned primarily with an ideal speaker-listener, in a com-
pletely homogeneous speech-community, who knows its language perfectly and
is unaffected by such grammatically irrelevant conditions as memory limitations,
distractions, shifts of attention and interest, and errors (random or characteristic)
in applying his knowledge of the language in actual performance. This seems to
me to have been the position of the founders of modern general linguistics, and no
cogent reason for modifying it has been offered. To study actual linguistic per-
formance, we must consider the interaction of a variety of factors, of which the
underlying competence of the speaker—hearer is only one. In this respect, study of
language is no different from empirical investigation of other complex phenomena.

Pinker (2007, p. 74) points out the consequences of such a view: ‘Though
linguists often theorize about a language as if it were the fixed protocol of a
homogeneous community of idealized speakers, like the physicist’s frictionless
plane and ideal gas, they also know that a real language is constantly being pushed
and pulled at the margins by different speakers in different ways.’ It is just such
‘pushing and pulling’ that interests Labov, the most influential figure in socio-
linguistics in the last forty or so years. He maintains (2006, p. 380) that ‘the
linguistic behavior of individuals cannot be understood without knowledge of the
communities that they belong to.” We will return to such issues from time to time.
The knowledge that we will seek to explain involves more than knowledge of
the grammar of the language for it will become apparent that speakers know,
or are in agreement about, more than that. Moreover, in their performance they
behave systematically: their actions are not random; there is order. Knowing a
language also means knowing how to use that language since speakers know
not only how to form sentences but also how to use them appropriately. There
is therefore another kind of competence, sometimes called communicative com-
petence, and the social aspects of that competence will be our concern here.

Variation

The competence—performance distinction just mentioned is one that holds
intriguing possibilities for work in linguistics, but it is one that has also proved
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to be quite troublesome, particularly when much of the variety we experience
within language is labeled ‘performance’ and then put to one side by those who
consider ‘competence’ to be the only valid concern of linguists. The language
we use in everyday living is remarkably varied. Some investigators believe that
this variety throws up serious obstacles to all attempts to demonstrate that
each language is truly a homogeneous entity, and that it is possible to write a
complete grammar for a language which makes use of categorical rules, i.e.,
rules which specify exactly what is — and therefore what is not — possible in the
language. Everywhere we turn we seem to find at least a new wrinkle or a small
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inconsistency with regard to any rule we might propose. When we look closely
at any language, we discover time and time again that there is considerable
internal variation and that speakers make constant use of the many different
possibilities offered to them. No one speaks the same way all the time and
people constantly exploit the nuances of the languages they speak for a wide
variety of purposes. The consequence is a kind of paradox: while many linguists
would like to view any language as a homogeneous entity and each speaker of
that language as controlling only a single style, so that they can make the strongest
possible theoretical generalizations, in actual fact that language will exhibit con-
siderable internal variation, and single-style speakers will not be found (or, if
found, will appear to be quite ‘abnormal’ in that respect, if in no other!). One
claim I will be making throughout is that variation is an inherent characteristic
of all languages at all times. Even ‘dead’ languages, e.g., Sanskrit, Classical Greek,
and Latin, are replete with variation as anyone who has ever studied one or more
of these languages closely can attest.

A recognition of variation implies that we must recognize that a language is
not just some kind of abstract object of study. It is also something that people
use. Can we really set aside, at any point in our study of language, this fact of
use? It is not surprising therefore that a recurring issue in linguistics in recent
years has been the possible value of a linguistics that deliberately separates
itself from any concern with the use, and the users, of language. Following
Chomsky’s example, many linguists have argued that we should not study a
language in use, or even how the language is learned, without first acquiring
an adequate knowledge of what language itself is. In this view, linguistic
investigations should focus on developing this latter knowledge. The linguist’s
task should be to write grammars that will help us develop our understanding
of language: what it is, how it is learnable, and what it tells us about the human
mind. This kind of linguistics is sometimes referred to as ‘theoretical linguistics’
and it has claimed a privileged position for itself within the overall discipline of
linguistics. In such a view investigations of language use have little to offer us.
Many sociolinguists have disagreed, arguing that an asocial linguistics is scarcely
worthwhile and that meaningful insights into language can be gained only if
such matters as use and variation are included as part of the data which must
be explained in a comprehensive theory of language; such a theory of language
must have something to say about the uses of language. This is the view I will
adopt here.

We will see that while there is considerable variation in the speech of any
one individual, there are also definite bounds to that variation: no individual is
free to do just exactly what he or she pleases so far as language is concerned.
You cannot pronounce words any way you please, inflect or not inflect words
such as nouns and verbs arbitrarily, or make drastic alterations in word order
in sentences as the mood suits you. If you do any or all of these things, the results
will be unacceptable, even gibberish. The variation you are permitted has limits
and these limits can be described with considerable accuracy. Individuals know
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the various limits (or norms), and that knowledge is both very precise and at
the same time almost entirely unconscious. At the same time, it is also difficult
to explain how individual speakers acquire knowledge of these norms of linguistic
behavior, because they appear to be much more subtle than the norms that apply
to such matters as social behavior, dress, and table manners. This is another issue
to which we will return from time to time. Our task will be one of trying to
specify the norms of linguistic behavior that exist in particular groups and then
trying to account for individual behavior in terms of these norms. This task is
particularly interesting because most people have no conscious awareness that
we can account for much of their linguistic behavior in this way. We will also
see how the variation we find in language allows changes to occur over time
and often points to the direction of change. A living language not only varies,
it changes.

People have also learned to vary the language (or languages) they use and no
two persons use a language they share exactly alike. Why does speaker X behave
this way but speaker Y behave that way in using language Z? To answer that
question we must look at such issues as identity, group membership, power, and
solidarity.

Each of us has an identity or, perhaps more accurately, a set of identities
since it is very unlikely that each of us has underlyingly a fixed, unchangeable
identity that is constantly striving to emerge or one that others have somehow




Introduction 7

ascribed to us. Am I, for example, merely a retiree, a professor, a Canadian,
a client, a tourist, a neighbor, a patient, a father, an immigrant, a passenger,
a male, a pedestrian, a consultant, etc? At any one time I am one of these
since that is how another or others may regard me. However, at all times I am
potentially all of these (and more) and must choose to enact — perform if
you will — an identity appropriate to the situation in which I find myself. One’s
identity is neither some essential quality one has been born with or acquired nor
a stereotype that one appears to fit (although one can put on such an act: ‘the
absent-minded professor’ or ‘the blushing bride’). Identity is ‘something that is
formed and shaped through action’ (Richards, 2006, p. 3) and demonstrated
through performance and action.

Identity is constructed from interaction with others and is the result of our
socialization, i.e., our experiences with the outside world as we have dealt with
that world in all its complexity. Consequently, many factors affect it: race,
ethnicity, gender, religion, occupation, physical location, social class, kinship, leisure
activities, etc. Identity is created in dealing with such factors and in dealing
with members of groups for whom these factors are among their identifying
characteristics. An identity may also change because identities can sometimes
be quite malleable as the circumstances of our lives change.

Identity is very important: individual identity and group identity. It will be a
recurrent theme in the pages that follow. Much of what we find in linguistic
behavior will be explicable in terms of people seeking to perform, negotiate, real-
ize, or even reject identities through the use of language. In fact, as we will see,
language is a profound indicator of identity, more potent by far than cultural
artifacts such as dress, food choices, and table manners.

Groups, too, have identities so we will be interested in the linguistic charac-
teristics of both individuals and groups. Concepts such as ‘community’ (see
chapter 5), ‘social network’ (see pp. 129-31), and ‘community of practice’
(see pp. 218-19) will be found in the pages that follow. These are useful in refer-
ring to groups of various kinds, for it is among groups that individuals form
relationships or reject such a possibility. Just like individual identities, group
identities are ‘formed and shaped through action’ (Richards, 2006, p. 3). The
groups can be long-lasting or temporary, large or small, close-knit or casual.
So here is another level of complexity we must keep in mind in the pages
that follow as I refer to ‘middle class,” ‘women,’ ‘speakers of Haitian Creole,’
‘teenagers,” etc. We must remember that these categorizations also have a
‘process’ side to them: all must be enacted, performed, or reproduced in order
to exist.

In all of the above we must recognize that ‘power’ has a significant role to
play. Power is ‘the ability to control events in order to achieve one’s aims’
(Tollefson, 2006, p. 46) and is also ‘the control someone has over the outcomes
of others’ (Myers-Scotton, 2006, p. 199). It is pervasive in society and exercised
on a continuum from extremely brutal to most subtle but is never completely
absent. It may be exercised and resisted through words as well as deeds.
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Bourdieu (1991) conceives of languages as symbolic marketplaces in which some
people have more control of the goods than others because certain languages or
varieties have been endowed with more symbolic power than others and have
therefore been given a greater value, e.g., standard languages, certain accents,
a particular gendered manner of speaking, a specific type of discourse, etc. We
cannot escape such issues of power in considering language and social relation-
ships. However, it would also be unwise always to regard either the powerful
or the powerless as being automatically in the right on any issue. Such ideological
positioning is no less dangerous than the kind of postmodern relativism which
suggests that it is impossible to make any valid judgments at all on issues.

‘Solidarity’ refers to the motivations which cause individuals to act together.
We know that people can unite for all kinds of reasons some of which they may
not even be able to articulate, and the consequences may be great or small. In
the pages that follow we will look at some of the consequences for language
behavior.

Finally, I will be making reference to unmarked and marked choices in lan-
guage and living. The normal and expected, i.e., ‘default,” mode in language and
life is the unmarked; anything that stands out is marked. Suddenly switching
to French in a conversation with anglophones would be marked just as would
telling a racy story at a Baptist prayer meeting, addressing the Queen as ‘Liz,’
or pronouncing nuclear as nucular at a presidential news conference. In social
life wearing a suit and tie on a Caribbean beach would be highly marked as would
be queue-jumping in England, or as was Canadian Prime Minister Trudeau’s
behavior of dancing a little jig behind the Queen’s back. If, as Bucholtz and
Hall (2005, p. 372) say: ‘In many contexts in the United States ... unmarked
categories may include whiteness, masculinity, heterosexuality, middle-class
status, and Christianity, but in local settings other arrangements are also possible,’
then that certainly leaves poor, black transvestites highly marked.

Markedness is a very useful concept in that once we have identified a marked
characteristic we are better able to describe the expected norm. This is not to
suggest that such norms are fixed for all time. Markedness can change. Twenty
to thirty years ago if, as you followed someone along a city street, you heard
him or her conducting one side of a vigorous conversation such behavior would
have been marked as ‘bizarre,” ‘crazy,” ‘psychotic,” etc. Now with the advent of
new wireless technologies it is completely unmarked. Time changes the values
we give to both words and deeds.

Language and Society

In the following chapters we will look at many ways in which language and
society are related. The possible relationships have long intrigued investigators.
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Indeed, if we look back at the history of linguistics it is rare to find investiga-
tions of any language which are entirely cut off from concurrent investigations
of the history of that language, or of its regional and/or social distributions,
or of its relationship to objects, ideas, events, and actual speakers and listeners
in the ‘real” world. That is one of the reasons why a number of linguists have
found Chomsky’s asocial view of linguistic theorizing to be a rather sterile type
of activity, since it explicitly rejects any concern for the relationship between a
language and those who use it.

We must acknowledge that a language is essentially a set of items, what Hudson
(1996, p. 21) calls ‘linguistic items,” such entities as sounds, words, grammatical
structures, and so on. It is these items, their status, and their arrangements that
language theorists such as Chomsky concern themselves with. On the other hand,
social theorists, particularly sociologists, attempt to understand how societies are
structured and how people manage to live together. To do so, they use such con-
cepts as ‘identity,” ‘power,” ‘class,” ‘status,’ ‘solidarity,” ‘accommodation,” ‘face,’
‘gender,” ‘politeness,” etc. A major concern of this book is to examine possible
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relationships between ‘linguistic items’ on the one hand and concepts such as
‘power,” ‘solidarity,’ etc. on the other. We should note that in doing so we are
trying to relate two different kinds of entities in order to see what light they
throw on each other. That is not an easy task. Linguistic items are difficult to
define. Try, for example, to define exactly what linguistic items such as sounds,
syllables, words, and sentences are. Then try to define precisely what you under-
stand by such concepts as ‘social class,” ‘solidarity,” ‘identity,” ‘face,” and ‘politeness.’
Finally, try to relate the two sets of definitions within some kind of theory so
as to draw conclusions about how items in these two very different classes relate
to each other. Do all this while keeping in mind that languages and societies are
constantly changing. The difficulties we confront are both legion and profound.

There are several possible relationships between language and society. One is
that social structure may either influence or determine linguistic structure and/or
behavior. Certain evidence may be adduced to support this view: the age-
grading phenomenon whereby young children speak differently from older chil-
dren and, in turn, children speak differently from mature adults; studies which
show that the varieties of language that speakers use reflect such matters as their
regional, social, or ethnic origin and possibly even their gender; and other
studies which show that particular ways of speaking, choices of words, and even
rules for conversing are in fact highly determined by certain social requirements.

A second possible relationship is directly opposed to the first: linguistic
structure and/or behavior may either influence or determine social structure. This
is the view that is behind the Whorfian hypothesis (see chapter 9), the claims of
Bernstein (see chapter 14), and many of those who argue that languages rather
than speakers of these languages can be ‘sexist’ (see chapter 13). A third possible
relationship is that the influence is bi-directional: language and society may influence
each other. One variant of this approach is that this influence is dialectical in
nature, a Marxist view put forward by Dittmar (1976), who argues (p. 238) that
‘speech behaviour and social behaviour are in a state of constant interaction’
and that ‘material living conditions’ are an important factor in the relationship.

A fourth possibility is to assume that there is no relationship at all between
linguistic structure and social structure and that each is independent of the other.
A variant of this possibility would be to say that, although there might be some
such relationship, present attempts to characterize it are essentially premature,
given what we know about both language and society. Actually, this variant
view appears to be the one that Chomsky himself holds: he prefers to develop
an asocial linguistics as a preliminary to any other kind of linguistics, such an
asocial approach being, in his view, logically prior.

We must therefore be prepared to look into various aspects of the possible
relationships between language and society. It will be quite obvious from doing
so that correlational studies must form a significant part of sociolinguistic work.
Gumperz (1971, p. 223) has observed that sociolinguistics is an attempt to find
correlations between social structure and linguistic structure and to observe any
changes that occur. Chambers (2002, p. 3) is even more direct: ‘Sociolinguistics
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is the study of the social uses of language, and the most productive studies
in the four decades of sociolinguistic research have emanated from determining
the social evaluation of linguistic variants. These are also the areas most sus-
ceptible to scientific methods such as hypothesis-formation, logical inference,
and statistical testing.” However, as Gumperz and others have been quick to
indicate, such studies do not exhaust sociolinguistic investigation, nor do they
always prove to be as enlightening as one might hope. It is a well-known fact
that a correlation shows only a relationship between two variables; it does not
show ultimate causation. To find that X and Y are related is not necessarily to
discover that X causes Y (or Y causes X), for it is also quite possible that some
third factor, Z, may cause both X and Y (or even that some far more subtle
combination of factors is involved). We must always exercise caution when we
attempt to draw conclusions from such relationships.

A worthwhile sociolinguistics, however, must be something more than just
a simple mixing of linguistics and sociology which takes concepts and findings
from the two disciplines and attempts to relate them in simple ways. It certainly
must go beyond Horvath’s view (1998, p. 448) that sociolinguists should just
pick and choose freely from sociology: “What my kind of sociolinguists do is go
periodically to sociology and find “social networks” or “the linguistic market
place” . ..and we find [these concepts| terribly useful in understanding the
patterns that emerge from our data. However, we are not engaged in the
sociologists’ struggles over the importance of social networks wvis-a-vis other
ways of dealing with the structure of society and may remain blissfully unaware
of whether or not these models have become contentious within the home dis-
cipline.” A serious scientific approach is incompatible with ‘blissful unawareness’
in an essential part of its underpinnings. Hymes (1974, p. 76) has pointed out
that even a mechanical amalgamation of standard linguistics and standard
sociology is not likely to suffice in that in adding a speechless sociology to a
sociology-free linguistics we may miss what is important in the relationship between
language and society. Specific points of connection between language and
society must be discovered, and these must be related within theories that throw
light on how linguistic and social structures interact.

Holmes (1992, p. 16) says that ‘the sociolinguist’s aim is to move towards
a theory which provides a motivated account of the way language is used in a
community, and of the choices people make when they use language.” For
example, when we observe how varied language use is we must search for
the causes. ‘Upon observing variability, we seek its social correlates. What is the
purpose of the variation? How is it evaluated in the community? What do its
variants symbolize?’ (Chambers, 2003, p. 226). For Chambers these questions
‘are the central questions of sociolinguistics.” Chambers is not alone in holding
such views. Others too believe that sociolinguistics is the study of language
variation and that the purpose of such study is to find out what variation
tells us about language and speakers’ ‘knowledge’ of language, in this case their
unconscious knowledge of subtle linguistic differences.
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We will also see that there is some opposition to this idea that socio-
linguistic investigations should be confined to fairly straightforward correlational
studies of this kind. Critics such as Cameron (1997) claim that these studies
do not provide very satisfactory explanations for linguistic behavior because of
inadequacies with social theory — sometimes there is none at all — and failure to
appreciate the difficulties in using social concepts. Any conclusions are likely
to be suspect. What is needed, according to Cameron (p. 62), is more social
engagement so that sociolinguistics would ‘deal with such matters as the pro-
duction and reproduction of linguistic norms by institutions and socializing
practices; how these norms are apprehended, accepted, resisted and subverted
by individual actors and what their relation is to the construction of identity.’
Milroy (2001, pp. 554-5) makes a somewhat similar claim in discussing the
processes of standardization and change: ‘Social patterns are adduced only in
so far as they may elucidate patterns of language by exhibiting co-variation
with linguistic variables . . . and as long as internal analyses are quite strongly
biased in favor of linguistic, rather than social, phenomena, the quantitative
paradigm will be to that extent impeded in its attempts to explain the social
“life” of language and the social origins of language change.” I will have more
to say on this issue later in this chapter. However, one point is clear in the above
disagreement: sociolinguistics, whatever it is, is about asking important questions
concerning the relationship of language to society. In the pages that follow I will
try to show you some of those questions.

Sociolinguistics and the Sociology of Language

Some investigators have found it appropriate to try to introduce a distinction
between sociolinguistics or micro-sociolinguistics and the sociology of language
or macro-sociolinguistics. In this distinction, sociolinguistics is concerned with
investigating the relationships between language and society with the goal
being a better understanding of the structure of language and of how languages
function in communication; the equivalent goal in the sociology of language is
trying to discover how social structure can be better understood through the study
of language, e.g., how certain linguistic features serve to characterize particular
social arrangements. Hudson (1996, p. 4) has described the difference as
follows: sociolinguistics is ‘the study of language in relation to society,” whereas
the sociology of language is ‘the study of society in relation to language.’ In other
words, in sociolinguistics we study language and society in order to find out
as much as we can about what kind of thing language is, and in the sociology
of language we reverse the direction of our interest. Using the alternative terms
given above, Coulmas (1997, p. 2) says that ‘micro-sociolinguistics investigates
how social structure influences the way people talk and how language varieties
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and patterns of use correlate with social attributes such as class, sex, and age.
Macro-sociolinguistics, on the other hand, studies what societies do with their
languages, that is, attitudes and attachments that account for the functional
distribution of speech forms in society, language shift, maintenance, and
replacement, the delimitation and interaction of speech communities.” According
to Labov (1970, p. 30) this area of study:

deals with large-scale social factors, and their mutual interaction with languages
and dialects. There are many open questions, and many practical problems asso-
ciated with the decay and assimilation of minority languages, the development
of stable bilingualism, the standardization of languages and the planning of
language development in newly emerging nations. The linguistic input for such
studies is primarily that a given person or group uses language X in a social con-
text or domain Y.

The view I will take here is that both sociolinguistics and the sociology of
language require a systematic study of language and society if they are to be
successful. Moreover, a sociolinguistics that deliberately refrains from drawing
conclusions about society seems to be unnecessarily restrictive, just as restrictive
indeed as a sociology of language that deliberately ignores discoveries about
language made in the course of sociological research. So while it is possible to
do either kind of work to the exclusion of the other, I will be concerned with
looking at both kinds. My own views are essentially in agreement with those
of Coulmas (1997, p. 3), expressed as follows:

There is no sharp dividing line between the two, but a large area of common
concern. Although sociolinguistic research centers about a number of different
key issues, any rigid micro-macro compartmentalization seems quite contrived and
unnecessary in the present state of knowledge about the complex interrelationships
between linguistic and social structures. Contributions to a better understanding
of language as a necessary condition and product of social life will continue to
come from both quarters.

Consequently, T will not attempt to make the kinds of distinctions found
in Trudgill (1978). He tries to differentiate those studies that he considers
to be clearly sociolinguistic in nature from those that clearly are not, for, as
he says, ‘while everybody would agree that sociolinguistics has something to
do with language and society, it is clearly also not concerned with everything
that could be considered “language and society”.” The problem, therefore, lies
in the drawing of the line between language and society and sociolinguistics.
Different scholars draw the line in different places (p. 1). Trudgill argues
that certain types of language studies are almost entirely sociological in their
objectives and seem to fall outside even the sociology of language. Included
in this category are ethnomethodological studies (see chapter 10) and work by
such people as Bernstein (see chapter 14). For Trudgill, such work is definitely
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not sociolinguistics, however defined, since it apparently has no linguistic
objectives.

According to Trudgill, certain kinds of work combine insights from sociology
and linguistics. Examples of such work are attempts to deal with the structure
of discourse and conversation (see chapter 12), speech acts (see chapter 12),
studies in the ethnography of speaking (see chapter 10), investigations of such
matters as kinship systems (see chapter 9), studies in the sociology of language,
e.g., bilingualism, code-switching, and diglossia (see particularly chapter 4),
and certain ‘practical’ concerns such as various aspects of teaching and language
behavior in classrooms. While Trudgill considers all such topics to be genuinely
sociolinguistic, he prefers, however, to use that term in a rather different and
somewhat narrower sense. Elsewhere (1995, p. 21), he says that such concerns
are perhaps better subsumed under anthropological linguistics, geolinguistics, the
social psychology of language, and so on.

For Trudgill there is still another category of studies in which investigators
show a concern for both linguistic and social matters. This category consists of
studies which have a linguistic intent. ‘Studies of this type are based on empirical
work on language as it is spoken in its social context, and are intended to answer
questions and deal with topics of central interest to linguists’ (1978, p. 11). These
studies are just another way of doing linguistics. Included in this category are
studies of variation and linguistic change (see chapters 6-38), and the seminal
figure is Labov. According to Trudgill, Labov has addressed himself to issues
such as the relationship between language and social class, with his main objective
not to learn more about a particular society or to examine correlations between
linguistic and social phenomena, but to learn more about language and to
investigate topics such as the mechanisms of linguistic change, the nature of
linguistic variability, and the structure of linguistic systems. Trudgill’s view is
that ‘all work in this category is aimed ultimately at improving linguistic theory
and at developing our understanding of the nature of language’ (1978, p. 11).
For him this is genuine sociolinguistics. Chambers (2002, 2003) voices a
similar view and Downes (1998, p. 9) echoes it: ‘sociolinguistics is that branch
of linguistics which studies just those properties of language and languages which
require reference to social, including contextual, factors in their explanation.’
However, in reviewing research on language and society, Downes’ reach far exceeds
that of Trudgill, even that of his glossary of terms (2003, p. 123), where he
characterizes sociolinguistic research as ‘work which is intended to achieve a
better understanding of the nature of human language by studying language in
its social context and/or to achieve a better understanding of the nature of the
relationship and interaction between language and society.’

(A word of warning may be in order. Trudgill, Chambers, Downes, and
I — and many others we will come across — approach sociolinguistics from a
background in linguistics rather than in sociology — or psychology, or feminist
studies, or ... Readers should always keep that fact in mind when assessing
what we say.)
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There is also a growing amount of work within a broadly defined socio-
linguistics that takes what I will call an ‘interventionist” approach to matters that
interest us. This work has been called ‘linguistics with a conscience and a cause,
one which seeks to reveal how language is used and abused in the exercise
of power and the suppression of human rights’ by a critic (Widdowson, 1998,
p. 136) or ‘with an attitude’ by a proponent (van Dijk, 2001, p. 96). This approach
derives from critical theory, which is concerned with ‘the processes by which
systems of social inequality are created and sustained. Of particular interest
is inequality that is largely invisible, due to ideological processes that make
inequality seem to be the natural condition of human social systems’ (Tollefson,
2006, p. 43). Two of its principal exponents are Fairclough (1995, 2006) and
van Dijk (1993), who champion an approach called ‘critical discourse analysis.’
This work focuses on how language is used to exercise and preserve power and
privilege in society, how it buttresses social institutions, and how even those
who suffer as a consequence fail to realize how many things that appear to be
‘natural’ and ‘normal,’ i.e., unmarked, are not at all so. They are not so because
it is power relations in society that determine who gets to say what and who
gets to write what. The claim is that politics, medicine, religion, education,
law, race, gender, academia, etc. can only be understood for what they really
are within the framework of critical discourse analysis: as systems that maintain
an unequal distribution of wealth, income, status, group membership, education,
and so on. Fairclough (2001, p. 6) expresses what he sees as the failure of socio-
linguistics to deal with such matters as follows: ‘Sociolinguistics is strong on
“what?” questions (what are the facts of variation?) but weak on “why?” and
“how?” questions (why are the facts as they are?; how — in terms of the develop-
ment of social relationships of power — was the existing sociolinguistic order
brought into being?; how is it sustained?; and how might it be changed to the
advantage of those who are dominated by it?).” He insists that: ‘The tradition
of critical research in the social sciences focuses upon what are widely seen as
the big issues and problems which people face in their lives in order to arrive
at an understanding of the present which can illuminate possibilities for a better
future and inform struggles to achieve it’ (2006, p. 162).

This is very much an ideological view. Its proponents maintain that all
language use is ideological as are all investigations, i.e., that there is no hope
of an ‘objective’ or ‘neutral’ sociolinguistics. Consequently, critical discourse
analysis is ideological and judgmental. It claims the high ground on issues; it is
‘a resource for people who are struggling against domination and oppression
in its linguistic forms” (Fairclough, 1995, p. 1) and ‘it is not enough to uncover
the social dimensions of language use. These dimensions are the object of
moral and political evaluation, and analysing them should have effects in
society: empowering the powerless, giving voices to the voiceless, exposing
power abuse, and mobilising people to remedy social wrongs’ (Blommaert,
2005, p. 25). We might well exercise caution in assessing such claims: appeals
to what is just and right tend to short-circuit genuine scientific inquiry.
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Methodological Concerns

Sociolinguistics should encompass everything from considering ‘who speaks (or
writes) what language (or what language variety) to whom and when and to
what end’ (Fishman, 1972b, p. 46). It must be oriented toward both data and
theory: that is, any conclusions we come to must be solidly based on evidence.
Above all, our research must be motivated by questions that can be answered
in an approved scientific way. Data collected for the sake of collecting data are
of little interest, since without some kind of focus — that is, without some kind
of non-trivial motive for collection — they can tell us little or nothing. A set of
random observations about how a few people we happen to observe use lan-
guage cannot lead us to any useful generalizations about behavior, either
linguistic or social. We cannot be content with ‘stamp collecting,” no matter
how beautiful the specimens are! We must collect data for a purpose and that
purpose should be to find an answer, or answers, to an interesting question.
Questions phrased in ways that do not allow for some kind of empirical testing
have no more than a speculative interest.

Those who seek to investigate the possible relationships between language and
society must have a twofold concern: they must ask good questions, and they
must find the right kinds of data that bear on those questions. We will discover
how wide the variety of questions and data in sociolinguistics has been: corre-
lational studies, which attempt to relate two or more variables (e.g., certain
linguistic usages to social-class differences); implicational studies, which suggest
that if X, then Y (e.g., if someone says tess for tests, does he or she also say bes’
for best?); microlinguistic studies, which typically focus on very specific linguistic
items or individual differences and uses and seek possibly wide-ranging lin-
guistic and/or social implications (e.g., the distribution of singing and singin’);
macrolinguistic studies, which examine large amounts of language data to draw
broad conclusions about group relationships (e.g., choices made in language plan-
ning — see chapter 15); and still other studies, for example, those that try to arrive
at generalizations about certain universal characteristics of human communica-
tion, e.g., studies of conversational structure.

Since sociolinguistics is an empirical science, it requires a solid database.
As we will see, that database is drawn from a wide variety of sources. These
include censuses, documents, surveys, and interviews. Some data require the
investigator to observe ‘naturally occurring’ linguistic events, e.g., conversations;
others require the use of various elicitation techniques to gain access to the
data we require or different varieties of experimental manipulation, e.g., the
matched-guise experiments referred to in chapters 4 and 14. Some kinds of data
require various statistical procedures, particularly when we wish to make
statements about the typical behavior of a group, e.g., a social class; other kinds
seem best treated through such devices as graphing, scaling, and categorizing in
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non-statistical ways, as in dialect geography (see chapter 6) or the study of
kinship systems (see chapter 9).

A bona fide empirical science sets stringent demands so far as data collection
and analysis are concerned, demands involving sampling techniques, error
estimation, and the confidence level, i.e., the level of significance with which
certain statements can be made, particularly when arguments are based on num-
bers, e.g., averages, percentages, or proportions. As we will see (chapters 6-7),
sociolinguists try to meet these statistical demands when they are required.
However, many of the conclusions we can draw from sociolinguistic studies are
of a non-statistical nature and leave no element of doubt. This is because much
of language use is categorical (i.e., something is or is not) rather than statistical
(i.e., some phenomenon occurs with this or that probability). A recurring con-
cern, then, must be with considering the certainty with which we can draw our
conclusions in sociolinguistics. What is the theoretical framework? What are the
relevant data? What confidence can we have in the gathering of the data, and
in the analysis? What do the results really show? How should they be interpreted
in relation to such concepts as ‘identity,” ‘power,” ‘solidarity,” ‘class,” ‘gender,’
etc.? What do we mean by such concepts? How useful are they in trying to
achieve an understanding of how people function in society? What kind of social
theory do we subscribe to? In these respects sociolinguistics is like all other
sciences, so we should expect no less than that these requirements be met.
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We must also strive to be objective, dispassionate, and skeptical. We must keep
ourselves out of the problems and issues we are investigating. We must be aware
of what Labov has called the ‘observer’s paradox.” He points out (1972b,
pp. 209-10) that the aim of linguistic research is to find out how people talk
when they are not being systematically observed, but the data are available only
through systematic observation. Somehow speakers must have their attention
diverted away from the fact that they are being observed so that the vernacular
can emerge. In this connection I will also refer (pp. 155-6) to the problems
inherent in being a participant-observer in ethnographic work. How successfully
can we distance ourselves from what we are studying? Since we can never be
absolutely sure we have been successful we must be our own fiercest critics.
Skepticism must begin at home! I should also add that Clyne (1994) and Bowe
and Martin (2007) have raised further concerns about some of the theorizing
in the pages that follow. They point out that it comes from work on very few
languages and cultures and may have limited or even no applicability elsewhere.
How English- or Euro-centered are the findings? This is an important question
and we are far from sure how to answer it.

Overview

Sociolinguistics brings together linguists and sociologists to investigate matters
of joint concern but they are not the only researchers involved in studies of lan-
guage in society. Scholars from a variety of other disciplines have an interest
too, e.g., anthropologists, psychologists, sociologists, educators, and planners.
We will see, for example, that a number of anthropologists have done work which
we can describe as sociolinguistic in nature, for example in the exploration of
kinship systems. The same may be said of certain psychologists, particularly
those concerned with the possible effects of linguistic structure on social and psy-
chological behavior. We will see the influence of sociology most clearly in the
work on conversation. Many educators too must make decisions about matters
involving language, such as the teaching of standard languages and the skills of
literacy. As we will discover in the latter case, some sociolinguists have been quite
active in trying to influence educators in their attitudes toward certain kinds
of linguistic behavior or varieties of language spoken by specific groups of chil-
dren, such as the English spoken by certain black inhabitants of many cities in
the northern United States, a variety sometimes referred to as African American
English (see chapter 14). Language planners obviously need a considerable
amount of linguistic knowledge in making sound decisions about, for example,
which language or language variety to encourage in certain circumstances, or
in any attempts to standardize a particular language or variety, or to change
existing relationships between languages or varieties. We will observe that there
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are many interconnections between sociolinguistics and other disciplines and also
between concerns which are sometimes labeled theoretical and others which are
said to be practical. At the very least, sociolinguistics is a socially relevant
variety of linguistics, but it is probably much more. You will be able to form
your own views on both issues as we proceed through the various topics treated
in the chapters that follow.

These chapters are organized within four general topics. However, there will
be considerable moving back and forth with cross-referencing within topics and
among topics. Inter-relationships are everywhere and I make no apology for that.

Part I, Languages and Communities, deals with some traditional language issues:
trying to separate languages from dialects and looking at types of regional and
social variation within languages (chapter 2); reviewing the phenomena of
pidgins and creoles (chapter 3); conceiving of languages as codes (chapter 4);
and trying to figure out what kinds of ‘groups’ are relevant when we study lan-
guage use (chapter 5).

Part II, Inherent Variety, is sometimes regarded as ‘core’ sociolinguistics. Here
the concerns are factors in language variation (chapters 6—7) and what these
might show us about how languages change (chapter 8).

Part III, Words at Work, is concerned with some traditional social and
cultural issues: language as a possible shaper of culture (chapter 9); speech in a
broad social context (chapter 10); terms of address and expressions of polite-
ness and what they mean (chapter 11); and certain essential characteristics of
everyday language, i.e., how utterances can be acts and how conversation works
(chapter 12).

Part IV, Understanding and Intervening, looks into three areas of life in which
sociolinguistics offers us some hope of understanding pressing problems (and
which some sociolinguists argue require our deliberate intervention). Gender, one
of the great ‘growth areas’ in language study, is the first of these (chapter 13).
Education, particularly because certain practices seem to ‘advantage’ some
students and ‘disadvantage’ others, is the second (chapter 14). Language plan-
ning issues, as well as the spread of English and the ‘death’ of many languages,
are the third (chapter 15). Chapter 16 provides a few concluding remarks.

Further Reading

The basic texts, going from roughly less difficult to more difficult, are Spolsky
(1998), Trudgill (1995), Stockwell (2002), Montgomery (2008), Holmes (1992),
Romaine (2001), Coulmas (2005), Llamas et al. (2007), Meyerhoff (2006),
Hudson (1996), Mesthrie et al. (2000), and Downes (1998). Fasold (1984, 1990)
is a two-volume treatment, and Ammon et al. (1987), Coulmas (1997), and
Mesthrie (2001) attempt to provide comprehensive overviews. Murray (1998)
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discusses a variety of theoretical issues. Brown (2006) is a superb encyclopedia,
and both Asher and Simpson (1994) and Bright (1992) are also encyclopedic in
scope.

Foley (1997) and Duranti (1997, 2005) are good, anthropologically-oriented
treatments of many of the topics we will deal with. Edwards (1985) and Bonvillain
(2003) are concerned with a variety of sociological matters. Fairclough writes
about power (2001) and discourse (1995), and Benwell and Stokoe (2006) about
identity. For additional sources on critical discourse analysis see Blommaert (20035),
Fairclough (2006), and Wodak and Meyer (2001).

Cook and Newson (2007) discuss Chomsky’s linguistic ideas, and Smith
(1999) discusses both his linguistic and political ideas.

Crystal (1997) is a very readable reference book on language, and Crystal (2003a)
and McArthur (1992) contain lots of interesting observations about English.

Recent books of readings are the two volumes of Trudgill and Cheshire (1998)
and Cheshire and Trudgill (1998), the more comprehensive Coupland and
Jaworski (1997), and Paulston and Tucker (2003).

The basic journals are Language in Society, Journal of Sociolinguistics, and
International Journal of the Sociology of Language.

Duranti (2001), Trudgill (2003), and Swann et al. (2004) offer useful cover-
age of terms found in the sociolinguistic literature.

www.linguistlist.org is a highly recommended website.



Part I Languages and
Communities

In language there are only differences.
Ferdinand de Saussure

Strange the difference of men’s talk.
Samuel Pepys

Choice words, and measured phrase, above the reach
Of ordinary men, a stately speech.
William Wordsworth

Correct English is the slang of prigs who write history and essays.
George Eliot

Language is by its very nature a communal thing; that is, it expresses never the
exact thing but a compromise — that which is common to you, me and everybody.
T. E. Hulme

I include ‘pidgin-English’...even though I am referred to in that splendid
language as ‘Fella belong Mrs Queen.’
Prince Philip

It is impossible for an Englishman to open his mouth without making some other
Englishman despise him.
George Bernard Shaw

Speech is civilization itself.
Thomas Mann
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2 Languages, Dialects,
and Varieties

I stated in the introductory chapter that all languages exhibit internal variation,
that is, each language exists in a number of varieties and is in one sense the
sum of those varieties. But what do we mean by variety? Hudson (1996, p. 22)
defines a variety of language as ‘a set of linguistic items with similar distribu-
tion,” a definition that allows us to say that all of the following are varieties:
Canadian English, London English, the English of football commentaries,
and so on. According to Hudson, this definition also allows us ‘to treat all
the languages of some multilingual speaker, or community, as a single variety,
since all the linguistic items concerned have a similar social distribution.” A
variety can therefore be something greater than a single language as well as
something less, less even than something traditionally referred to as a dialect.
Ferguson (1972, p. 30) offers another definition of variety: ‘any body of human
speech patterns which is sufficiently homogeneous to be analyzed by available
techniques of synchronic description and which has a sufficiently large repertory
of elements and their arrangements or processes with broad enough semantic
scope to function in all formal contexts of communication.” Note the words
‘sufficiently homogeneous’ in this last quotation. Complete homogeneity is not
required; there is always some variation whether we consider a language as
a whole, a dialect of that language, the speech of a group within that dialect,
or, ultimately, each individual in that group. Such variation is a basic fact of
linguistic life.

Hudson and Ferguson agree in defining variety in terms of a specific set
of ‘linguistic items’ or ‘human speech patterns’ (presumably, sounds, words,
grammatical features, etc.) which we can uniquely associate with some external
factor (presumably, a geographical area or a social group). Consequently, if
we can identify such a unique set of items or patterns for each group in ques-
tion, it might be possible to say there are such varieties as Standard English,
Cockney, lower-class New York City speech, Oxford English, legalese, cocktail
party talk, and so on. One important task, then, in sociolinguistics is to deter-
mine if such unique sets of items or patterns actually do exist. As we proceed
we will encounter certain difficulties, but it is unlikely that we will easily
abandon the concept of ‘variety,” no matter how serious these difficulties prove
to be.
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Language or Dialect?

For many people there can be no confusion at all about what language they speak.
For example, they are Chinese, Japanese, or Korean and they speak Chinese,
Japanese, and Korean respectively. It is as simple as that; language and ethnicity
are virtually synonymous (Coulmas, 1999). A Chinese may be surprised to find
that another person who appears to be Chinese does not speak Chinese, and
some Japanese have gone so far as to claim not to be able to understand Caucasians
who speak fluent Japanese. Just as such a strong connection between language
and ethnicity may prove to be invaluable in nation-building, it can also be fraught
with problems when individuals and groups seek to realize some other identity,
e.g., to be both Chinese and American, or to be Canadian rather than Korean-
Canadian. As we will see (p. 391), many Americans seem particularly reluctant
to equate language with ethnicity in their own case: although they regard
English as the ‘natural’ language of Americans, they do not consider American
to be an ethnic label. The results may be the same; only the reasons differ.

Most speakers can give a name to whatever it is they speak. On occasion,
some of these names may appear to be strange to those who take a scientific
interest in languages, but we should remember that human naming practices
often have a large ‘unscientific’ component to them. Census-takers in India
find themselves confronted with a wide array of language names when they ask
people what language or languages they speak. Names are not only ascribed by
region, which is what we might expect, but sometimes also by caste, religion,
village, and so on. Moreover, they can change from census to census as the
political and social climate of the country changes.

Linguists use the term vernacular to refer to the language a person grows up
with and uses in everyday life in ordinary, commonplace, social interactions.
We should note that this variety may meet with social disapproval from others
who favor another variety, sometimes one heavily influenced by the written form
of the language. Therefore, vernacular often has pejorative associations when
used in public discourse.

While people usually can give a name to the vernacular they speak, they may
not always claim to be fully qualified speakers of a bona fide language. They
may experience difficulty in deciding whether what they speak should be called
a language proper or merely a dialect of some language. Such indecision is not
surprising: exactly how do you decide what is a language and what is a dialect
of a language? What criteria can you possibly use to determine that, whereas
variety X is a language, variety Y is only a dialect of a language? What are the
essential differences between a language and a dialect?

Haugen (1966a) has pointed out that language and dialect are ambiguous terms.
Ordinary people use these terms quite freely in speech; for them a dialect is almost
certainly no more than a local non-prestigious (therefore powerless) variety of
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a real language. In contrast, scholars may experience considerable difficulty in
deciding whether one term should be used rather than the other in certain situ-
ations. As Haugen says, the terms ‘represent a simple dichotomy in a situation
that is almost infinitely complex.” He points out that the confusion goes back
to the Ancient Greeks. The Greek language that we associate with Ancient
Greece was actually a group of distinct local varieties (Ionic, Doric, and Attic)
descended by divergence from a common spoken source with each variety
having its own literary traditions and uses, e.g., Ionic for history, Doric for choral
and lyric works, and Attic for tragedy. Later, Athenian Greek, the koiné — or
‘common’ language — became the norm for the spoken language as the various
spoken varieties converged on the dialect of the major cultural and administra-
tive center. Haugen points out (p. 923) that the Greek situation has provided
the model for all later usages of the two terms with the resulting ambiguity.
Language is used to refer either to a single linguistic norm or to a group of related
norms, and dialect is used to refer to one of the norms.

The situation is further confused by the distinction the French make between
un dialecte and un patois. The former is a regional variety of a language that
has an associated literary tradition, whereas the latter is a regional variety that
lacks such a literary tradition. Therefore, patois tends to be used pejoratively;
it is regarded as something less than a dialect because it lacks an associated
literature. Even a language like Breton, a Celtic language still spoken in parts
of Brittany, is called a patois because it lacks a strong literary tradition and it
is not some country’s language. However, dialecte in French, like Dialekt in
German, cannot be used in connection with the standard language, i.e., no speaker
of French considers Standard French to be a dialect of French. In contrast, it
is not uncommon to find references to Standard English as being a dialect —
admittedly a very important one — of English.

Haugen points out that, while speakers of English have never seriously
adopted patois as a term to be used in the description of language, they have
tried to employ both language and dialect in a number of conflicting senses.
Dialect is used both for local varieties of English, e.g., Yorkshire dialect, and
for various types of informal, lower-class, or rural speech. ‘In general usage it
therefore remains quite undefined whether such dialects are part of the “language”
or not. In fact, the dialect is often thought of as standing outside the language.
... As a social norm, then, a dialect is a language that is excluded from polite
society’ (pp. 924-35). It is often equivalent to nonstandard or even substandard,
when such terms are applied to language, and can connote various degrees
of inferiority, with that connotation of inferiority carried over to those who
speak a dialect.

We can observe too that questions such as ‘Which language do you speak?’
or ‘Which dialect do you speak?’ may be answered quite differently by people
who appear to speak in an identical manner. As Gumperz (1982a, p. 20)
has pointed out, many regions of the world provide plenty of evidence for
what he calls ‘a bewildering array of language and dialect divisions.” He adds:
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‘sociohistorical factors play a crucial role in determining boundaries. Hindi and
Urdu in India, Serbian and Croatian in Yugoslavia [of that date], Fanti and Twi
in West Africa, Bokmal and Nynorsk in Norway, Kechwa and Aimara in Peru,
to name just a few, are recognized as discrete languages both popularly and in
law, yet they are almost identical at the level of grammar. On the other hand,
the literary and colloquial forms of Arabic used in Iraq, Morocco, and Egypt,
or the Welsh of North and South Wales, the local dialects of Rajasthan and
Bihar in North India are grammatically quite separate, yet only one language is
recognized in each case.’

The Hindi—Urdu situation that Gumperz mentions is an interesting one. Hindi
and Urdu are the same language, but one in which certain differences are
becoming more and more magnified for political and religious reasons in the quest
to establish different national identities. Hindi is written left to right in the
Devanagari script, whereas Urdu is written right to left in the Arabic-Persian
script. Hindi draws on Sanskrit for its borrowings, but Urdu draws on Arabic
and Persian sources. Large religious and political differences make much of small
linguistic differences. The written forms of the two varieties, particularly those
favored by the elites, also emphasize these differences. They have become highly
symbolic of the growing differences between India and Pakistan. (We should
note that the situation in India and Pakistan is in almost direct contrast to that
which exists in China, where mutually unintelligible Chinese languages (called
‘dialects’ by the Chinese themselves) are united through a common writing
system and tradition.)

Gumperz (1971, pp. 56-7) points out that everyday living in parts of India,
particularly in the large cities and among educated segments of those com-
munities, requires some complex choices involving the distinction between
Hindi and Urdu:
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Since independence Hindi has become compulsory in schools, but Urdu continues
to be used extensively in commerce, and the Ghazal, the best known form of Urdu
poetry, is universally popular. If we look at the modern realist Hindi writers, we
find that they utilize both Sanskrit and Persian borrowings. The juxtaposition of
the two styles serves to express subtle shades of meaning and to lend reality to
their writings. Similarly on the conversational level the use of Hindi and Urdu forms
is not simply a matter of birth and education. But, just as it is customary for indi-
viduals to alternate between dialect and standard depending on the social occasion,
so when using the standard itself the speaker may select from a range of alterna-
tives. Hindi and Urdu therefore might best be characterized not in terms of actual
speech, but as norms or ideal behavior in the sociologist’s sense. The extent to which
a speaker’s performance in a particular communication situation approximates the
norm is a function of a combination of factors such as family background, regional
origin, education and social attitude and the like.

So far as everyday use is concerned, therefore, it appears that the boundary between
the spoken varieties of Hindi and Urdu is somewhat flexible and one that changes
with circumstances. This is exactly what we would expect: there is considerable
variety in everyday use but somewhere in the background there is an ideal that
can be appealed to, proper Hindi or proper Urdu.

In the first of the two quotations from Gumperz there is a reference to
Yugoslavia, a country now brutally dismembered by the instruments of ethni-
city, language, and religion. During the time of President Tito it was a country
that claimed to have seven neighbors, six constituent republics, five national-
ities, four languages, three religions, two scripts, and one Tito. However, the
two largest nationalities, the Serbs and the Croats, failed to agree on most things
and after Tito’s death the country, slowly at first and then ever more rapidly
later, fell into fatal divisiveness. Slovenia and Macedonia excised themselves
most easily although the latter’s excision has not been unproblematic since its
mixture of languages, ethnicities, and religions complicates its relationships to
neighboring states containing like peoples. The Serbs and Croats were not so
lucky. Linguistically, Serbo-Croatian is a single South Slav language but one
used by two groups of people, the Serbs and Croats, with somewhat different
historical, cultural, and religious backgrounds. There is a third group in Bosnia,
a Muslim group, who also speak Serbo-Croatian, and their existence further
compounded the problems and increased the eventual bloodshed. Finally,
there is a very small Montenegrin group. The Serbian and Croatian varieties of
Serbo-Croatian are known as srpski and srpskobrvatski respectively. The actual
differences between them involve different preferences in vocabulary rather
than differences in pronunciation or grammar. That is, Serbs and Croats often
use different words for the same concepts, e.g., Serbian varos and Croatian grad
for ‘train.” The varieties are written in different scripts (Roman for Croatian and
Cyrillic for Serbian), which also reflect the different religious loyalties of Croats
and Serbs (Catholic and Orthodox). As conflict grew, differences became more
and more important and the country and the language split apart. Now in Serbia
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people speak Serbian just as they speak Croatian in Croatia. Serbo-Croatian no
longer exists as a language of the Balkans (Pranjkovi¢, 2001). Now that there
is a separate Bosnia the Bosnians call their variety bosanski and Montenegrins
call their variety crnogorski (Carmichael, 2002, p. 236, and Greenberg, 2004).
The situation became even more complicated when Kosovo declared its inde-
pendence from Serbia in 2008.

In direct contrast to the above situation, we can observe that the loyalty of a
group of people need not necessarily be determined by the language they speak.
Although the majority of the people in Alsace are speakers of a variety of German
insofar as the language of their home-life is concerned, their loyalty is unques-
tionably toward France. They look west not east for national leadership and they
use French, not German, as the language of mobility and higher education.
However, everyday use of Alsatian is a strong marker of local identity; it is an
important part of being Alsatian in France. We can contrast this situation with
that in another area of France. In Brittany a separatist movement, that is, a move-
ment for local autonomy if not complete independence, is centered on Breton,
a language which, unfortunately for those who speak it, is in serious decline.
Breton identity no longer has the support of widespread use of the language.

The various relationships among languages and dialects discussed above can
be used to show how the concepts of ‘power” and ‘solidarity’ help us understand
what is happening. Power requires some kind of asymmetrical relationship
between entities: one has more of something that is important, e.g. status, money,
influence, etc., than the other or others. A language has more power than
any of its dialects. It is the powerful dialect but it has become so because
of non-linguistic factors. ‘A language is a dialect with an army and a navy’ is
a well-known observation. Standard English and Parisian French are good
examples. Solidarity, on the other hand, is a feeling of equality that people
have with one another. They have a common interest around which they
will bond. A feeling of solidarity can lead people to preserve a local dialect
or an endangered language to resist power, or to insist on independence. It
accounts for the persistence of local dialects, the modernization of Hebrew, and
the separation of Serbo-Croatian into Serbian and Croatian.

The language-dialect situation along the border between the Netherlands and
Germany is an interesting one. Historically, there was a continuum of dialects
of one language, but the two that eventually became standardized as the
languages of the Netherlands and Germany, Standard Dutch and Standard
German, are not mutually intelligible, that is, a speaker of one cannot readily
understand a speaker of the other. In the border area speakers of the local
varieties of Dutch and German still exist within that dialect continuum (see
p. 42) and remain largely intelligible to one another, yet the people on one side
of the border say they speak a variety of Dutch and those on the other side
say they speak a variety of German. The residents of the Netherlands look to
Standard Dutch for their model; they read and write Dutch, are educated in Dutch,
and watch television in Dutch. Consequently, they say they use a local variety,



Languages, Dialects, and Varieties 29

or dialect, of Dutch in their daily lives. On the other side of the border, German
replaces Dutch in all equivalent situations. The interesting linguistic fact,
though, is that there are more similarities between the local varieties spoken on
each side of the border than between the one dialect (of Dutch?) and Standard
Dutch and the other dialect (of German?) and Standard German, and more
certainly than between that dialect and the south German, Swiss, and Austrian
dialects of German. However, it is also of interest to note (Kremer, 1999) that
younger speakers of Dutch in this area of the Netherlands are more conscious
of the standard language border than older speakers. Apparently, their Dutch
identity triumphs over any linguistic connections they have with speakers of
the same dialect over the national border.

Gumperz has suggested some of the confusions that result from popular
uses of the terms language and dialect. To these we can add the situation in
Scandinavia as further evidence. Danish, Norwegian (actually two varieties),
and Swedish are recognized as different languages, yet if you speak any one
of them you will experience little difficulty in communicating while traveling
in Scandinavia (excluding, of course, Finland, or at least the non-Swedish-
speaking parts of that country). Danish and Norwegian share much vocabulary
but differ considerably in pronunciation. In contrast, there are considerable
vocabulary differences between Swedish and Norwegian but they are similar
in pronunciation. Both Danes and Swedes claim good understanding of
Norwegian. However, Danes claim to comprehend Norwegians much better than
Norwegians claim to comprehend Danes. The poorest mutual comprehension is
between Danes and Swedes and the best is between Norwegians and Swedes.
These differences in mutual intelligibility appear to reflect power relationships:
Denmark long dominated Norway, and Sweden is today the most influential
country in the region and Denmark the least powerful.

A somewhat similar situation exists in the relationship of Thai and Lao. The
Laos understand spoken Thai and hear Thai constantly on radio and television.
Educated Laos can also read written Thai. However, Thais do not readily
understand spoken Lao nor do they read the written variety. Lao is a low-
prestige language so far as Thais are concerned; in contrast, Thai has high
prestige in Laos. Thais, therefore, are unwilling to expend effort to understand
Lao, whereas Laos are willing to make the extra effort to understand Thai.

If we turn our attention to China, we will find that speakers of Cantonese
and Mandarin will tell you that they use the same language. However, if one
speaker knows only Cantonese and the other only Mandarin, they will not
be able to converse with each other: they actually speak different languages,
certainly as different as German and Dutch and even Portuguese and Italian.
If the speakers are literate, however, they will be able to communicate with each
other through a shared writing system. They will almost certainly insist that they
speak different dialects of Chinese, not different languages, for to the Chinese a
shared writing system and a strong tradition of political, social, and cultural unity
form essential parts of their definition of language.
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The situation can become even more confused. A speaker of Cockney, a highly
restricted London variety of English, may find it difficult to communicate with
natives of the Ozark Mountains in the United States. Do they therefore speak
separate languages? Is there one English language spoken in Britain and another,
American, spoken in the New World? The American writer Mencken (1919) had
very definite views that the varieties spoken on the two sides of the Atlantic were
sufficiently distinctive to warrant different appellations. It is also not unusual
to find French translations of American books described on their title pages as
translations from ‘American’ rather than ‘English.” Is there a bona fide separate
Scottish variety of English? There was before the crowns and parliaments were
united several centuries ago. However, today there is no clear answer to that
question as the power relationship between England and Scotland fluctuates
and the issue of language differences is but one of many that must be dealt with.
Is the French of Quebec a dialect of Standard (continental) French, or should
we regard it as a separate language, particularly after a political separation
of well over two centuries? Is Haitian Creole (see p. 80) a variety of French,
or is it an entirely separate language, and if so in what ways is it separate and
different? How do the different varieties of English spoken in Jamaica (see
p. 78) relate to other varieties of English? Or is that question really answerable?
What, above all, is English? How can we define it as something apart from
what Speaker A uses, or Speaker B, or Speaker C? If it is something A, B, and
C share, just what is it that they do share?

We undoubtedly agree that this book is written in English and that English
is a language, but we may be less certain that various other things we see
written or hear spoken in what is called English should properly be regarded
as English rather than as dialects or varieties of English, perhaps variously described
as Indian English, Australian English, New York English, West Country English,
African American English, nonstandard English, BBC English, and so on. A
language then would be some unitary system of linguistic communication which
subsumes a number of mutually intelligible varieties. It would therefore be
bigger than a single dialect or a single variety. However, that cannot always
be the case, for some such systems used by very small numbers of speakers may
have very little internal variation. Yet each must be a language, since it is quite
unlike any other existing system. Actually, neither the requirement that there
be internal variation nor the ‘numbers game,’ i.e., that a language must some-
how be ‘bigger’ than a dialect, offers much help. Many languages have only
a handful of speakers; several have actually been known to have had only a
single remaining speaker at a particular point in time and the language has ‘died’
with that speaker.

Still another difficulty arises from the fact that the terms language and dialect
are also used in an historical sense. It is possible to speak of languages such as
English, German, French, Russian, and Hindi as Indo-European dialects. In this
case the assumption is that there was once a single language, Indo-European,
that the speakers of that language (which may have had various dialects) spread
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to different parts of the world, and that the original language eventually
diverged into the various languages we subsume today under the Indo-European
family of languages. However, we should also be aware that this process of
divergence was not as clean-cut as this classical neo-grammarian model of lan-
guage differentiation suggests. (In such a model all breaks are clean, and once
two varieties diverge they lose contact with each other.) Processes of convergence
must also have occurred, even of convergence among entirely unrelated languages
(that is, languages without any ‘family’ resemblance). For example, Indo-
European and Dravidian languages have influenced each other in southern India
and Sri Lanka, and in the Balkans there is considerable evidence of the spread
of common features across languages such as Albanian, Greek, Turkish, and
several Slavic languages. In such situations, language and dialect differences
become further obscured, particularly when many speakers are also likely to
be multilingual.

Standardization

Perhaps some of the difficulties we have with trying to define the term language
arise from trying to subsume various different types of systems of communica-
tion under that one label. An alternative approach might be to acknowledge that
there are different kinds of languages and attempt to discover how languages
can differ from one another yet still be entities that most of us would want to
call languages rather than dialects. It might then be possible to define a dialect
as some sub-variety of one or more of these entities.

One such attempt (see Bell, 1976, pp. 147-57) has listed seven criteria that
may be useful in discussing different kinds of languages. According to Bell, these
criteria (standardization, vitality, historicity, autonomy, reduction, mixture, and
de facto norms) may be used to distinguish certain languages from others. They
also make it possible to speak of some languages as being more ‘developed’
in certain ways than others, thus addressing a key issue in the language-dialect
distinction, since speakers usually feel that languages are generally ‘better’ than
dialects in some sense.

Standardization refers to the process by which a language has been codified
in some way. That process usually involves the development of such things as
grammars, spelling books, and dictionaries, and possibly a literature. We can
often associate specific items or events with standardization, e.g., Wycliffe’s
and Luther’s translations of the Bible into English and German, respectively,
Caxton’s establishment of printing in England, and Dr Johnson’s dictionary
of English published in 1755. Standardization also requires that a measure of
agreement be achieved about what is in the language and what is not. Once we
have such a codification of the language we tend to see it as almost inevitable,
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the result of some process come to fruition, one that has also reached a fixed
end point. Change, therefore, should be resisted since it can only undo what has
been done so laboriously. The standard variety is also often regarded as the
natural, proper, and fitting language of those who use — or should use — it. It is
part of their heritage and identity, something to be protected, possibly even revered.
Milroy (2001, p. 537) characterizes the resulting ideology as follows: ‘The
canonical form of the language is a precious inheritance that has been built up
over the generations, not by the millions of native speakers, but by a select
few who have lavished loving care upon it, polishing, refining, and enriching it
until it has become a fine instrument of expression (often these are thought to
be literary figures, such as Shakespeare). This is a view held by people in many
walks of life, including plumbers, politicians and professors of literature. It is
believed that if the canonical variety is not universally supported and protected,
the language will inevitably decline and decay.’

Once a language is standardized it becomes possible to teach it in a deliber-
ate manner. It takes on ideological dimensions — social, cultural, and sometimes
political — beyond the purely linguistic ones. In Fairclough’s words (2001, p. 47)
it becomes ‘part of a much wider process of economic, political and cultural
unification . . . of great ... importance in the establishment of nationhood, and
the nation-state is the favoured form of capitalism.” According to these criteria,
both English and French are quite obviously standardized, Italian somewhat
less so, and the variety known as African American English (see chapter 14) not
at all.

Haugen (1966a) has indicated certain steps that must be followed if one
variety of a language is to become the standard for that language. In addition
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to what he calls the ‘formal’ matters of codification and elaboration, the former
referring to the development of such things as grammars and dictionaries and
the latter referring to the use of the standard in such areas as literature, the courts,
education, administration, and commerce, Haugen says there are important
matters to do with ‘function.” For example, a norm must be selected and
accepted because neither codification nor elaboration is likely to proceed very
far if the community cannot agree on some kind of model to act as a norm.
That norm is also likely to be — or to become — an idealized norm, one that
users of the language are asked to aspire to rather than one that actually accords
with their observed behavior.

Selection of the norm may prove difficult because choosing one vernacular as
a norm means favoring those who speak that variety. It also diminishes all the
other varieties and possible competing norms, and those who use those varieties.
The chosen norm inevitably becomes associated with power and the rejected altern-
atives with lack of power. Not surprisingly, it usually happens that a variety
associated with an elite is chosen. Attitudes are all-important, however. A group
that feels intense solidarity may be willing to overcome great linguistic differ-
ences in establishing a norm, whereas one that does not have this feeling may
be unable to overcome relatively small differences and be unable to agree on a
single variety and norm. Serbs and Croats were never able to agree on a norm,
particularly as other differences reinforced linguistic ones. In contrast, we can
see how Indonesia and Malaysia are looking for ways to reduce the differences
between their languages, with their common Islamic bond a strong incentive.

The standardization process itself performs a variety of functions (Mathiot
and Garvin, 1975). It unifies individuals and groups within a larger community
while at the same time separating the community that results from other com-
munities. Therefore, it can be employed to reflect and symbolize some kind of
identity: regional, social, ethnic, or religious. A standardized variety can also
be used to give prestige to speakers, marking off those who employ it from
those who do not, i.e., those who continue to speak a nonstandard variety. It
can therefore serve as a kind of goal for those who have somewhat different
norms; Standard English and Standard French are such goals for many whose
norms are dialects of these languages. However, as we will see (particularly in
chapters 6-38), these goals are not always pursued and may even be resisted.

It still may not be at all easy for us to define Standard English because of a
failure to agree about the norm or norms that should apply. For example, Trudgill
(1995, pp. 5-6) defines Standard English as follows (note his use of ‘usually’
and ‘normally’ in this definition):

Standard English is that variety of English which is usually used in print, and which
is normally taught in schools and to non-native speakers learning the language.
It is also the variety which is normally spoken by educated people and used in
news broadcasts and other similar situations. The difference between standard and
nonstandard, it should be noted, has nothing in principle to do with differences
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between formal and colloquial language, or with concepts such as ‘bad language.’
Standard English has colloquial as well as formal variants, and Standard English
speakers swear as much as others.

Historically, the standard variety of English is based on the dialect of English
that developed after the Norman Conquest resulted in the permanent removal
of the Court from Winchester to London. This dialect became the one preferred
by the educated, and it was developed and promoted as a model, or norm, for
wider and wider segments of society. It was also the norm that was carried over-
seas, but not one unaffected by such export. Today, written Standard English is
codified to the extent that the grammar and vocabulary of written varieties of
English are much the same everywhere in the world: variation among local stand-
ards is really quite minor, being differences of ‘flavor’ rather than of ‘substance,’
so that the Singapore, South African, and Irish varieties are really very little
different from one another so far as grammar and vocabulary are concerned.
Indeed, Standard English is so powerful that it exerts a tremendous pressure on
all such local varieties. However, differences in the spoken varieties exist and
are found everywhere in the world that English is used and, while these differences
may have been reduced somewhat in the British Isles, they may actually have
increased almost everywhere else, e.g., within new English-speaking countries in
Africa and Asia. I will return to this topic of ‘New Englishes’ in chapter 15.

Governments sometimes very deliberately involve themselves in the standard-
ization process by establishing official bodies of one kind or another to regulate
language matters or to encourage changes felt to be desirable. One of the most
famous examples of an official body established to promote the language of
a country was Richelieu’s establishment of the Académie Francaise in 1635.
Founded at a time when a variety of languages existed in France, when literacy
was confined to a very few, and when there was little national consciousness,
the Académie Francaise faced an unenviable task: the codification of French spelling,
vocabulary, and grammar. Its goal was to fashion and reinforce French nation-
ality, a most important task considering that, even two centuries later in the early
nineteenth century, the French of Paris was virtually unknown in many parts
of the country, particularly in the south. Similar attempts to found academies
in England and the United States for the same purpose met with no success,
individual dictionary-makers and grammar-writers having performed much
the same function for English. Since both French and English are today highly
standardized, one might question whether such academies serve a useful pur-
pose, yet it is difficult to imagine France without the Académie Francaise: it
undoubtedly has had a considerable influence on the French people and perhaps
on their language.

Standardization is sometimes deliberately undertaken quite rapidly for political
reasons. In the nineteenth century Finns developed their spoken language to make
it serve a complete set of functions. They needed a standardized language to assert
their independence from both Swedes and Russians. They succeeded in their task
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so that now the Finnish language has become a strong force in the nation’s
political life and a strong marker of Finnish identity among Germanic tongues
on the one side and Slavic tongues on the other. In the twentieth century the
Turks under Atatirk were likewise successful in their attempt to both standardize
and ‘modernize’ Turkish. Today, we can see similar attempts at rapid standard-
ization in countries such as India (Hindi), Israel (Hebrew), Papua New Guinea
(Tok Pisin), Indonesia (Bahasa Indonesia), and Tanzania (Swabhili). In each case
a language or a variety of a language had to be selected, developed in its resources
and functions, and finally accepted by the larger society. As we have seen,
standardization is an ideological matter. Williams (1992, p. 146) calls it ‘a socio-
political process involving the legitimisation and institutionalisation of a language
variety as a feature of sanctioning of that variety as socially preferable.” It
creates a preferred variety of a language, which then becomes the winner in a
struggle for dominance. The dispreferred varieties are losers.

The standardization process occasionally results in some languages actually
achieving more than one standardized variety. Norwegian is a good example with
its two standards, Nynorsk and Bokmal. In this case there is a special problem,
that of trying to unify the two varieties in a way that pleases everyone. Some
kind of unification or amalgamation is now official government policy (see
pp. 396-7). Countries with two or more competing languages that cannot
possibly be unified may tear themselves apart, as we saw in Yugoslavia, or
periodically seem to come very close to doing that, as with Belgium and Canada
(see chapter 15).

Standardization is also an ongoing matter, for only ‘dead’ languages like Latin
and Classical Greek are standardized for all time. Living languages change and
the standardization process is necessarily an ongoing one. It is also one that may
be described as more advanced in languages like French or German and less
advanced in languages like Bahasa Indonesia and Swabhili.

Hindi is still in the process of being standardized in India. That process is
hindered by widespread regional resistance to Hindi out of the fear that regional
languages may be submerged or, if not submerged, quite diminished. So far as
standardization is concerned, there are problems with accepting local varieties,
and with developing and teaching the existing standard as though it were a
classical language like Sanskrit and downplaying it as a living language. Hindi
is still often taught much like Latin in schools in the West; it is in many places
an underused second language at best; children are not encouraged ‘to play in
Hindi,” and teachers rarely employ Hindi as a language of instruction. Likewise,
the kinds of literature available in Hindi are still very limited, there being short-
ages of everyday reading materials that might appeal to the young, e.g., comic
books, mystery stories, and collections of folk tales. Consequently, the process
of the standardization of a ‘living’ Hindi is proving to be a slow one.

The standardization process is also obviously one that attempts either to
reduce or to eliminate diversity and variety. However, it would appear that
such diversity and variety are ‘natural’ to all languages, assuring them of their
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vitality and enabling them to change (see chapter 8). To that extent, standard-
ization imposes a strain on languages or, if not on the languages themselves, on
those who take on the task of standardization. That may be one of the reasons
why various national academies have had so many difficulties in their work: they
are essentially in a no-win situation, always trying to ‘fix’ the consequences
of changes that they cannot prevent, and continually being compelled to issue
new pronouncements on linguistic matters. Unfortunately, those who think you
can standardize and ‘fix” a language for all time are often quite influential. They
often find ready access to the media, there to bewail the fact that English, for
example, is becoming ‘degenerate’ and ‘corrupt,” and to advise us to return to
what they may regard as a more perfect past. In English that ‘perfect’ past was
really not so perfect. It has resulted in the current spelling system in which we
can have either a single sound spelled in a variety of ways (e.g., relief, receive,
meet, meat, Peter, Lima, aesthetic, people; psychology, science, silent, mass, price;
passion, ration, fashion, crash) or a certain group of letters represent a wide
variety of sounds (e.g., thought, through, bough, rough). Spellings ‘fixed’ at
certain times fail to reflect subsequent sound changes but nevertheless remain
sacrosanct. They may also resist what they consider to be ‘dangerous’ innova-
tions, e.g., the translation of a sacred book into a modern idiom or the issue
of a new dictionary. Since the existence of internal variation is one aspect of
language and the fact that all languages keep changing is another, we cannot
be too sympathetic to such views.

Vitality, the second of Bell’s seven criteria, refers to the existence of a living
community of speakers. This criterion can be used to distinguish languages
that are ‘alive’ from those that are ‘dead.” Two Celtic languages of the United
Kingdom are now dead: Manx, the old language of the Isle of Man, and
Cornish. Manx died out after World War II, and Cornish disappeared at the
end of the eighteenth century, one date often cited being 1777, when the last
known speaker, Dorothy Pentreath of Mousehole, died. Many of the aboriginal
languages of the Americas are also dead. Latin is dead in this sense too for
no one speaks it as a native language; it exists only in a written form frozen in
time, pronounced rather than spoken, and studied rather than used.

Once a language dies it is gone for all time and not even the so-called revival
of Hebrew contradicts that assertion. Hebrew always existed in a spoken form
as a liturgical language, as did Latin for centuries. Modern Hebrew is an
outgrowth of this liturgical variety. It is after all ‘Modern’ Hebrew and the
necessary secularization of a liturgical language to make it serve the purposes of
modern life has not been an easy and uncontroversial matter. Many languages,
while not dead yet, nevertheless are palpably dying: the number of people who
speak them diminishes drastically each year and the process seems irreversible,
so that the best one can say of their vitality is that it is flagging. For example,
the French dialects spoken in the Channel Islands of Jersey, Guernsey, and Sark
are rapidly on their way to extinction. Each year that passes brings a decrease
in the number of languages spoken in the world (see pp. 401-2).
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We should note that a language can remain a considerable force even after it
is dead, that is, even after it is no longer spoken as anyone’s first language and
exists almost exclusively in one or more written forms, knowledge of which is
acquired only through formal education. Classical Greek and Latin still have con-
siderable prestige in the Western world, and speakers of many modern languages
continue to draw on them in a variety of ways. Sanskrit is important in the same
way to speakers of Hindi because of its cultural associations; Classical Arabic
provides a unifying force and set of resources in the Islamic world; and Classical
Chinese has considerably influenced not only modern Chinese but also Japanese
and Korean. Such influences cannot be ignored, because the speakers of languages
subject to such influences are generally quite aware of what is happening: we
can even say that such influence is part of their knowledge of the language.
We can also periodically observe deliberate attempts to throw off an influence
perceived to be alien: for example, Atatiirk’s largely successful attempt to reduce
the Arabic influence on Turkish, and periodic attempts to ‘purify’ languages
such as French and German of borrowings from English. While in the case of
Hebrew, a language used only in a very restricted way for religious observances
was successfully expanded for everyday use, we should note that a similar attempt
to revitalize Gaelic in Ireland has been almost a complete failure.

Historicity refers to the fact that a particular group of people finds a sense
of identity through using a particular language: it belongs to them. Social,
political, religious, or ethnic ties may also be important for the group, but the
bond provided by a common language may prove to be the strongest tie of all.
In the nineteenth century a German nation was unified around the German lan-
guage just as in the previous century Russians had unified around a revitalized
Russian language. Historicity can be long-standing: speakers of the different
varieties of colloquial Arabic make much of a common linguistic ancestry, as
obviously do speakers of Chinese. It can also, as with Hebrew, be appealed to
as a unifying force among a threatened people.

Autonomy is an interesting concept because it is really one of feeling. A
language must be felt by its speakers to be different from other languages. However,
this is a very subjective criterion. Ukrainians say their language is quite differ-
ent from Russian and deplored its Russification when they were part of the Soviet
Union. Some speakers of African American English (see chapter 14) maintain
that their language is not a variety of English but is a separate language in
its own right and refer to it as Ebonics. In contrast, speakers of Cantonese
and Mandarin deny that they speak different languages: they maintain that
Cantonese and Mandarin are not autonomous languages but are just two
dialects of Chinese. As we will see (chapter 3), creole and pidgin languages cause
us not a few problems when we try to apply this criterion: how autonomous
are such languages?

Reduction refers to the fact that a particular variety may be regarded as a
sub-variety rather than as an independent entity. Speakers of Cockney will
almost certainly say that they speak a variety of English, admit that they are not
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representative speakers of English, and recognize the existence of other varieties
with equivalent subordinate status. Sometimes the reduction is in the kinds of
opportunities afforded to users of the variety. For example, there may be a reduc-
tion of resources; that is, the variety may lack a writing system. Or there may
be considerable restrictions in use; e.g., pidgin languages are very much reduced
in the functions they serve in society in contrast to standardized languages.

Mixture refers to feelings speakers have about the ‘purity’ of the variety they
speak. This criterion appears to be more important to speakers of some languages
than of others, e.g., more important to speakers of French and German than
to speakers of English. However, it partly explains why speakers of pidgins and
creoles have difficulty in classifying what they speak as full languages: these
varieties are, in certain respects, quite obviously ‘mixed,” and the people who
speak them often feel that the varieties are neither one thing nor another,
but rather are debased, deficient, degenerate, or marginal varieties of some other
standard language and lack a clear identity.

Finally, having de facto norms refers to the feeling that many speakers have
that there are both ‘good’ speakers and ‘poor’ speakers and that the good
speakers represent the norms of proper usage. Sometimes this means focusing
on one particular sub-variety as representing the ‘best’ usage, e.g., Parisian French
or the Florentine variety of Italian. Standards must not only be established (by
the first criterion above), they must also be observed. When all the speakers of
a language feel that it is badly spoken or badly written almost everywhere, that
language may have considerable difficulty in surviving; in fact, such a feeling
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is often associated with a language that is dying. Concern with the norms of
linguistic behavior, ‘linguistic purism’ (see Thomas, 1991), may become very
important among specific segments of society. For example, so far as English is
concerned, there is a very profitable industry devoted to telling people how they
should behave linguistically, what it is ‘correct’ to say, what to avoid saying,
and so on (see Baron, 1982, Cameron, 1995, and Wardhaugh, 1999). As Leith
(1997, pp. 56-7) says, ‘by analyzing “correct” usage in terms that only a tiny
minority of educated people could command, the codifiers ensured that correct-
ness remained the preserve of an elite. The usage of most people was wrong,
precisely because it was the usage of the majority.” The issue is one of power,
of who gets to say what is right and what is wrong in language. All such attempts
have as their goal the elimination of variety and of ‘fixing,’ i.e., ‘freezing,” the
language at a moment in time. It may be possible to do this for a language but
only if that language is a ‘dead’ one. “The process of standardization . . . can and
will only reach completion in a dead language, where the inviolable norms
so often asserted by the prescriptivist tradition (and the absolutes of language
attitudes) may indeed come into being’ (Mugglestone, 1995, p. 330).

If we apply the above criteria to the different varieties of speech we observe
in the world, we will see that not every variety we may want to call a language
has the same status as every other variety. English is a language, but so are Dogrib,
Haitian Creole, Ukrainian, Latin, Tok Pisin, and Chinese. Each satisfies a dif-
ferent sub-set of criteria from our list. Although there are important differences
among them, we would be loath to deny that any one of them is a language.
They are all equals as languages, but that does not necessarily mean that all
languages are equal! The first is a linguistic judgment, the second a social one.

As we have just seen, trying to decide whether something is or is not a lan-
guage or in what ways languages are alike and different can be quite trouble-
some. However, we usually experience fewer problems of the same kind with
regard to dialects. There is usually little controversy over the fact that they are
either regional or social varieties of something that is widely acknowledged to
be a language. That is true even of the relationship of Cantonese and Mandarin
to Chinese if the latter is given a ‘generous’ interpretation as a language.

Some people are also aware that the standard variety of any language is
actually only the preferred dialect of that language: Parisian French, Florentine
Italian, or the Zanzibar variety of Swahili in Tanzania. It is the variety that has
been chosen for some reason, perhaps political, social, religious, or economic,
or some combination of reasons, to serve as either the model or norm for other
varieties. It is the empowered variety. As a result, the standard is often not called
a dialect at all, but is regarded as the language itself. It takes on an ideological
dimension and becomes the ‘right’ and ‘proper’ language of the group of
people, the very expression of their being. One consequence is that all other
varieties become related to that standard and are regarded as dialects of that
standard with none of the power of that standard. Of course, this process
usually involves a complete restructuring of the historical facts. If language X'
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differentiates in three areas to become dialects XA, XB, and XC, and then XA
is elevated to become a later standard X then XB, and XC are really histor-
ical variants of X', not sub-varieties of X*. What happens in practice is that XB
and XC undergo pressure to change toward X?, and X?, the preferred variety or
standard, exerts its influence over the other varieties.

We see a good instance of this process in Modern English. The new standard
is based on the dialect of the area surrounding London, which was just one
of several dialects of Old English, and not the most important since both the
western and northern dialects were once at least equally as important. How-
ever, in the modern period, having provided the base for Standard English, this
dialect exerts a strong influence over all the other dialects of England so that it
is not just first among equals but rather represents the modern language itself
to the extent that the varieties spoken in the west and north are generally regarded
as its local variants. Historically, these varieties arise from different sources, but
now they are viewed only in relation to the standardized variety.

A final comment seems called for with regard to the terms language and dialect.
A dialect is a subordinate variety of a language, so that we can say that Texas
English and Swiss German are, respectively, dialects of English and German. The
language name (i.e., English or German) is the superordinate term. We can also
say of some languages that they contain more than one dialect; e.g., English,
French, and Italian are spoken in various dialects. If a language is spoken by so
few people, or so uniformly, that it has only one variety, we might be tempted
to say that language and dialect become synonymous in such a case. However,
another view is that it is inappropriate to use dialect in such a situation because
the requirement of subordination is not met. Consequently, to say that we have
dialect A of language X must imply also the existence of dialect B of language
X, but to say we have language Y is to make no claim about the number of
dialect varieties in which it exists: it may exist in only a single variety, or it may
have two (or more) subordinate dialects: dialects A, B, and so on.

Finally, two other terms are important in connection with some of the issues
discussed above: vernacular and koiné. 1 made previous mention of the first of
these on p. 24. Petyt (1980, p. 25) defines it as ‘the speech of a particular coun-
try or region,’ or, more technically, ‘a form of speech transmitted from parent
to child as a primary medium of communication.” If that form of speech is Standard
English, then Standard English is the vernacular for that particular child; if it is
a regional dialect, then that dialect is the child’s vernacular. A koiné is ‘a form
of speech shared by people of different vernaculars — though for some of them
the koiné itself may be their vernacular.” A koiné is a common language, but
not necessarily a standard one. Petyt’s examples of koinés are Hindi for many
people in India and Vulgar Latin (vulgar: ‘colloquial’ or ‘spoken’) in the Roman
Empire. The original koiné was, of course, the Greek koiné of the Ancient World,
a unified version of the Greek dialects, which after Alexander’s conquests (circa
330 BCE) became the lingua franca of the Western world, a position it held until
it was eventually superseded, not without a struggle, by Vulgar Latin.
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Regional Dialects

Regional variation in the way a language is spoken is likely to provide one of
the easiest ways of observing variety in language. As you travel throughout a
wide geographical area in which a language is spoken, and particularly if that
language has been spoken in that area for many hundreds of years, you are almost
certain to notice differences in pronunciation, in the choices and forms of
words, and in syntax. There may even be very distinctive local colorings in the
language which you notice as you move from one location to another. Such
distinctive varieties are usually called regional dialects of the language. As we
saw earlier (p. 25), the term dialect is sometimes used only if there is a strong
tradition of writing in the local variety. Old English and to a lesser extent Middle
English had dialects in this sense. In the absence of such a tradition of writing
the term patois may be used to describe the variety. However, many linguists
writing in English tend to use dialect to describe both situations and rarely, if
at all, use patois as a scientific term. You are likely to encounter it only as a
kind of anachronism, as in its use by Jamaicans, who often refer to the variety
of English spoken on the island as a ‘patois.’

The dialect—patois distinction actually seems to make more sense in some
situations, e.g., France, than in others. In medieval France, a number of languages
flourished and several were associated with strong literary traditions. However,
as the language of Paris asserted itself from the fourteenth century on, these
traditions withered. Parisian French spread throughout France, and, even
though that spread is still not yet complete (as visits to such parts of France
as Brittany, Provence, Corsica, and Alsace will confirm), it drastically reduced
the importance of the local varieties: they continue to exist largely in spoken
forms only; they are disfavored socially and politically; they are merely patois
to those who extol the virtues of Standard French. However, even as these
varieties have faded, there have been countervailing moves to revive them as
many younger residents of the areas in which they are spoken see them as strong
indicators of identities they wish to preserve.

There are some further interesting differences in the use of the terms dialect
and patois (Petyt, 1980, pp. 24-5). Patois is usually used to describe only
rural forms of speech; we may talk about an urban dialect, but to talk about
an urban patois seems strange. Patois also seems to refer only to the speech
of the lower strata in society; again, we may talk about a middle-class dialect
but not, apparently, about a middle-class patois. Finally, a dialect usually has a
wider geographical distribution than a patois, so that, whereas regional dialect
and village patois seem unobjectionable, the same cannot be said for regional
patois and village dialect. (However, as I indicated above, many Jamaicans
refer to the popular spoken variety of Jamaican English as a patois rather than
as a dialect.)
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This use of the term dialect to differentiate among regional varieties of specific
languages is perhaps more readily applicable to contemporary conditions in Europe
and some other developed countries than it would have been in medieval or
Renaissance Europe or today in certain other parts of the world, where it was
(and still is) possible to travel long distances and, by making only small changes
in speech from location to location, continue to communicate with the inhabit-
ants. (You might have to travel somewhat slowly, however, because of the
necessary learning that would be involved!) It has been said that at one time
a person could travel from the south of what is now Italy to the north of what
is now France in this manner. It is quite clear that such a person began the
journey speaking one language and ended it speaking something entirely differ-
ent; however, there was no one point at which the changeover occurred, nor
is there actually any way of determining how many intermediate dialect areas
that person passed through. For an intriguing empirical test of this idea, one
using recent phonetic data from a continuum of Saxon and Franconian dialects
in the Netherlands, see Heeringa and Nerbonne (2001). They conclude that
the traveler ‘perceives phonological distance indirectly’ (p. 398) and that there
are ‘unsharp borders between dialect areas’ (p. 399).

Such a situation is often referred to as a dialect continuum. What you have
is a continuum of dialects sequentially arranged over space: A, B, C, D, and so
on. Over large distances the dialects at each end of the continuum may well
be mutually unintelligible, and also some of the intermediate dialects may be
unintelligible with one or both ends, or even with certain other intermediate
ones. In such a distribution, which dialects can be classified together under one
language, and how many such languages are there? As I have suggested, such
questions are possibly a little easier to answer today in certain places than they
once were. The hardening of political boundaries in the modern world as a result
of the growth of states, particularly nation-states rather than multinational or
multi-ethnic states, has led to the hardening of language boundaries. Although
residents of territories on both sides of the Dutch-German border (within
the West Germanic continuum) or the French-Italian border (within the West
Romance continuum) have many similarities in speech even today, they will almost
certainly tell you that they speak dialects of Dutch or German in the one case
and French or Italian in the other. Various pressures — political, social, cultural,
and educational — may serve to harden state boundaries and to make the
linguistic differences among states more, not less, pronounced. However, it
will be interesting to see what happens in Europe as many national boundaries
have recently become jurisdictional barriers only and people are free to move
themselves and their languages and dialects with them (and use English as a
lingua franca). We can be sure though of one thing about the English language.
Nowhere else in the world can such a variety of English dialects be found in
such a small geographical area as in the British Isles. This fact clearly indicates
the place of origin of the language just as the fact that human genetic information
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shows conclusively that southern Africa is the place of origin of the human species
and, therefore, of all languages existing today.

When a language is recognized as being spoken in different varieties, the issue
becomes one of deciding how many varieties and how to classify each variety.
Dialect geography is the term used to describe attempts made to map the
distributions of various linguistic features so as to show their geographical
provenance. For example, in seeking to determine features of the dialects of English
and to show their distributions, dialect geographers try to find answers to
questions such as the following. Is this an 7-pronouncing area of English, as in
words like car and cart, or is it not? What past tense form of drink do speakers
prefer? What names do people give to particular objects in the environment, e.g.,
elevator or lift, petrol or gas, carousel or roundabout? Sometimes maps are drawn
to show actual boundaries around such features, boundaries called isoglosses,
so as to distinguish an area in which a certain feature is found from areas in
which it is absent. When several such isoglosses coincide, the result is sometimes
called a dialect boundary. Then we may be tempted to say that speakers on one
side of that boundary speak one dialect and speakers on the other side speak a
different dialect.

As we will see when we return once again to this topic in chapter 6, there are
many difficulties with this kind of work: finding the kinds of items that appear
to distinguish one dialect from another; collecting data; drawing conclusions from
the data we collect; presenting the findings; and so on. It is easy to see, how-
ever, how such a methodology could be used to distinguish British, American,
Australian, and other varieties of English from one another as various dialects
of one language. It should also be possible to distinguish Cockney English from
Texas English. But how can you distinguish among the multifarious varieties
of English found in cities like New York and London? Or even among the
varieties we observe to exist in smaller, less complex cities and towns in which
various people who have always resided there are acknowledged to speak dif-
ferently from one another?

Finally, the term dialect, particularly when it is used in reference to regional
variation, should not be confused with the term accent. Standard English, for
example, is spoken in a variety of accents, often with clear regional and social
associations: there are accents associated with North America, Singapore,
India, Liverpool (Scouse), Tyneside (Geordie), Boston, New York, and so on.
However, many people who live in such places show a remarkable uniformity
to one another in their grammar and vocabulary because they speak Standard
English and the differences are merely those of accent, i.e., how they pronounce
what they say.

One English accent has achieved a certain eminence, the accent known as
Received Pronunciation (or RP), the accent of perhaps as few as 3 percent
of those who live in England. (The ‘received’ in Received Pronunciation is a
little bit of old-fashioned snobbery: it means the accent allows one to be
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received into the ‘better’ parts of society!) This accent is of fairly recent origin
(see Mugglestone, 1995), becoming established as prestigious only in the late
nineteenth century and not even given its current label until the 1920s. In the
United Kingdom at least, it is ‘usually associated with a higher social or educa-
tional background, with the BBC and the professions, and [is] most commonly
taught to students learning English as a foreign language’ (Wakelin, 1977, p. 5).
For many such students it is the only accent they are prepared to learn, and a
teacher who does not use it may have difficulty in finding a position as a teacher
of English in certain non-English-speaking countries in which a British accent
is preferred over a North American one. In fact, those who use this accent
are often regarded as speaking ‘unaccented’ English because it lacks a regional
association within England. As Hughes et al. (2005, p. 3) say: ‘Because of its
use on radio and television, within Britain RP has become probably the most
widely understood of all accents. This in turn means that the learner who
succeeds in speaking it, other things being equal, has the best chance of being
understood wherever he or she goes in the British Isles.” Other names for this
accent are the Queen’s English, Oxford English, and BBC English. However,
there is no unanimous agreement that the Queen does in fact use RP. Harrington
et al. (2000) point out that an acoustic analysis of her Christmas broadcasts since
1952 showed a drift in her accent ‘toward one that is characteristic of speakers
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who are younger and/or lower in the social hierarchy.” She ‘no longer speaks
the Queen’s English of the 1950s.” Today, too, a wide variety of accents can be
found at Oxford University, and regional accents also feature prominently in
the various BBC services.

As Bauer (1994, pp. 115-21) also shows, RP continues to change. One of
its most recent manifestations has been labeled ‘Estuary English® (Rosewarne,
1994) — sometimes also called ‘Cockneyfied RP’ — a development of RP along
the lower reaches of the Thames reflecting a power shift in London toward the
worlds of finance, entertainment, sport, and commerce and away from that of
inherited position, the Church, law, and traditional bureaucracies. Trudgill
(1995, p. 7) has pointed out what he considers to be the most interesting
characteristics of RP: ‘the relatively very small numbers of speakers who use it
do not identify themselves as coming from any particular geographical region’;
‘RP is largely confined to England’ and there it is a ‘non-localized accent’;
and ‘it is...not necessary to speak RP to speak Standard English’ because
‘Standard English can be spoken with any regional accent, and in the vast major-
ity of cases normally is.” It is also interesting to observe that the 1997 English
Pronouncing Dictionary published by Cambridge University Press abandoned
the label RP in favor of BBC English even though this latter term is not
unproblematic as the BBC itself has enlarged the accent pool from which it
draws its newsreaders. One consequence of this policy is that some people see
old standards as being eroded, i.e., their own power base being threatened.
A letter writer to the Daily Telegraph in October, 1995 informed readers that
‘Sir Harold Nicolson looked forward, in 1955, to an age when all classes would
“speak English as beautifully and uniformly as they do upon the BBC.” Forty
years on, though, the Corporation has abandoned its old manner of speech
in favour of the all-too-aptly named “classless” accent, which, though certainly
uniform, is far from beautiful.’

The development of Estuary English is one part of a general leveling of accents
within the British Isles. The changes are well documented; see, for example, Foulkes
and Docherty (1999), who review a variety of factors involved in the changes
that are occurring in cities. One feature of Estuary English, the use of a glottal
stop for ¢ (Fabricus, 2002), is also not unique to that variety but is spreading
widely, for example to Newcastle, Cardiff, and Glasgow, and even as far north
as rural Aberdeenshire in northeast Scotland (Marshall, 2003). Watt (2000, 2002)
used the vowels in face and goat to show that Geordie, the Newcastle accent,
levels toward a regional accent norm rather than toward a national one, almost
certainly revealing a preference for establishing a regional identity rather than
either a very limited local identity or a wider national one. Recent research (see
Coupland, 2007, pp. 97-9) also shows that while British people in general still
have a high regard for RP they also like Scottish- and Irish-accented English.
However, they do not like the accents of cities such as Glasgow, Birmingham,
and Liverpool, nor do they like Asian- or German-accented English. Most people
like their own accents whatever they are and seem content with them. Coupland
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says (p. 99) of accent variation: the ‘social meanings ... are clearly multi-
dimensional, inherently variable, and potentially unstable.’

The most generalized accent in North America is sometimes referred to as
General American or, more recently, as network English, the accent associated
with announcers on the major television networks. Other languages often have
no equivalent to RP: for example, German is spoken in a variety of accents, none
of which is deemed inherently any better than any other. Educated regional
varieties are preferred rather than some exclusive upper-class accent that has
no clear relationship to personal achievement.

As a final observation I must reiterate that it is impossible to speak English
without an accent. There is no such thing as an ‘unaccented English.” RP is an
accent, a social one rather than a regional one. However, we must note that
there are different evaluations of the different accents, evaluations arising from
social factors not linguistic ones. Matsuda (1991, p. 1361) says it is really an
issue of power: ‘When . . . parties are in a relationship of domination and sub-
ordination we tend to say that the dominant is normal, and the subordinate
is different from normal. And so it is with accent....People in power are
perceived as speaking normal, unaccented English. Any speech that is different
from that constructed norm is called an accent.” In the pages that follow we will
return constantly to linguistic issues having to do with power.

Social Dialects

The term dialect can also be used to describe differences in speech associated
with various social groups or classes. There are social dialects as well as regional
ones. An immediate problem is that of defining social group (see chapter 5) or
social class (see chapter 6), giving proper weight to the various factors that
can be used to determine social position, e.g., occupation, place of residence,
education, ‘new’ versus ‘old’ money, income, racial or ethnic origin, cultural
background, caste, religion, and so on. Such factors as these do appear to be
related fairly directly to how people speak. There is a British ‘public-school’ dialect,
and there is an ‘African American’ dialect found in cities such as New York,
Detroit, and Buffalo. Many people also have stereotypical notions of how
other people speak, and, as we will see in chapter 7 in particular, there is
considerable evidence from work of investigators such as Labov and Trudgill
that social dialects can indeed be described systematically.

Whereas regional dialects are geographically based, social dialects originate
among social groups and are related to a variety of factors, the principal ones
apparently being social class, religion, and ethnicity. In India, for example, caste,
one of the clearest of all social differentiators, quite often determines which
variety of a language a speaker uses. In a city like Baghdad in a more peaceful
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era than at present the Christian, Jewish, and Muslim inhabitants spoke differ-
ent varieties of Arabic. In this case the first two groups used their variety solely
within the group but the Muslim variety served as a lingua franca, or common
language, among the groups. Consequently, Christians and Jews who dealt with
Muslims used two varieties: their own at home and the Muslim variety for trade
and in all inter-group relationships. Ethnic variation can be seen in the United
States, where one variety of English has become so identified with an ethnic group
that it is often referred to as African American English (AAE). Labov’s work in
New York City shows that there are other ethnic differences too: speakers of
Jewish and Italian ethnicity differentiate themselves from speakers of either
the standard variety or AAE. On occasion they actually s